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SYNOPSIS
In 1979, the US Customs Service reported that 87% of all marijuana seizures in the US were made in the South Florida area.  Due to the region's 5,000 miles of coast and coastal waterways and close proximity to the Caribbean and Latin America, South Florida was a pot smuggler's paradise.  In sharp contrast to the brazenly violent cocaine cowboys of the 1980's, Miami's marijuana smugglers were cooler, calmer, and for the most part, nonviolent.  SQUARE GROUPER paints a vivid portrait of Miami's pot smuggling culture in the 1970s and 1980s through three of the city's most colorful stories.

EVERGLADES CITY: KEEP YOUR MOUTH SHUT AND YOU WON’T GET CAUGHT
Everglades City, a tiny fishing village 80 miles west of Miami, has always been outlaw country. The majority of the town's 500 residents are from five families, with almost everyone related in some way. The region's coastline is comprised of a vast labyrinth of mangroves known as the Ten Thousand Islands. The unique geography, coupled with the fact that only locals knew how to navigate it, made the town a picture-perfect location for smuggling. And folks in Everglades City smuggled their way through history. In the early 1900's, they smuggled endangered animals. During the prohibition era, they took to rum running. And when drugs flooded South Florida in the 70's and 80's and the National Park Service began to phase out commercial fishing, the mainstay of the Everglades City economy, folks took to marijuana smuggling. 

The DEA decided they had to put a stop to the smuggling. They executed two large, highly publicized raids in 1983 and 1984, leading to the arrest of nearly 80% of the adult male population of Everglades City.

STILL IN THE CAN

By David Bienenstock, 
republished with permission of High Times Magazine
Originally published February 2005

The federal government has given Robert Platshorn three watermelons, along with a very special assignment. He's to carve the watermelons into replicas of the Nino, the Pinta and the Santa Maria for an upcoming Columbus Day celebration at the Maxwell Air Force Base Federal Prison Camp in Alabama, where he is better known as prisoner #00603-004—the resident garnish chef. 
Platshorn is even better known to longtime HIGH TIMES readers as leader of the Black Tuna Gang, convicted in 1980 of heading the "biggest and slickest" drug ring in U.S. history. The case against the Tunas represented the first joint effort between the DEA and FBI to investigate profits from the marijuana trade, a campaign that showcased many tactics the Drug Warriors would hone and expand over the next twenty-five years: sleazy paid informants, so-called expert witnesses, selective prosecution, inflated statistics (see: amount of drugs, street values, size of profit...) overt propaganda, naked self-promotion and, most of all, a policy of heartless ass-covering that would make War on Drugs founder, Richard Nixon, proud. 

Platshorn, for his part, has closely followed the War on Drugs from behind bars—at once a first-time, non-violent offender, America's longest serving marijuana prisoner, and a man who hasn't taken his son fishing since he was four years old. Matthew Platshorn, now 29, is a special education teacher in Nevada. He contacted HIGH TIMES to raise awareness about a lawsuit his father has filed against the U.S. Parole Commission, claiming that prisoner #00603—004 has been incarnated seven years past his parole eligibility date. If the suit can prove that the Bureau of Prisons mistakenly (if not maliciously) calculated his release date, he may be a free man as you read this. If not, the Tuna stays in the can until 2008. 

"I believe they made a mistake, and like any government agency they're not real happy to admit it. They're treating me like anyone else they screwed up with, and then tried to bury," Platshorn tells HIGH TIMES during a phone interview from his home, a conversation interrupted occasionally by a pre-recorded reminder that the call originated from a federal prison. He softens when asked about the campaign spearheaded by his son. "I've been very lucky with him. He's a terrific kid. We've stayed close. I know he was really torn up for years about me being in jail, but he's always kind of kept that in." 

Platshorn's dream for life after prison is to publish and sell a book with photos of his most garish garnishes, along with detailed instructions on how to recreate them. He's had plenty of time to work on it, along with a marketing plan that includes infomercials, the Internet and other outlets not yet invented when he was first locked up. As a career path, it would mark a full-circle for the subject of HIGH TIMES' September 1981 cover story, who got his start in vegetable art long before moving on to vegetable sales—working his way through college as a pitchman and demonstrator for newfangled products like the Chop-a-Matic, Dial-a-Matic, and the frozen food knife. Platshorn was hired to draw a crowd with his fancy slicing, and then hawk the products to dazzled consumers. A natural salesman, he thrived in this and elsewhere, making money in various legitimate industries after dropping out of the University of Miami in 1963. So then why jump the fence into the black market? 

"I think it was the atmosphere of the '70s. I owned a chain of speed-reading schools in Europe, and the attitude there was very casual towards pot. And in the States, it seemed it was almost legal, with a market that was available. The first time someone came to me and said 'I have 500 pounds, do you know anybody who wants it?'—that was a very attractive proposition," Platshorn explains. "At that time, the average first offender would get 3-5 years, and usually that would be a suspended sentence. I never thought anyone was serious about putting people away for a long time for marijuana. I honestly thought pot was going to be legalized. That we were only a few years away." 

We were not. The modern war on marijuana was just getting started and, in fact, still had something to prove. Operation Banco, the DEA/FBI joint effort, had burned through a lot of time and taxpayer money delving into the dirty dealings going down in Miami in the late '70s, only to see the big fish somehow slip through their nets. Along the way, these strange bureaucratic bedfellows had jilted some fellow feds, namely the I.R.S. and Customs, who were reportedly undertaking investigations of their own—into the failures of Operation Banco. 

The rest is obvious to anyone who knows how the Drug War is fought in America: Somebody had to go down, hard. 

Nobody doubts that the Tunas were moving serious weight. Platshorn fondly recalls flying down to Santa Marta, Colombia to score the good stuff from well-connected local Raul Davila-Jimeno, a.k.a. the elusive Black Tuna, who, for the record, was nowhere to be found when heat came down on the Tunas who took his name. But those dark days were all yet to come. In the beginning, the pot was great, the profits were great, and so were the people. And so Platshorn figured: Why not? 

"It was fun when it was a business that had acceptance, when it looked like pot was going to be legalized, and when we dealt with hippie types—nice people who were fun to be around, and did not have guns. All of that collapsed when they made it very clear that pot was going to be a serious crime." 

After a string of failed schemes (including a crashed plane and a sunken boat), shady connections and lost profits, Platshorn pulled the plug on the Tunas, returning to life at the auto dealership he'd bought with partner Robert Meinster. The two childhood friends had moved south together to pursue the marijuana millions to be made in Miami, after achieving early success together up North. Meinster (who also remains in prison) and Platshorn were indicted May 1, 1979, along with Platshorn's wife and eleven other members of the extended Tuna family. Both men's homes were raided at gunpoint that morning, and both would leave young children behind when they left for prison. U.S. Attorney General Griffin Bell announced the indictments at a national press conference, turning on the heat for a media campaign aimed at searing the Tunas in the fire of public opinion. Prosecutors also trotted out the Racketeering Influenced Corrupt Organizations (RICO) Act, and charges of a "continuing criminal enterprise"—two heavy-duty measures intended to take down organized crime, which were turned against the decidedly disorganized crime of the Tunas (see HIGH TIMES Sept.1981: "The Gang That Couldn't Deal Straight"). 

Throughout the trial, the government would issue purple-prose press releases, designed to create the palpable perception of major wrongdoing—accusing the Tunas of hoarding hundreds of millions of dollars, commanding a private army and plotting to kill the judge. Naturally, the newspapers all went along for the ride. 

"We made a modest amount of money" Platshorn admits, "but not even one percent of what was alleged. [The government claimed] anywhere from one million to three million pounds were brought in, but at trial the reality was less than 100,000 pounds. In total, we made three flights, plus a boat trip. And all of a sudden we're the biggest thing that ever hit marijuana." 

When the sentence came down—64 years—you can bet those boys on the joint task force were laughing all the way to the Banco. The DEA/FBI juggernaut credited their original failed operation with taking down the nation's largest drug ring, and promptly returned triumphantly to Washington D.C. with their hands out for more Drug War money. Both Platshorn and his wife went to prison, and although her sentence was only a few years, Platshorn says she's never really recovered. Then his daughter died at age twelve of an epileptic coma. Then both his parents passed on. And now, most recently, his younger sister has died as well. All the while he has kept working on his garnish book, the rare writer without a day job, who can count on the government for three hots and a cot—going on twenty-five years. 

So sure, Platshorn has learned his lesson. But what if way back when he'd received a big fine, a slap on the wrist and a suspended sentence? 

"If we had gotten a reasonable sentence, I can't imagine that we'd have gotten back into the business. We had stopped before we were indicted, and didn't bring in so much as a seed for two years," Bobby Tuna says, claiming he'd already seen the writing on the wall—the feds were dead serious about pot, bigger fish were moving in, and the glory days of multi-ton shipments were over. "I read all the articles in HIGH TIMES about homegrown, and all the ads for grow lights, and that definitely seemed to be where it was going. There was no reason to smuggle that kind of bulk into the United States anymore."

Ethiopian Zion Coptic Church:
Ganja & God

In the early 1970s, a fundamentalist Christian sect known as the Ethiopian Zion Coptic Church formed in Jamaica. The Coptics’ beliefs were typical of any fundamentalist Christian organization…with the exception of one. The Church believed that marijuana (or “ganja,” as they called it) was their sacrament…and all members, including children, smoked it around the clock. The Church started a massive marijuana export operation and expanded throughout the 70’s, eventually becoming the largest employers and landowners in the struggling Caribbean nation.
In 1975, needing an “embassy” in the United States, the Church bought a mansion on Miami’s exclusive Star Island. Initially, the Church received recognition as a legitimate religious organization by the government. But as the media caught wind of the group and their rather unorthodox religious ceremonies, things started to change. Ultimately, a 1979 60 Minutes piece featuring footage of young children puffing large “spliffs” of marijuana caused public outrage and compelled the government to finally put an end to the Coptic’s. Soon after, many Church members were indicted and eventually convicted of smuggling large quantities of marijuana.

ABOUT ROBERT PLATSHORN
Robert Platshorn, author of Black Tuna Diaries and America's longest (30 yrs) imprisoned nonviolent marijuana offender. Raised on South St. in downtown Philadelphia, acting ambitions earned him a supporting role in a successful off Broadway play while still in high school. The same skill led to Robert becoming one of America's most famous pitchmen. The late Billy Mays called him “A legend in the pitch business.” Seen for years on TV, at fairs, and shows selling Vita Mix, frozen food knives, and gadgets. Robert studied communications at University of Miami.

At twenty-four he moved to London to found Dynamic Reading Institutes. Starting with a rented classroom, within three years there were fourteen schools in three countries and his teachers giving classes at Oxford, Cambridge, London University and the House of Lords. On his return to the U.S he started the Ice Cream Factory. Using a unique pushcart he invented, he became the second largest distributor of Breyers ice cream.

He moved back to Miami in 1975 to attend Law School. Miami in the 70's was the center of the Colombian pot trade. Robert turned his business acumen to the mission of smuggling Colombian pot. Attorney general Griffin Bell named Robert's organization “the Black Tuna Gang” and alleged they were responsible for most of the marijuana crossing the Florida coast. In 1979, a year after quitting the smuggling business, he was indicted, convicted and sentenced to 64 years in federal prison. He was released in late 2008 after serving almost 30 years in eleven different prisons.

Robert lives in Florida with his wife Lynne. He works for Medical Marijuana, collecting signatures for a Florida ballot initiative sponsored by PUFMM and NORML. He has appeared at universities, concerts, benefits, expos and in the media to promote the cause, tell his story, and sign copies of his autobiography, Black Tuna Diaries (www.blacktunadiaries.com). His story was featured in three different editions of High Times, The New York Times, The Wall St Journal, Time, and other national media outlets. His writing has been seen in The New York Times, High Times and various publications.

“Bobby Tuna” will soon be featured in SQUARE GROUPER an exciting new documentary from rakontur, producers of Cocaine Cowboys, and the ESPN hit film, “The U.”
ABOUT THE FILMMAKER
BILLY CORBEN (Director) 
Following the success of his controversial debut “Raw Deal: A Question of Consent,” Miami native Billy Corben co-founded Rakontur productions with partner Alfred Spellman. He directed the worldwide hits Cocaine Cowboys and Cocaine Cowboys 2 and “The U” for ESPN. His latest work, SQUARE GROUPER explores Miami’s pot smuggling culture. 
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