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T 
his is for my family, for my friends, and for everybody else who somehow developed the pa-

tience, which I have most certainly tried, to let my obsessions run their course once my jaws 

have snapped shut on them. This is for my fellow Das Tor editors and writers who picked up 

my slack while I’ve spent months mentally stuck in Mexico in the 1980s. This is for Michael 

Moffett and our school’s archivist, Shannon Walker, without whom none of this would have been pos-

sible. This is for the faculty, alumni, and fellow students who have offered incredible words of encour-

agement after reading the initial installments. This is for my fifth-grade teacher, Kurt Helfrich, who in-

stilled a reverence for Truth, Justice, and the American Way in me at a young and tender age. This is for 

everybody who has ever passed through the hallowed halls of this institution and made it one of the 

most relentlessly fascinating places I have ever encountered.  

Most importantly, this is for Ruth Schrock, Marshall Geer, Berger Erickson, and Nelda Crowell, whose 

tireless fight for justice, I like to think, has allowed Nick to find the peace in death that the circumstanc-

es of his murder should have precluded.  Without their efforts, Nick would be a forgotten statistic, and 

you wouldn’t be reading this. Nick’s memory lives on and will continue to because of them. I hope to 

meet them all in Heaven, if not in the earthly realm beforehand.  

Death on the Cheap originally appeared in a serialized format in Das Tor, the Thunderbird 

student newspaper (www.dastornews.com). This issuance of all four installments has been 

altered in certain spots for narrative coherence, and according to reflection on certain ele-

ments of the story in which the certainty of my assessment of the facts of the case fluctuated. 

jake.strickler@tbird.asu.edu 
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Jake Strickler is sort of from Denver, Colorado, and grew up 

there as well as in Australia, Saudi Arabia, Africa, and Las Ve-

gas. Vegas was probably the strangest of those. His wide-

ranging interests include 20th Century American history; global 

business and politics; any and all forms of crime; the interna-

tional development of jazz, blues, and rock & roll; the life and 

presidency of Richard Milhous Nixon; and hoarding stacks of 

books that he intends to read one day. He holds degrees in 

Film History and Journalism from the University of Colorado , 

and a Master’s of Arts in Global Affairs and Management from 

Thunderbird School of Global Management in Phoenix, Arizo-

na. This is the first group of murders he’s really taken a stab at 

although he has a pretty good theory about who whacked Jim-

my Hoffa.  
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T 
his is an investigation into the 1982 murder 
of Thunderbird professor Nicholas Schrock. 
It’s a big story that deserves breathing room 
and a certain attention to detail. I intend to 

give it both. I have determined, with a high degree of 
certainty, who killed him, potentially along with at 
least six other American citizens. Or so I thought, when 
I started committing this all to print. Now I’m not so 
sure. The shadow of a doubt has crept in. But perhaps 
more importantly, I’ve uncovered the words and deeds 
of those whose dissembling and deliberate obfuscation 
resulted in the ultimate lack of justice served, some of 
whom held or went on to hold positions of prominence 
at the Sinaloa state and Federal levels. I’ll here give 
the caveat that what follows is my analysis of report-
age and source documents: no conviction has ever 
been handed down in the murder of Nicholas Schrock. I 
will present the facts, offer my interpretation of them, 
and allow you to make the ultimate determination of 
culpability or lack thereof. 

This is also, to my knowledge, the first time the story 
will have been told in its entirety. There were no blue-
prints for me to follow. I’ve cobbled this together from 
newspaper clippings and handwritten notes and yel-
lowed, brittle Telexes. What I offer is not an authorita-
tive account, which would, at this point, be all but im-
possible to produce, but a jigsaw puzzle completed to 
the best of my ability. To that end, if you have any per-
sonal knowledge of the case; knew Nick Schrock or his 
wife, Ruth; or find your name in what follows, please 
contact me. This story certainly will not stop occupying 
my thoughts when the last word is written. There are a 
great deal of puzzle pieces still out there, and I won’t 
be satisfied until the picture is complete. 

After wading through the hundreds of documents me-
ticulously collected and preserved by Thunderbird’s 
longtime archivist Nelda Crowell, Nick and Ruth 
Schrock themselves remain the biggest mysteries to 
me. But that may be immaterial to the matter at hand; 
although Nick Schrock lies at this story’s center, it’s his 
very absence that propels it. And for those caught 
swirling in the eddy around the vortex that his disap-
pearance left, it was also a source of immense sad-
ness, frustration, and anger. It’s to them that I dedi-
cate all of this. Just as their repudiation of injustice 

and corruption motivated them, their preternatural 
tenacity motivates me.  Here’s to them. ◊

Nick 

N 
icholas Wickham Schrock was born in 1939 in 
Massilon, Ohio, a city about 20 miles south 
of Akron. He was was never a tall man, 
standing 5’7” and sinewy at his peak. In high 

school, he was a champion debater as well as a Golden-
Gloves-boxer. He lettered twice in wrestling, both the 
result of draws; he never won a match but he never gave 
up, either.  

He went on to receive a B.A. in Speech and English from 
Cleveland’s Case-Western Reserve University, followed 
by a Master’s in Economics from San Diego State in 1963 
and a Ph.D. in the same from the University of Oregon, 
Eugene. His academic career went on to consist of posi-
tions teaching economics and economic theory in Eu-
gene; Edinburgh, Scotland; Reading, England; and, even-
tually, Boulder, Colorado. It was in Boulder that 
Schrock’s specialized obsessions flourished: Keynesian 
economics, commodities futures trading, international 
trade and finance, and monetary theory and policy. 

In 1979, Marshall “Marty” Geer, V.P. of Academic Affairs 
at Thunderbird (then called AGSIM; the American Gradu-
ate School of International Management), persuaded 
him to add the campus, far from the beaten path of the 
academic world of economic theory at the time, to his 
resume. Geer and Schrock weren’t strangers; they’d 
shared an office in Eugene in the mid ‘60s, were col-
leagues at C.U. Boulder in the ‘70s, and had remained 
close friends up until Schrock’s disappearance. Coinci-
dentally, Schrock had served as instructor to three AG-
SIM faculty members by this point: Taeho Kim, William  
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Wilby, and James Mills. As Geer wrote in an email  to 
Nelda Crowell in April of 2010, “[Schrock] took my 
two oldest sons camping and mountain climbing sev-
eral times; he played catch with my youngest. We all 
still miss him. The search for his remains was the 
saddest episode of my life.” 

Schrock began taking seasonal sabbatical from the 
University of Colorado in 1979 in order to teach units 
for Thunderbird at three overseas universities with 
which it was partnered: China’s Beijing Institute of 
Foreign Trade; The Institute for International Studies 
and Training (IIST) outside of Tokyo, Japan; and Mex-
ico’s Universidad Autónoma de Guadalajara (UAG). A 
1979 Das Tor interview with Schrock by B.J. Ham-
mond published under the “Meet Your Professors” 
column gives no clues as to Schrock’s personality; he 
dominates the piece with discussion of his work. I’ll 
provide the article’s fourth paragraph as representa-
tive:  

“Once he has abstracted and quantified his 
problem…the artist in [Schrock] must then 
judge whether both the product and pro-
cess of his analysis have captured the sub-
stance of the problem in its broader eco-
nomic and social implications, and whether 
the product is genuinely applicable to reali-
ty.” 

It only dries out from there. Hold on to that quote, 
though, because it’s exactly what I’m trying to ac-
complish here. 

The overwhelming majority of personal remem-
brances of Schrock’s character paint the same pic-
ture: a consummate professional with a laser-like 
focus on his work. Beyond this, Nick had two other 
great passions in his life: the outdoors, particularly 
hiking, mountain climbing, and camping; and his in-
tense devotion to his wife, Ruth. Not much else 
seemed to matter very much to him past the careful-
ly curated collection of interests and relationships 
that brought him satisfaction. The fact that these in-
terests didn’t often overlap with those of others led 
some to characterize him as an oddball, or a loner. 
As Nick’s brother-in-law told an interviewer from the 
Milwaukee Journal in July of 1982, he “was not the 

backyard barbecue type.” 

While this description might give the impression of a 
simple, even monastic, life, Schrock was, in fact, a 
man of great complexity and contradiction. He was 
quiet and self-contained, yet never shied away from 
confrontation with anybody who disagreed with him. 
There are reports of knock-down, drag-out verbal 
fights with academic colleagues over points of theory 
and policy. A memorial article by an IIST student, 
translated and published in the 8/27/82 issue of Das 
Tor, describes him as a paragon of responsibility who 
could generally be found after class jogging up the 
trail ascending Mt. Fuji, summiting it multiple times 
during the winter and spring months of 1981-2 in 
which “it was very cold, the winds were quite strong, 
and Mt. Fuji was covered with snow”.  

Schrock, the imminently responsible professional, 
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the student says, got a kick out of the suicidal chal-
lenge. Also playing into this death-trip image is the 
fact that he was a health-nut who smoked like a 
chimney. This is a piece of information first related 
to me by the one Thunderbird alumnus I’ve met who 
claims to have known Schrock. I didn’t hold much 
faith in it until I came across an article confirming his 
multi-pack-a-day Pall Mall habit. 

Another facet of Schrock’s life that fascinates me 
endlessly is the only other hobby I’ve found refer-
ence to: the saxophone. While the instrument was 
never recovered following his disappearance, its 
case was, proving that he had enough dedication to 
the horn to bring it with him to Mexico. Was 
Schrock, the deeply logical economist, a jazz fan? 
Who did he listen to as he sparked up cigarettes 
while driving down the Mexican coastal highway? 
Charlie Parker? Art Pepper? Glenn Miller?  

Was he a crazed be-bop fan, chaotically breaking 
every rule of the form, or was he a big-band man 
who played tunes with a clean resolution? Jazz is a 
music that can be as technically and theoretically 
abstract as the commodities futures markets, or it 
can take the theory and smash it up. At which point 
of the spectrum did Schrock’s predilections lie? Was 
music an extension of his work or an escape from it? 
Was the sax a mere release valve that allowed him 
to step, ever so momentarily, out of his own crani-
um, as his smoking habit may have been, or are 
there deeper depths to plumb here? I’ll never know. 

On May 21, 1982, Nick and Ruth arrived at the Thun-
derbird campus after a long drive from Boulder. He’d 
spent a couple of weeks in Colorado after returning 
from teaching a unit that had split its time between 
Beijing and IIST since 12/15/81. As Marty Geer states 
in his email to Nelda Crowell, Schrock was “reluctant 
to do the program in Guadalajara” because he had 
spent the previous summer doing research in the 
southern Mexican state of Colima and had a strong 
desire to spend the summer of ’82 in Colorado. But 
Geer didn’t have anybody else who was qualified 
and willing, and Schrock decided to do his old college 
buddy a favor. 

On the morning of 5/30/82, Nick dropped Ruth off at 

Sky Harbor Airport for a flight back to Colorado, and 
pointed his white ’81 Datsun pickup toward Mexico. 
He’d opted for the coastal route of Highway 15, via 
Nogales, Hermosillo, Guaymas, Obregon, Culiacan, 
Mazatlán, and Tepic. He telephoned an IIST student 
from a Sanborn’s auto insurance store on the Arizo-
na side of the Nogales border crossing to discuss the 
“Incomplete” grade she had received in Schrock’s 
course as the result of a serious illness. He then pur-
chased a 90-day policy for his truck. Records show 
that he crossed the border sometime around 5:00 
p.m. He was never heard from again. ◊

“Damnit, I Don’t Know”

T 
he standard true-crime narrative follows a 
predictable trajectory: a person (or persons) 
commits one or more actions violating the 
agreed-upon laws governing our socie-

ty.  The thin blue line separating civilization and an-
archy is crossed. Evidence is assembled and the 
guilty are (usually) apprehended. Justice is then ei-
ther meted out or miscarried. We know up-front 
that there will be resolution and catharsis. We get to 
have our cake and eat it, too; to learn the lurid de-
tails and see the blood splashed about in Technicol-
or, knowing, all the while, that the guilty will, nine 
times out of ten, get what’s coming to them. 

However, the besotted forefathers of writers like 
Ann Rule, Harold Schechter, and Vincent Bugliosi, 
who have printed money adhering to this formula, 
had made this structure obsolete long before it 
graced the aisles of our grocery checkout stands. The 
crime writers of the 1930s, ‘40s and ‘50s, guys (and 
they were almost exclusively men, with occasional 
exceptions such as Olive Higgins Prouty and, in film, 
Ida Lupino) like Raymond Chandler, James M. Cain, 
and Dashiell Hammett spun tales of such anarchic 
complexity that who killed who became a distrac-
tion. Rather than trying to rationalize crime, their 
stories started from a point of irrationality and 
worked backwards from there.  

Their characters existed in the real post-war Ameri-
ca: the photo-negative of the Eisenhower white-
picket-fence era.  They acknowledged the moral ter-
ror of the Holocaust and the bombs dropped on Hi-
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roshima and Nagasaki and the ultimate irony of a 
country that extolled the merits of freedom for all 
while simultaneously committing acts of systema-
tized violence against entire racial groups. These 
writers, appropriately, minimized the crimes that 
took place in their stories to the status of grotesque 
comedy. What’s one life lost when put up against six 
million, after all? In their worldviews, life was cheap, 
including their own. 

Ray Chandler, to zero in on one, was an off-and-on 
(but mostly on) drunk who somehow avoided cirrho-
sis of the liver and lived until the ripe old age of 70. 
In contrast, David Goodis, who wrote a few shades 
darker than even Chandler, managed to shuffle off 
this mortal coil at 49, following a stroke triggered by 
injuries incurred resisting a robbery while walking 
Skid Row, Philadelphia, observing “lives gone wrong” 
in an “urban environment teeming with criminal life 

and despair:” a favorite pastime of his and a demise 
that I’m sure Ray was envious of.  

Chandler was famous for saying things like, “I’m an 
occasional drinker, as in I occasionally go out for a 
beer and wake up in Singapore with a full beard.” He 
attempted suicide more than once, and his failure to 
follow through amounted to a sick joke played on 
him by a world that he found increasingly morally 
intolerable. When his 1939 novel The Big Sleep was 
turned into a seminal Bogart and Bacall noir film in 
1946, he penned the script but was often too blitzed 
to make it coherent. William Faulkner was called in 
for support. Director Howard Hawks sent Ray a cable 
during filming asking who was responsible for a 
death early in the film. The zorched Chandler fa-
mously wrote back, “Damnit, I don’t know.” 

It’s this mentality that we need to adopt if we’re to 
comprehend the Schrock murder. It’s a jumbled, 
bloody mess that took place in an environment in 
which a man’s life was, as we shall see, as valuable as 
a tube of toothpaste. Nick Schrock’s death was gro-
tesque, nihilistic, and, to the perpetrators, no big 
deal. Nothing makes sense and the true-crime narra-
tive format is discarded from the beginning. What 
resolution there is provides nothing resembling ca-
tharsis.  

As Patty Burnett, a journalist for Boulder’s Daily Cam-
era, wrote in an article headlined “Schrock Case Per-
fect Hollywood Fodder,” published 7/5/82, “If the 
Schrock case weren’t a tragedy, it might be a come-
dy.” Burnett’s characterization was freakishly presci-
ent: about a week later the investigation would 
reach a fever-pitch of macabre absurdity lying some-
where between the Keystone Kops and Ed Gein. It’s 
to this series of events that we now turn, but keep 
Chandler in mind. “Damnit, I don’t know,” is a line 
that encapsulates and explicates the Schrock case. 
Ray was prescient, too, or maybe he just had an 
atypical understanding of death on the cheap. 

How old was Genaro Juarez when he was arrested? 
Who was “El Nene” and was he ever caught? When 
was the Datsun found, and where? How many of the 
“San Ignacio 7” were taken into custody and when? 
Who was the eighth reported in several accounts? 
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Damnit, I don’t know. But I do know that I know 
enough. ◊ 

Ghosts on the Highway  

I 
n contrast to the inconsistencies, contradictions, 
and obfuscation that characterize the story that 
follows, it was a bizarre series of concordances 
that dropped it in my lap. Thunderbird Finance 

Professor Michael Moffett received both his Mas-
ter’s in Economics in ’83 and his Ph.D. in the same in 
’85 from C.U. Boulder. In the fall of 1982, Nicholas 
Schrock was lined up to teach a course on Monetary 
Theory that Moffett was enrolled in, but Schrock 
never showed, for reasons that will become obvious. 
This was the first time Moffett had heard of Thun-
derbird. 

I was born at Boulder Community Hospital in 1989. 
Ruth Schrock, Nick’s wife, worked there as a nurse at 
the time. My mother worked in Patient Services at 
the adjacent Boulder Medical Center off-and-on for 
two decades. There’s no conceivable way in which 
they did not cross paths at some point. Additionally, 
I completed my undergraduate education at C.U. 
Boulder and my Master’s at Thunderbird; Nick and I 
have spent large chunks of our lives walking the 
grounds of the same universities. I have no idea 
whether Ruth is still alive; I poured my soul into a 
letter that I mailed to her last-known place of resi-
dence last July (a house in Boulder’s University Hill 
district that she and Nick bought in the mid ‘70s) and 
never received a response. She may have seen the 
return address and set it aflame without reading a 
word. If I were her, that’s what I would have done. 

Moffett sicced me on this about a year ago for, I 
think, three reasons: The Boulder-Thunderbird con-
nection that we both share with the Schrocks, my 
obsession with history (especially where aberrant or 
criminal behavior is involved), and (I suspect) his re-
cognizance that I’m a hound-dog that wouldn’t let 
this one out of my jaws until I was satisfied.  He sent 
me PDF scans of a couple of articles about the disap-
pearance and told me that he’d never had the time 
to run it down. 

I was hooked. Dipping a toe into this story exposes 
the inquisitor to a wide and rapid river of blood. I 
jumped in head-first and wallowed in the mire. I’m, 
to a certain extent, satisfied with the answers that 
I’ve emerged on the opposite bank with, but it was a 
plunge that left me unsettled and nauseous. I’ve 
learned that it’s one thing to read about all this talk 
of mass graves and electo-shock torture when some-
body else has done the legwork, but it’s another 
thing to put the pieces together oneself. This is not, 
I’ll emphasize, a pretty story. But, as the Everly 
Brothers sang, I’ll do my cryin’ in the rain. 

Schrock’s death, as gruesome as it was, was but one 
piece of a couple of larger, parallel stories. One tells 
us what happened and the other tells us why. I’ll 
start with the former: a blunt object was repeatedly 
applied to Schrock’s head, a garrote was wound 
around his throat, and a knife was potentially thrust 
into his torso. It was all over in a matter of minutes. 
Nobody knows the exact circumstances and, most 
likely, nobody ever will. But Schrock’s ghost haunts 
the location where the murder took place, along 
with a multitude of others.  

A Newsweek article published in 1982 states that in 
the preceding five years, 24 American citizens – all 
solo travelers – had been murdered while driving 
down Highway 15. In the nine days following 
Schrock’s disappearance alone, two fresh American 
bodies were discovered in the northern Sinaloa town 
of Los Mochis, along the same highway. A cartoon 
published in the Arizona Republic paints this stretch 
of road as “The Tortilla Triangle,” a play on the leg-
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endary Bermuda Triangle: people enter it and…just 
disappear. 

On June 2, the body of John Mills of Santa Monica 
was found floating in a Los Mochis river, beaten, 
stabbed, and gagged, with one end of a rope tied 
around his neck and the other end looped around a 
large rock apparently meant to weigh him down. It 
had become lodged between two larger rocks and 
the river’s current had dragged him to the surface. 
Cause of death was listed as accidental drowning.  

Exactly one week later, the corpse of Randall Scott, 
of Newport Beach, was discovered propped against a 
rock facing the Pacific Ocean, shot through the tem-
ple, evidently with the pistol that was found grasped 
in his hand. I’ve sought forensic analyses regarding 
the chances of a pistol remaining in a person’s full 
grip after such a manner of suicide and it’s…rare. The 
coroner, nonetheless, ruled the death a suicide and 
the case was closed. By all accounts, Scott was a hap-
py man on vacation. We’ll err on the side of conserv-
atism and mark this one suspicious ◊ 

Gavin, Ronnie, and the Red 
Menace  

J 
ohn Gavin, appointed U.S. Ambassador to Mex-
ico by Ronald Reagan from 1981-1986, will be-
come a major figure in this story. He was a B-
movie actor with no political experience prior 

to his appointment outside of a two-year stint as 
President of the Screen Actors Guild, a position pre-
viously held by Ronald Reagan from 1947-1952 

During that period, incidentally, Reagan actively 
worked with members of the House Un-American 
Activities Committee (HUAC) to create the Holly-
wood blacklist, a group of suspected communists 
and communist sympathizers working in the enter-
tainment industry who, well, had trouble finding 
work after their names had materialized on the list. 
HUAC was infamous for its coercive techniques; a 
man called in front of the Committee was expected 
to “name names” or risk ending up on the list him-
self. I mention this for two reasons: coerced confes-

sion is a theme that runs throughout this story, and 
Reagan’s obsession with halting the specter of global 
communism, on display in the 1940s, is something 
that would metastasize to the level of moral duty by 
the time of his 1981 swearing-in as President of the 
United States. 

Normally, such a volume of American death would 
attract the attentions of various U.S. investigative 
agencies: The State Department, the F.B.I., even the 
C.I.A. While all of these agencies play a part in the 
story, they all deferred to local investigators in solv-
ing these cases. At no point did any one of them take 
an active role. The question that this naturally leads 
us to ask is, “Why not?” The answer, I think, has 
much to do with the unique relationship shared be-
tween the United States and Mexico.

This is where our second story kicks in. Post-
revolution Mexico served as the buffer zone be-
tween the U.S. and the proliferation of leftist re-

gimes taking hold throughout Central and South 
America. José López Portillo, President of Mexico at 
the time of Schrock’s murder, tended to straddle the 

Gavin in Alfred Hitchcock’s  Psycho (1960) 
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fence, which made a lot of people in the Reagan ad-
ministration nervous. He and Reagan considered 
themselves close friends, but, at the same time, Por-
tillo was actively supporting Nicaragua’s revolution-
ary Sandinista National Liberation Front, an activity 
that the Reagan administration was decidedly not in 
favor of. 

1982 was also the year of the Mexican sovereign 
debt crisis, the point at which the chickens of the 
“Mexican Miracle” – a period between the early 
1940s and late 1970s of sustained year-on-year GDP 
growth of at least 3-4% – came home to roost in the 
form of economic stagnation and mass unemploy-
ment.  Up to this time, petroleum and mining ex-
ports constituted 70% of Mexico’s GDP, according to 
Sidney Weintraub in his 2010 book Unequal Part-
ners: The United States and Mexico. The Mexican 
government had borrowed a lot of money against 
the hopes that crude oil prices would remain high. 
Much of this cash came from U.S. lenders.  

When the bottom dropped out of the oil market in 
’82, Patrick Oster wrote in the Chicago Sun-Times 
that “Reagan administration officials are particularly 

nervous about what a default on debt payments 
by Mexico would do to troubled U.S. banks…If 
Mexico failed to make interest payments for a 
year on its $21.8 billion debt to U.S. banks, it 
could wipe out one-third of the annual profits of 
the top nine U.S. lenders.” In other words, if 
Portillo decided to drop off to the left side of the 
fence, some of the biggest banks in the U.S. could 
be looking at failure. And with these largest U.S. 
lenders playing a systemically essential role in the 
overall global financial system, the contagion risk 
of a Mexican default could spell something on the 
order of global financial collapse. 

Reagan administration officials like John Gavin, then, 
had a strong incentive to not rock the boat. In fact, 
Gavin’s perceived impotence in this matter would 
earn him the title of the “Unspeakable” Gavin in a 
1983 letter from Ruth to Marty Geer. Against her 
wishes, though, we do need to speak of him, and 
also determine whether he earned this title as a re-
sult of impotence or forces beyond his control. I 
think that the answer lies somewhere in the middle. 

◊ 

June 

N 
ick Schrock, without a doubt, entered 
Mexico on the afternoon of 5/30/82. He 
spent the night at a hotel in Hermosillo. 
He woke early, and continued the drive. 

In Guadalajara, orientation was scheduled for 
Wednesday, June 2, and the first day of classes for 
June 3. Nick’s teaching companion for the summer 
was fellow AGSIM professor John Conklin. Neither of 
them had arrived by June 2, or 3, or 4. Alvaro Romo 
de la Rosa, the professor in charge of the AGSIM pro-
gram at UAG, was, understandably, concerned.  

De la Rosa telephoned AGSIM on June 3 to inform 
the Academic Affairs office that neither of the pro-
fessors was present for the first day of classes. Geer, 
in an internal AGSIM document published July 16, 
writes that “No steps were taken that day, since the 
men were only 24-36 hours overdue.” In Phoenix, 
June 4 was registration day on campus, “so the tele-
phones were not answered from noon on.” Late that 
afternoon, though, a Telex was received from de la 
Rosa informing the school that, still, neither Schrock 
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nor Conklin had shown up. Geer immediately con-
tacted the American Consulate in Guadalajara. 

June 5-6 was the weekend. AGSIM Dean William 
Voris flew to Guadalajara for the night of Sunday the 
6th. One Telex relates Voris’s hope that Conklin will 
have turned up by then, as he was looking forward 
to playing tennis with him. And Conklin did happen 
to make his appearance on one of these days. His car 
had broken down en route, he said, leaving him 
stranded in a town that had no telephone with which 
to inform either AGSIM or UAG of his situation. But 
on Monday, June 7, Schrock was still M.I.A.  

The following day, Geer and his assistant, Stephen 
Beaver, flew to Guadalajara. The trip had been 
planned in advance, and was nominally unrelated to 
Schrock’s disappearance. Nevertheless, the two met 
with Guadalajara Consular official Frank Lantanzi, 
who assured them that the office would begin 
“pressing the inquiry.” 

The following day, June 9, Jorge Garibay, son of the 
President of UAG, started applying pressure to his 
own contacts. The Federal Police (whose status is 
comparable to the American F.B.I) and the Mexican 
military were now involved in the search. On Thurs-
day, June 10, Geer and Beaver returned to Phoenix. 
AGSIM’s Chair of International Studies, Joaquim Du-
arte, was asked by Geer that evening to reach out to 
Ambassador Gavin (an old buddy from Stanford) for 
assistance, and Geer filed a missing persons report 
with the Glendale police. In Boulder, Ruth Schrock 
did the same.  

On June 11, AGSIM Vice President Lee Stickland be-
gan tracing Schrock’s financial activities. A travel ad-
vance of $4,295 had been given to Schrock on May 
24 against his contracted Guadalajara teaching sti-
pend of $7,500. The check was cashed by Schrock 
the same day, and an account opened at the Valley 
National Bank branch at 43rd Avenue and Thunder-
bird Road. Using these funds, leftover Japanese Yen 
from his prior teaching assignment, and savings, 
Schrock purchased a treasury instrument as well as 
$5,500 in traveler’s checks to be used over the sum-
mer. Nick left the bank with the traveler’s checks and 
an additional USD $500 in cash.  

On Sunday, June 13, the first article about Schrock’s 
disappearance was published in Boulder’s Daily Cam-
era. Ruth Schrock and Marty Geer spoke several 
times by telephone this day, and Geer decided to use 
the school’s Mexican contacts to initiate the search 
for a reputable private investigator. Nothing came of 
this search, although a few weeks later Geer 
would be contacted by a Tucson-based, self-
described “mercenary” offering his services. 
Determining this individual “flaky,” Geer turned 
him down. On Tues-day, June 15, Geer reached out 
to the State Depart-ment’s Citizen’s Emergency 
Center in Washington and Duarte called up Gavin. 
Both received the same response: absolutamente 
nada to report. The story didn’t change over the 
remainder of the week, and on Wednesday, 
Phoenix media began to pick it up. 

On Friday, June 18, de la Rosa informed Geer that he 
had hired “three men with police connections” with 
money from his own pocket to track down Schrock. 
Geer obtained permission from AGSIM’s Executive 
Vice President Berger Erickson (who had held the 
position since the school’s founding in 1946) to reim-
burse de la Rosa. Whether the school liked it or not, 
it now had bounty hunters on its payroll.  

On Monday, Geer called Washington again and 
learned that a woman named Betsy Malpass had 
been assigned to the Schrock case. In Geer’s estima-
tion, Malpass was “completely uninformed about the 
situation.” She offered him State Department 
boiler-plate: their agents had spent the weekend 
checking the morgues, prisons, and hospitals; 
standard oper-ating procedure. After disconnecting 
with Malpass, Geer placed a call to the Phoenix 
office of the F.B.I. Since Mexico was not in their 
jurisdiction, the office could offer no official 
assistance, but Special Agent Kenneth Dougal 
pledged to make an inquiry on an informal basis. 

There were no developments over the following 
week. Ruth had stepped up her involvement, sending 
letters to various Mexican and U.S. officials 
re-questing assistance. During this week, Marty 
Geer also began to detect the impression that the 
State Department was leaning toward painting the 
disap-pearance as voluntary. One Alec Peltier, 
supervisor 
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of Betsy Malpass, phoned Geer with a series of 
strange questions about Schrock’s tenure at IIST – 
Did he exhibit any odd behavior? Did he engage in 
sexual relations with his female students? Geer an-
swered these questions firmly in the negative, but 
was put off by the implication that Schrock had, in 
some manner, snapped. It certainly would have 
lightened the State Department’s load if Schrock had 
gone native; a Colonel Kurtz of economic theory. No-
body, Geer most of all, saw this as a viable explana-
tion. He’d known the man for twenty years or so, 
after all. 

Between June 28-30, however, the case broke. Bob 
Downes and Michael Oreste, U.S. Consular 
officials stationed at the Embassy’s Mazatlán 
outpost, re-ceived a tip from a drifter/petty 
criminal that Schrock’s truck was in the village 
of San Ignacio, about 15 miles east of Highway 
15. It could be reached only by a twisty road, the 
turnoff for which was 30 or 40 miles north of 
Mazatlán. Downes made the trek on the 29th and 
found the Datsun parked outside of the home of 
San Ignacio’s mayor. By the time Downes 
discovered the truck, though, it was too dark to 
do much about it. The next morning, he returned 
with twenty soldiers from the Mexican military. 

The truck, it turned out, had been outfitted with a 
loudspeaker system and was being driven by Mayor 
Francisco Javier Palacios Sarabia in his re-election 
campaign. National elections were to be held in five 
days, on July 4. One other man had been seen driv-
ing the truck with impunity over the previous month: 

Arnulfo Velarde Cruz, San Ignacio’s Chief of Police. 
The license plates had been removed, but the VIN 
was intact. This number, obviously, matched the one 
on the report that had been making the rounds of 
the Sinaloa state police force for the past month. 
The jig was up. And, what’s more, John Gavin 
telephoned Duarte that night with news that, in ad-
dition to the discovery of the truck, a body had been 
found, an arrest had been made, and the police 
were seeking one more suspect. Geer and Ruth im-
mediately booked passage to San Ignacio via Mazat-
lán, and left as soon as was possible. This is where 
things get...complicated. ◊ 

A Note on Violence  

T 
here are many types and degrees of vio-
lence which can be met with or dealt out. 
The kind we’re most familiar with is physical 
violence: the kind of actions that brought 

Nicholas Schrock’s life to an end. There’s also psy-
chological violence, which is far more difficult to 
comprehend because of its intangibility.  The latter 
tends to ripple out from instances of the former. 
These are the mechanics of terror. When a mass 
tragedy occurs, the true number of casualties far 
outnumbers the tally of dead and injured. These fig-
ures don’t account for the people who have known 
and loved those killed or maimed. It’s impossible to 
quantify the psychological trauma they experience; 
there’s no pain-scale of one-to-ten to apply. It’s also 
highly difficult to treat its effects, to offer the same 
sort of comfort that modern medicine can to the sick 
and wounded. Death and grief are natural parts of 
human existence, but under these circumstances, 

Welcome to San Ignacio 
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they’re vile, insidious, and wholly unnatural. 

There’s an essential truth to this dynamic that allows 
us to unravel the mystery at the heart of the Schrock 
case. While this is a summary of the events sur-
rounding Nick’s death, the truth is, it’s not his story. 
The story is Ruth’s. It may sound callous, but Nick’s 
pain was over quickly. Brutally and unimaginably, but 
quickly. Ruth’s went on for the rest of her life, with 
only the faintest salve of closure, which, itself, al-
most served as the punchline to the morbid joke; 
another heaping of salt rubbed into the wound. It’s 
the thought of her lying awake and alone at night for 
years and just not knowing that disturbs me endless-
ly, far more than the blood and guts. 

Telling the story from this point on is very difficult for 
me. The violence is severe. There will be details that 
make me highly uncomfortable to put into writing. I 
feel voyeuristic and sleazy; unable to confront these 
facts or write a word of this during the daylight for 
fear of being seen digging up the bloody ground of 

the past. These are things best left for the witching 
hour; the darkest period of the night when the barri-
er between the living and the dead, the past and the 
present, weakens and becomes permeable. 

Ruth’s pain has been made tangible to me during this 
process. I can grasp it and understand it. The difficul-
ty has been in maintaining a distance; something 
that, admittedly, I haven’t at all times been able to 
do. This has also prevented me from sitting down 
and writing this story until now, even though I’ve 
been living within its boundaries for some time. 

The strength that Ruth displayed throughout, howev-
er, and the force with which she fought to see those 
responsible for the death of the man she loved 
brought to justice, require that the whole truth be 
told, down to the last detail. Ruth Schrock never 
pulled a punch, and I can’t either. I owe her that. ◊ 

Ruth 

T 
here’s far less to go on in painting a picture 
of Ruth Schrock than there is in doing the 
same of Nick. I have no obituaries to pull 
information from, no “Meet your Professor” 

columns. I don’t even know for certain if the proper 
tense to use when referring to her is “is” or “was;” 
whether she’s alive or dead. 

I do know that she was born in 1940, which would 
make her 77 today, and that she met Nick in the ‘60s 
at San Diego State, where he was getting his Mas-
ter’s in economics, and she hers in English. They 
were married, and she followed Nick to Eugene, 
where he did his doctoral work. This is where their 
friendship with Marshall Geer began. I know that 
both the Schrocks and Geer’s family moved to Boul-
der in the early 1970s. The Schrocks purchased a 
house in the University Hill district that I used to live 
just a few blocks away from. This house, as described 
by Patty Burnett in an undated Daily Camera article 
that I can place as having been published in the latter
-third of June 1982, was (is?) “modestly furnished
except for the books they both love and the cellar of
wines Schrock methodically stores and reviews in a
personal ledger.”
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I know that the two never had children (but owned 
two dogs, who kept Ruth company throughout the 
ordeal) because, as Geer relates, “Nick has always 
said he didn’t want the responsibility of children, but 
my kids have always loved him.”  I know that Geer’s 
children referred to Nick as “Mustard” and Ruth as 
“Custard.” Geer and his family appear to have been 
members of a small group; I’ve found no evidence of 
Nick and Ruth having many close friends, or at least 
ones close enough to have children on a pet-name-
basis with them. 

I know that Nick and Ruth both had siblings, but they 
don’t appear to have been close with them, either. 
When quoted in reports, these individuals are gener-
ally referred to as “Ruth’s sister,” or “Nick’s brother-
in-law.” As Burnett writes in the article mentioned 
above: “Of [their] marriage and family, Ruth Schrock 
has been firm: Since her husband’s disappearance, 
she has said nothing. It’s her defense mechanism, a 
friend said, and like her husband, she’s a very private 
person.” A friend. Ruth’s sister. A very private per-
son. For someone trying to sniff out a trail, these are 
not ideal clues to work with. 

I have spoken to one person who was on the C.U. 
campus at the time and saw Ruth. She did hold at 
least one rally on its grounds, hoping to draw atten-
tion to the case. She was described to me as looking 
like she’d “walked out of 1968.” The few photos that 
I have of her bear this out. Even for the early ‘80s, 
she looks like a relic of decades past; not quite beat-
nik and not quite hippie. But, while fashion has long 
played the role of being an outward expression of 
one’s personal beliefs about politics or lifestyle 
choice, I don’t believe that such a characterization 
applies here. Nothing that touches the Schrock mur-
der could possibly be so straightforward. 
Wesley Yordon, Chairman of the C.U. Economics De-
partment at the time, told the Camera that, 
“Politically, [Nick] is hard to place…You could say 
middle-of-the-road, but it’s a funny middle-of-the-
road because he might criticize any particular direc-
tion for which he thought criticism was called for.” 
Similarly, one Daniel Singer, a C.U. alum who studied 
under Schrock and embarked upon his own career 
teaching economics at, among other schools, Johns 
Hopkins and Maryland’s Towson University, told the 

C.U. alumni magazine in 2009 that Nick was “the
most profound of all [his] teachers.”

Nick and Ruth, I think, simply can’t be pegged down. 
They refused to see things in terms of black-and-
white. They refused to give themselves over to one 
mode or ideology for the sake of dogma or member-
ship. Their relative isolation, and the sense I get that 
their friends and family members never really knew 
them, tells me that they were two immensely com-
plex and intelligent individuals who managed to un-
derstand one another and rarely wanted for the 
company of other people.  

They were outsiders; different. Nick climbed moun-
tains while sucking down Pall Malls. Ruth held cam-
pus rallies in rounded John Lennon glasses, exuding 
the peace-and-love vibe, while tunneling through 
every political sewer and back alley she could find in 
hopes of locating the right pressure point to drive 
her thumb into, the right place to stick the knife, to 
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get somebody to do something. I would have gotten 
along with them fantastically. 

This dearth of clues is not for lack of searching. I’ve 
obtained a copy of Ruth’s nursing license, which she 
received 12/15/81 (coincidentally, the start date of 
the winter-spring unit being taught by Nick in Japan 
and China for AGSIM). I know that it was renewed in 
March of ’86 and October of ’03, and expired in Sep-
tember of ‘05. The name on all of the documentation 
is Ruth Schrock, indicating that she likely didn’t re-
marry. I’ve contacted the Human Resources depart-
ment of Boulder Community Health. I’ve spent hours 
upon hours digging through public records and con-
tacting other area Schrocks. These attempts have all 
yielded the same result: absolutamente nada. 

But I do have an address. It’s that of a single-family 
home built in 1922, small and with an enormous 
backyard (which I bet the dogs loved). I’ve found rec-
ord of the sale to Nick and Ruth, but no indication 
that the property has undergone a transfer of own-
ership since that point. Due to this, and the fact that 
I’ve found no death notice either (surely a cross-
reference at the Camera would have turned up their 
stories about the events of the early ‘80s and result-
ed in some sort of article), I feel that Ruth is still alive 
and in Boulder. I believe that she retired from nurs-
ing at the end of 2005 and has since lived a life of 
privacy and solitude. I believe that she, myself, and a 
handful of others who were close to the investiga-
tion and are still living are the only ones who know 
the full story. I doubt that even her neighbors know 
about her past, and think that it’s a small nexus of 
Boulder-Thunderbird economics students and pro-
fessors who even remember the events as some-
thing like myth or legend. This was 35 years ago. An-
cient history. 

As previously mentioned, I sent a letter to this ad-
dress early last summer, nearly a year ago, and never 
received a response. It read, in part: 

“I believe that your story is as relevant to-
day as it was 34 years ago, and that it de-
serves to be brought to the broader atten-
tion of the public. Your tenacity and courage 
in the face of a seemingly impossible to re-

solve situation, your perseverance in your 
search for answers within a fog of obfusca-
tion, have been a constant motivation for 
me to keep investigating. You left no stone 
unturned in fighting to secure justice for 
your husband, and you deserve respect and 
commendation for that. I would be honored 
to obtain your blessing in the telling of your 
story.” 

But then, there’s also the interview that Ruth gave to 
the New York Times’ William E. Schmidt, published 
August 13, 1982: 

“It has been more than two months since 
Nicholas Schrock, an economics professor at 
the University of Colorado, disappeared 
while driving through Mexico on his way to 
a summer teaching assignment in Guadala-
jara. But his wife, Ruth, says she will not cry 
out of grief. 

‘There are a lot of things I have to do, and 
crying is not important,’ said Mrs. Schrock, 
whose husband’s body has not been found. 
‘I decided some time ago that if I was going 
to cry, I would only do so in front of a televi-
sion camera.’ 

For Mrs. Schrock, tears, like anger, are 
weapons to be used in an insistent cam-
paign to press both American and Mexican 
officials to conduct a more thorough investi-
gation into the disappearance not only of 
her husband, but also of other Americans 
who have turned up missing or murdered 
on trips to Mexico… 

Although Mrs. Schrock has raised a public 
clamor over her husband’s disappearance, 
she has sought to keep the rest of her life as 
private as possible. She refuses to disclose 
her current job, will not discuss her mar-
riage and, until recently, would not permit 
her photograph to be taken. 

‘These things are irrelevant,’ she says.” 
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As much as I do believe that Ruth is still alive, and 
that she did receive and read my letter, I believe that 
this book is now closed for her. Opening it back up 
would only be “irrelevant.” But, considering all of 
the dead-ends I’ve walked down, all the failed 
attempts I’ve made, I know the only way I’ll know for 
sure is to knock on a 77-year-old woman’s door and 
ask her to talk about her husband’s murder. And I 
simply haven’t been able to find the indecency to do 
that. 

This story is, in my opinion, highly relevant, and has 
a purpose far beyond the recitation of lurid details 
that this genre is known for: truth. Re-opening the 
book is the only way that anything like justice can be 
served in what was an atrocious parody of it. It’s to 
this task that we’ll now return. 

First, briefly, I’ve noticed something odd that I feel 
compelled to make note of. I hadn’t read my letter 
to Ruth since dropping it in the mailbox last summer. 
I only dug it up, in fact, after writing the lines imme-
diately preceding its quotation here, about 2,000 
words into this chapter. When I wrote the letter, I’d 
barely scratched the surface of the case. 

I’ve spent the interim poring over documents, pin-
ning up cork boards in the Das Tor office and draw-

ing lines between notecards like an obsessed movie 
detective. I hadn’t yet done the work. But I’ve come 
full circle: I didn’t tell Ruth that her husband’s story 
needs to be told; I said that it was her story that 
needed to be told. I had no recollection of the em-
phasis I placed on this framing. The lesson, I think, is 
that your gut might, at times, be the best source of 
information there is. ◊ 

Disappointment in Mazat-
lán  

W 
hen Ruth Schrock and Marty Geer 
stepped off the plane in Mazatlán on 
the morning of 7/3/82, Nick’s dental 
records were clutched in Ruth’s 

hand. She was prepared to identify his corpse, as 
John Gavin’s phone call to Joaquim Duarte had inti-
mated. They were met by the two consular officials 
who had discovered Nick’s truck, Bob Downes and 
Michael Oreste. These men reported that two ele-
ments of Gavin’s call had been borne out: the truck 
had been found, and a suspect was in custody. But 
the most crucial bit of news Gavin had delivered 
missed the mark by a distance: Nick’s body had not 
been found. When Gavin and Duarte had spoken on 
June 30, the Ambassador had stressed, to be fair, 
that this bit of information was unconfirmed. 

But by the time of Ruth and Geer’s arrival, local 
papers were reporting that “A body resembling 
that of Nicholas Schrock was found late Friday at a 
site north of here, where his truck was found,” ac-
cording to a statement from the U.S. Bureau of Con-
sular Affairs. The pieces don’t fit together properly 
here. July 2 was a Friday, meaning that this infor-
mation could not have made it into print until at 
least July 3, by which time it was known that 
there was no body. The previous Friday was June 25, 
three days before Schrock’s truck would be 
discovered by Downes and Oreste. Prior to the 
truck’s discovery, the case was being treated as a 
disappearance, rather than a potential homicide. 
On which Friday were these papers reporting that 
a body had been 

My view for the past months 
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found? Was the report deliberate obfuscation, or 
was it the result of rumor and incompetence? Was it 
another body altogether? Damnit, I don’t know. 

Gavin, it bears mentioning, was under a great deal of 
pressure at the time of his conversation with Duarte. 
Over the past weeks, Ruth, AGSIM, and C.U. Boulder 
had gone to work enlisting the assistance of every 
person with political or public influence they could 
round up. UAG, in Guadalajara, had done the same 
with members of the Mexican government and me-
dia. Letters had gone out to virtually every member 
of the U.S. House and Senate. At least 54 congres-
sional offices, as well as a number of senators, 
had directly contacted Gavin, pressing him to 
find Schrock, according to the State Department’s 
time-line of the case.  

Particularly active in this effort were Arizona Sena-
tors Barry Goldwater (who had famously run a disas-
trous campaign against Lyndon Johnson for the pres-
idency in 1964) and Dennis DeConcini, as well as 
House Representatives Elon Rudd and John Rhodes. 
Correspondence between the four, Marshall Geer, 
and Berger Erickson exists in the Thunderbird Ar-
chives. Rudd, in a December ’82 letter to Geer, 

wrote, “I am very disappointed that additional pro-
gress in the investigation has not been made to 
date.” Goldwater, in a letter to Erickson from the 
same month, conveys his distress “over this very, 
very sad situation.” 

As Geer said of this campaign, “I utilized all the politi-
cal force I could. Guadalajara is a city of about three 
million people, and the missing persons report of a 
citizen in the street is going to be courteously re-
ceived, but who knows what happens to that report? 
I wanted to leave that question moot.” At the same 
time, however, Embassy spokesman Tom Johnson 
told the press, “Some are advocating strong-arm tac-
tics with the Mexican authorities. But this is a sover-
eign country. We cannot undertake a criminal case in 
a sovereign country.” 

John Gavin may have arrived in Mexico City with ex-
pectations of a cushy political appointment filled 
with glad-handing and state dinners; a gift from 
Ronald Reagan, who had climbed out of B-movie 
purgatory and into a position of incredible power 
that afforded him the opportunity to arrange the 
same for his friends. But Gavin now found himself in 
the middle of a political firestorm without shelter or 
compass. This tension between the two govern-
ments over who calls the shots in the search for Nick 
Schrock is something that we will continue to explore 
in great detail; an understanding of this dynamic is 
essential to comprehending these events. 

But, for now, let’s take a moment to consider the 
mix of feelings that Ruth and Geer likely experienced 
when they received the news that Nick’s remains 
hadn’t been found. At once they may have felt dis-
appointment at the ordeal not having been conclud-
ed, as well as a glimmer of hope that, without a 
body, Nick could still be alive. This hope would quick-
ly be snuffed out. ◊ 

The Scapegoat 

T 
hough many tend to think of Mexico as one 
large, unified country, its political and judi-
cial structures have much similarity to those 
of the U.S. It consists of 31 states, each with 
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its own capital, and a Federal District (Mexico D.F.), 
which is where Mexico City is located. D.F. is also the 
seat of political power; think of it as a combination 
of Washington D.C. and New York City, which is the 
only metropolitan area in the western hemisphere 
larger than D.F. The law enforcement oversight food-
chain begins with the Federal Police, the Policía Fed-
eral Preventiva (P.F.), who work closely in concert 
with the military and are commonly referred to as 
Federales. They retain jurisdiction over state police 
forces, who, in turn, wield power over local police. 

The suspect being held in the murder of Nick 
Schrock, it must be noted, was in the custody of the 
local San Ignacio police. His name was Genaro Jua-
rez. He was a known petty criminal from Culiacan, 
the capital city of Sinaloa, about 130 miles north of 
Mazatlán. If one were to drive south on Highway 15 
between the two cities, the turn-off to San Ignacio 
was roughly two-thirds of the way to Mazatlán at the 
time. Genaro Juarez’s age at the time of his arrest, 
by various reports, was either 16, between 18-20, or 
28 (my gut says he was no older than 20).  

He worked at a Pemex gas station a few miles north 
of the San Ignacio turn-off. He had been arrested for 
highway robbery on 6/9/82 and released shortly 
after. He was re-arrested at some point before the 
call between Gavin and Duarte on the night of June 
30. The official charge was recorded as “Suspicious
Activities on June 27, 28, and 29.”

While in custody, Genaro confessed to the murder of 
Nicholas Schrock, as well as to digging a grave  about 
a foot in depth in which he concealed the remains. 
He had named an accomplice, who was still being 
sought. Additionally, he had taken the police to the 
spot along Highway 15 where he said that he had 
committed the murder and buried Schrock. He 
claimed to have left the truck after rifling Nick’s be-
longings for valuables, taking what interested him, 
and driving away with his accomplice in their own 
vehicle.  

A thorough search of the area by the same 20 sol-
diers who had accompanied Oreste to retrieve the 
truck had turned up $370 in traveler’s checks, $100 
in cash, Nick’s passport, the Sanborn’s auto insur-

ance policy, Nick’s trip expense log, “several boxes, a 
small leather suitcase, several knapsacks, [and] some 
old clothes.” These items were turned over to and 
cataloged by the Consulate. A dark stain was found 
on the driver’s seat of the Datsun, but it would be 
some time before it could be determined whether it 
was blood. 

Genaro’s story neatly matched the one given by San 
Ignacio Chief of Police Arnulfo Velarde Cruz who, 
along with Mayor Francisco Javier Palacios Sarabia, 
had been driving the Datsun for the past month. Ac-
cording to Velarde Cruz, a bus driver had alerted the 
San Ignacio police to the presence of a white Datsun 
abandoned along the side of Highway 15 on June 2. 
A detachment, he said, had driven down to investi-
gate, found the truck empty with the keys in the igni-
tion, and driven it back up to town. Mayor Palacios 
Sarabia, who had outfitted the truck to advertise his 
re-election campaign, said that he had only been 
driving it “to keep the battery up.” At no point was 
the mayor ever considered a suspect or charged with 
robbery. 

The Consulate booked hotel rooms for Ruth and 
Geer, and they retired early. They left for San Ignacio 
at 4:30 the next morning, Sunday, July 4. They were 
accompanied by Oreste and Ronald Cramer, another 
consular official. Upon arriving in San Ignacio, Oreste 
and Cramer had a conversation with Chief Velarde 
Cruz, who informed the men that the search for both 
Schrock’s remains and the other suspect would be 
suspended for the day due to the election; it was 
Palacios Sarabia’s time to shine, after all.  

The men from the Consulate offered no protest. 
Geer, however, grew frustrated, viewing this as 
“basically an exchange of pleasantries.” He confront-
ed Velarde Cruz directly, asking several pointed 
questions about Genaro Juarez and the missing sus-
pect. 

The party was shocked by the answers Velarde Cruz 
gave. None of Nick’s belongings not already account-
ed for by the consulate, he said, had been found in 
Genaro’s possession at the time of his arrest. Addi-
tionally, Genaro had recanted and was now vehe-
mently denying both the murder and the robbery. 
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The second suspect, they were told, was possibly in 
Mazatlán, but had probably fled to the neighboring 
state of Durango. Oreste and Cramer, Geer said, 
were visibly “taken aback” by this news.  

On the drive back to Mazatlán, Geer recounts, 
Cramer said something to the effect of it now being 
an “open question as to whether or not the suspect 
was in fact guilty of anything more serious than hav-
ing been designated by the police as a convenient 
scapegoat.” 

Geer and Ruth returned to their respective homes 
the next day, July 5. Ruth is quoted in an Arizona Re-
public article published the same day: “The worst 
scenario is never to know at all. Seeing the body 
would enable myself, our friends, family, and [Nick’s] 

colleagues to have a more normal grieving.” How 
one defines “worst,” however, is a subjective thresh-
old. Over the next two weeks, Ruth’s would be 
pushed still further. ◊ 

El Nene and the Gas Sta-
tion Job  

T 
here wasn’t much news for Ruth and Geer 
over the next week. They wearily continued 
their efforts, with Ruth publicly denouncing 
the Mexican government and U.S. State De-

partment in several interviews for their bungling of 
the facts that had taken her to San Ignacio. This 
press attention, for maybe the only time in the dura-
tion of the investigation, had set wheels turning in 
Mexico: the investigation was taken out of the hands 
of the San Ignacio police by the Sinaloa state force 
and the Federales. When officials arrived in San Igna-
cio to speak to Genaro Juarez, they found him 
se-verely beaten and with one hell of a story to tell. 

The confession had obviously been tortured out of 
Juarez, and the tune he now was singing was, in 
the infamous words of Lee Harvey Oswald, “I’m 
just a patsy.” On the night of June 1, he said, he 
had been working his shift at the Pemex station. 
Hanging out-side were three members of the San 
Ignacio police force, as well as our mysterious 
accomplice, “El Ne-ne,” or The Baby.  

El Nene was 25 years old at the time, and had 
been recently released from the Islas Marias prison 
colo-ny: an Alcatraz-like four-island archipelago 
off the coast of the state of Nayarit, close to the 
resort town of Puerto Vallarta, something not 
generally adver-tised to the hordes of tourists that 
visit every year. He’d been locked up on a “morals 
charge.”  

Built in 1905, the prison was a notorious hotbed of 
forced labor, communicable disease, and endemic 
violence. In 2003, it was announced that the complex 
would begin to be shut down and turned into a bio-
reserve. But in 2004, the number of inmates being 
held in Mexican prisons had become so overwhelm-
ing that 2,500 fresh prisoners were transferred to 

Arnulfo Velarde Cruz, San Ignacio’s Chief of Police. 

Note that he appears to be leaning against a white 

pickup truck in this photo. Could it be an ’81 Datsun?  
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the islands. 

I have three proper names for El Nene: Claudio La-
marque Trevino/a, Claudio Lamarque Bereda, and 
Maclovio Lamarque-Perrida, as well as a few more 
variations on those. El Nene is a ghost: his true iden-
tity is a mystery. He may have been apprehended, 
he may have fled to the U.S., he may be dead, or he 
may have remained in Sinaloa. I have reports of all 
four scenarios. This is as close as I’d like to get to El 
Nene; shining a flashlight down these alleyways is 
the kind of thing that results in journalists winding 
up dead these days. My gut tells me baaaaaad juju 
here, and I’ve learned to listen to it. 

Nick Schrock, recall, had left Phoenix with $5,500 
in traveler’s checks and $500 in cash. Accord-ing to 
Genaro Juarez, El Nene saw Nick flash this roll when 
he stopped at the station to fuel up, and 
“invited the police to do the job,” as a 7/14/82 arti-
cle published in the Mazatlán paper Noroeste 
phrases it. “The Job,” specifically, was catching up to 
the Datsun a few miles down the highway, either 
forcing Schrock off the road or pulling him over using 
one of the officers’ cruisers, and doing the garrote-
bludgeon-stab act.  

The cash and traveler’s checks were taken, and the 
next day uniformed officers returned to retrieve the 
Datsun and divvy up the bounty. An incredible irony 
here is that the traveler’s checks could not even 
have been used by the thieves and essentially 
amounted to worthless scraps of paper. Juarez, who 
had witnessed the crime’s initiation and could likely 
make a pretty good guess at what had happened 

down the road a piece, was arrested when the truck 
was discovered and the heat turned up on the inves-
tigation. He was savagely beaten into taking respon-
sibility. 
On July 7, Geer was informed via the Secretary to 
the Governor of Sinaloa that Genaro Juarez was no 
longer a suspect in the murder, although he was not 
yet being released. Unbeknownst to Ruth and Geer, 
the Federales had rounded up seven members of the 
San Ignacio police force by July 8, including Velarde 
Cruz and Chief Inspector Roberto Velasquez Trevino. 
The remainder of Schrock’s possessions were discov-
ered in all of their homes, including his prescription 
eyeglasses and shoes, complete with custom-made 
orthopedic inserts. Three were charged with the 
murder, and all with robbery and dereliction of offi-
cial duty. The hunt for El Nene was still on. 

On July 11, the “San Ignacio 7,” as they came to be 
called, led state and federal investigators to the spot 
where they said that they had disposed of Schrock’s 
remains: an abandoned cemetery. A body was ex-
humed. Over July 12 and 13, Ruth was in constant 
communication with the Mazatlán consulate. On 
Tuesday, July 13, Phoenix radio stations began 
broadcasting a story picked up from a Tucson paper 
that morning that the body had been confirmed as 
Schrock’s.  

The story had originated with Sinaloa State Prosecu-
tor Jorge Chavez Castro. That morning, he had in-
formed the Mazatlán consulate and Mexican press 
that the body had been positively identified through 
dental records, blood tests, and general physical de-
scription. Arrangements began to be made for the 
body to be shipped to Denver for confirmation and 
autopsy. Ruth had originally wanted the remains to 
be cremated upon positive identification, following 
the previous mis-reporting of the discovery of her 
husband’s body, but a full autopsy was required 
to be performed in the U.S. in order to confirm 
the identity and issue an official death certificate. 

That same day, Geer pondered the fact that a rela-
tively large group of police officers had been in-
volved in both the murder and the cover-up: “If that 
number of police officers is involved, we have to ask 
ourselves if this is a first-time thing. How many other 
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unidentified skeletons does that San Ignacio ceme-
tery hold? I have a private suspicion they’re making a 
living at this, supplementing their income stream.” 

The body was loaded onto a commercial flight to 
Denver early on the morning of Thursday, July 15. At 
11:00 a.m., Ruth telephoned Geer to inform him that 
it had arrived and that a final report would be con-
cluded by 2:00 p.m. the next day, after which time 
she would hold a press conference. She requested 
that he make no disclosures until then. ◊ 

The Agony of Ruth 

R 
uth, her sister, and Nick’s sister arrived at 
the Denver Coroner’s office that night hop-
ing, again, to be able to identify Nick’s re-
mains and obtain a degree of closure. Ruth, 

a medical professional, was acquainted with grue-
someness. As she explained in a Daily Camera piece 
from July 5 which asked why she had traveled to 
Mazatlán and San Ignacio in hopes of being present 
to identify her husband’s corpse: “I felt it was im-
portant to be close to the site in case the body was 
found. I’m a nurse and I don’t expect him to look 
pleasant, but I feel it is important for the grieving 
process.” 

But when Ruth walked into the examination room, 
she was able to view what confronted her for only a 
brief moment before turning away against a wave of 
sickness. She left the room. She later described 
the body as a “mummified, dark brown, toothless, 
nude corpse, which was minus the first joint of 
the right thumb.” She told another reporter that 
“the eyes and nose were dried out and the large 
black hole of a gaping mouth dominated the face.” 
The corpse had reached such a state of 
desiccation that the teeth had fallen from the 
gums. They accompanied the body in a Ziploc bag. 
What’s more, the mummy had jet-black hair and a 
neatly-trimmed mustache. Nick’s hair was sandy-
brown and he was clean-shaven. Denver Coroner 
Ben Galloway said that the chances of a corpse’s 
hair color darkening significantly after death are 
extraordinarily slim and those of its grow-ing a neat 
mustache nonexistent. 

Despite the fact that this body obviously did not be-
long to Nicholas Schrock, Galloway had a job to do: 
produce a report and verify beyond all doubt that 
this was not the correct body. The gums were incised 
and the teeth hammered back into the mouth. This 
grim task was necessary to confirm that they be-
longed to the body. They did. The doctors had easily 
determined beforehand that they didn’t belong to 
Nick. Nick had fillings. None of the teeth in the bag 
did. Nick also had more teeth than the bag con-
tained. The bloodwork wasn’t a match. After further 
poking, prodding, drilling, sawing, and X-raying, it 
was ultimately determined that the body belonged 
to a Mexican male at least twenty years older than 
Nick, who had died long before Nick’s disappearance. 

Ruth went ahead with the press conference, and told 
the Denver Post beforehand, “Maybe they sent us 
the wrong body intentionally and destroyed his body 
to hide the evidence.” After the “vulgar outrage” of 
the misidentified corpse, the relationship between 
Ruth, Mexican officials, and the U.S. State Depart-
ment turned decidedly adversarial. She expressed 
her inability to determine whether this was all “part 
of some plot or simply gross incompetence.”  

This incident solidified her determination to avoid 
giving anybody the impression that she was a victim. 
As Patty Burnett writes in the Camera: “The only 
emotion Ruth Schrock allows a stranger to see is a 
clenched jaw and a bitter stare as she speaks of the 
Mexican government’s failure to solve her husband’s 
disappearance.” Ruth, in her John Lennon glasses 
and love-child clothing, was now at war. 



21 

Who did the mummified corpse belong to? How 
could such an egregious mistake have been made by 
Mexican officials? Was it “gross incompetence,” or 
was there something more organized and nefarious 
at work? Who knew where Nick Schrock’s body was 
and why weren’t they talking? Why was El Nene, a 
man with a rap sheet, loitering outside a Pemex sta-
tion with three cops? To answer these questions, we 
have go deeper. We have to immerse ourselves in a 
world of torture and murder and drugs and mass 
graves and corruption and the absolute extremities 
of pain and despair. Welcome to San Ignacio. ◊

Jesus 

W 
hen the relatives of Jesus Valenzuela, 
a San Ignacio bricklayer who died at 
64 of natural causes on 2/4/82, 
walked past the cemetery where 

they had buried him, they noticed something 
strange: the white cross on which they had inked his 
name was gone, and the ground appeared to have 
been tampered with. The next week, the news made 
it back to San Ignacio that the body exhumed and 
sent to Denver for autopsy did not belong to the 
missing American professor. They picked up a bad 
vibe, grabbed shovels, and returned to the graveyard 
to investigate. 

After digging past the point where they had left Je-
sus’s remains five months earlier, they came to a 
gruesome conclusion: the body of their brother, fa-
ther, uncle, and grandfather had been taken away. 
For a family as deeply Catholic as the Valenzuelas, 

this was beyond outrage: it was blasphemy. The 
Valenzuelas were not a rich family, and when Jesus 
had died, they had been unable to afford a coffin. 
They put a long-sleeved button-up on over the tee 
shirt he’d been wearing at the time of his passing, 
wrapped him in a white sheet, dug a hole in the 
cemetery ground, and left the body marked with a 
wooden cross bearing his name until such time as 
they could afford a proper headstone. With the 
corpse exposed to the vagaries of the elements, it 
decayed at a much faster rate than it would have if it 
had been embalmed and submitted to other such 
mortuary procedures. 

When the Denver Coroner’s Office opened the coffin 
in which the supposed corpse of Nick Schrock was 
received, it was found dressed in these same items: 
long-sleeved button up over a tee, and wrapped in a 
white sheet, with the teeth in a Ziploc bag resting 
neatly on the chest. Dr. Alfonso Lafalda of San Igna-
cio saw the corpse of Jesus Valenzuela as it was ex-
humed and, based on pictures he’d seen of Schrock, 
“knew right away that the body couldn’t be his.” He 
further explains: “There was something about the 
facial characteristics that were different. The profes-
sor seemed to have a longer face than the one in the 
grave.” That he didn’t note the mustache or mummi-
fication calls into question Lafalda’s 
observational faculties, although even a stopped 
watch is right twice a day. 

Dionisio Valenzuela, Jesus’s brother, brought photo-
graphs of his sibling and offered testimony to the 
state Attorney General’s office in Culiacan and began 
jumping through the requisite hoops to have the 
body returned home and re-interred. As the A.G.’s 
office was unwilling to ad-mit that the corpse did not 
belong to Nicholas Schrock at this point, this would 
prove to be a long and arduous task. ◊ 

The Spooky & The Kooky 

I 
n all of my stacks of documents organized ac-
cording to my own personal filing system (the 
refuge of the disorganized), I have one folder 
that’s called “The Spooky & The Kooky.” This is 
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the Grade-A weirdo stuff. As a longtime student of 
the bizarre and conspiratorial, I know that the one 
sure way to elicit off-the-wall theories is to provide a 
lack of information.  In the Schrock case, information 
was being deliberately withheld. As a result, every 
shape and size of ghastly plot is represented. 

One such theory held that, since Schrock was driving 
a pickup from Boulder (the Bay Area of the Rockies) 
through the Sinaloa highlands carrying a large 
amount of cash, he had to have been involved in the 
drugs trade. Ruth shot that one down before it even 
had a chance to take flight, declaring that her hus-
band did not use drugs and “spoke contemptuously 
of drug users.”  

Another was the one that officials in the State De-
partment and the Mexican government had their 
fingers crossed over: that Schrock had snapped, 
abandoned the Datsun, and run off to start a new life 
in Mexico. Considering that his eyeglasses, clothing, 
and orthopedic shoes had all been found, it would 
have had to have been stark-naked and blind that he 
had done so. 

This “gone native” theory goes hand-in-hand, 
though, with the rash of what we can call “Schrock 
sightings” that took place over the next year, were 
reported on by at least one reputable journalist (Kit 
Miniclier of the Denver Post), and were even dis-
cussed and investigated by the State Department. 
According to a couple of articles written by Miniclier 
that aren’t dated but seem to be from the early sum-
mer of 1983, a year after the disappearance, at least 
two American couples and up to a dozen locals had 
reported Nick to be alive, well, and living in the town 
of Manzanillo, about 475 miles south of Mazatlán. 

One of the locals had described recognizing 
Schrock while hiking (if this wasn’t a concocted 
story, it’s strange that this man was specifically 
aware of Nick’s affinity for hiking), confronting him, 
and being told, with a wink, “Everybody thinks 
I’m dead.” Coinci-dentally (or maybe not; it’s hard 
to tell at this point), this is the plot of Dark Passage, 
another Bogart and Bacall noir movie based on a 
David Goodis book. Re-member, the guy who died 
of a stroke after fighting off would-be muggers on 
the seamy side of Philly?   

Gene and Terry Blaney, one of the American couples, 
ran a chiropractic clinic in Manzanillo and, while on a 
trip to Guadalajara, saw Nick’s image on a poster in 
front of the consulate and went in to say that he was 
a regular customer of theirs. He was, they said, al-
ways accompanied by two other Americans in a 
green pickup truck. When Terry Blaney was asked if 
she felt he was being held against his will, she said, 
“No, he felt comfortable with them. If a person were 
with someone else against his will he’d have a cer-
tain look in his eyes…fear or pleading.” 

State Department cables show that there had been a 
debate over whether to inform Ruth of these 
“sightings:” she had apparently become something 
of a pain in the neck to officials by that point and the 
unofficial instruction was to contact her on an “as 
needed” basis.  Hell, scrap “unofficial;” a State Dept. 
memo from December ’82 codifies the amount of 
contact she was to be allowed to have with repre-
sentatives from that point onward: “twice a week, by 
appointment.” Ruth wasn’t informed of the reported 
sightings until four months after Mexican authorities 
had contacted the consulate. 
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Afterward she told Knight-Ridder: “The cable end-
ed with a note asking, ‘Should we tell Mrs. 
Schrock?’…They certainly don’t know I’m much more 
inclined to be helpful when I’m told what’s going 
on.” Another choice quote, given to Miniclier: “I 
want to find out if it really is the U.S. government’s 
opinion that Nick voluntarily disappeared and it is up 
to us to find him.” Could it have been that these 
“sightings” were manufactured in order to bring the 
“voluntary disappearance” theory back into public 
consciousness and put a lid on the ordeal?  

Further evidence for this theory can be found in an 
undated and unsigned letter that appears in the ar-
chival material at roughly the same time period. This 
document states that Ruth had started receiving 
anonymous, threatening phone calls urging her to 
give up the search and ponders whether the phone 
company could trace said calls. Which party would 
have a stake in wanting her to clam up? Well, take 
your pick.  

The man who claimed to have spoken to “Nick,” by 
the way, was later subjected to a more thorough line 
of questioning, and, surprise, surprise, recanted, tell-
ing investigators that he was, in actuality, a marijua-
na cultivator, and, as a result of frequently sampling 
his own wares, didn’t have the most reliable 
memory. And just when I thought that I had maybe 
fallen too far down the rabbit hole, I stumbled upon 
the next document. 

This one gave me shivers, made me war-whoop, and 
jump around the room. It’s a six-page handwritten 
letter from an inmate at the maximum-security Colo-
rado State Penitentiary in Cañon City, home to one 
of the state’s few execution chambers and, result-
antly, a high concentration of serial killers and other 
highly violent criminals. Its cover page features a 
brief note: “I’m checking into this. Got any ideas? 
Ruth.” I spent a few hours adjusting the contrast on 
my computer screen and transcribing a few pages of 
the manic, tightly-grouped, almost calligraphic cur-
sive scrawl before realizing, My God, these are the 
ravings of a stark lunatic.  

The story that this man tells involves murders care-
fully disguised as suicide or death by natural causes, 

the assumption of the identities of the murdered 
men, and the use of their identities in shady land-
deal scams. The glue holding it all together is the al-
legation of a drug-smuggling ring running between 
Arkansas, Boulder, Culiacan, and the South American 
cartels.  

What caught my attention in particular was the in-
clusion of Arkansas, which, along with Florida, was 
one of the entry points for C.I.A. asset and pilot Bar-
ry Seal’s smuggling route by which Medellín cartel 
cocaine was imported to the United States with the 
tacit approval of the Agency in return for the cartel’s 
funneling money to the Contras and other Latin 
American anti-leftist death squads.

 
 When the whip came down on the 
operation, Seal walked away with immunity, but the 
Medellín guys soon caught up with him, shooting 
him dead in Louisiana. A year later, the Iran-Contra 
scandal would break.

The question for the moment is: how could an eco-
nomics professor who “spoke contemptuously of 
drug users” be tied up in all of this? The inmate’s 



24 

letter to Ruth claims that our drug-smuggling, identi-
ty-stealing bad guys had some kind of dirt on Nick 
and had blackmailed him into faking his own death. 

But if we think about Occam and his razor, nine 
times out of ten the explanation that’s staring 
us right in the face is the one that’s probably closest 
to the truth. And, this time, I think it was Geer’s 
gut that called it. 

Let’s return to his musings on the day Valenzuela’s 
corpse was shipped to Boulder: “If that number of 
police officers is involved, we have to ask ourselves if 
this is a first-time thing. How many other unidenti-
fied skeletons does that San Ignacio cemetery hold? I 
have a private suspicion they’re making a living at 
this, supplementing their income stream.” I believe 
firmly that it may be this simple, but the next ques-
tion to ask is just how high up the web of murder 
and corruption goes. ◊ 

The Dissembler  

Dissemble: V (Used w/object): 
1. To give a false or misleading appearance 

to; conceal the truth or real nature of
2. To put on the appearance of; feign

3. Obsolete. To let pass unnoticed; ignore 

T 
he sentiment expressed by Geer came to be 
known among the press and investigators as 
the “mass grave” theory. Its basic premise 
goes something like this: under Mexican 

federal law at the time, there was no death penalty 
and a single murder conviction could earn the perpe-
trator between fifteen and forty years in prison. Mul-
tiple murder convictions, however, could result in 
multiple sentences that would not be served concur-
rently, effectively ensuring that the murderer would 
spend the rest of his or her life in prison.  

If the San Ignacio police force had been engaging in 
this practice for some time, then, “somewhere in 
that little town, there must be a mass grave.” The 
last thing that Chief Velarde Cruz and Inspector Ve-
lasquez Trevino, the ostensible ringleaders, would 
want, in that case, would be for that grave to be 
found. The best-case scenario for them would be if 
no corpse was ever found, hence a decoy: Jesus 
Valenzuela. 

The line about the mass grave in the above para-
graph comes from the title of a column by Tom Fitz-
patrick, a writer for the Arizona Republic who took a 
personal interest (Letters to the Editor would argue 
personal to the point of quasi-racist obsession, a la 
“The Tortilla Triangle”) in the Schrock case, and pub-
lished a number of articles about it, even visiting San 
Ignacio himself. The headline itself is a quote from an 
individual who appears frequently in Fitzpatrick’s 
pieces: Marvin Alisky, an ASU political science profes-
sor who had a focus on Latin American affairs and 
had cultivated a number of sources within the Mexi-
can government. Alisky passed away in 2009.  

In this column, Alisky relates the particulars of a con-
versation with an unnamed longtime friend who 
worked in the federal A.G.’s office and who Alisky 
had recently bumped into while grabbing coffee in 
Guadalajara: 

“’What are you doing here,’ Alisky asked? 

‘Putting people in jail,’ the friend said. 

‘Who?’ 
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‘It’s the Schrock case,’ the man said. ‘The 
government wants desperately to clear this 
up. We have our own investigators up 
there, too, and we know we’ve got the right 
guys. You can’t imagine how much pressure 
there is on this case. The minister of tour-
ism is upset. All kinds of top-level meetings 
have been held. The government wants to 
have a trial. They realize how serious this 
case can be…’ 

Alisky next asked the question that perplex-
es everyone who has been following the 
story. 

‘But why, then, did they go to the wrong 
grave and pick out the wrong body to ship 
back to Schrock’s widow in Denver?’ 

Alisky remembers clearly what his old friend 
said. He knows he did not make a mistake in 
hearing. 

‘Somewhere in that little town, there must 
be a mass grave,’ the man answered. ‘They 
buried Schrock’s body there with the earlier 
victims, possibly as many as six or seven. 
Now, they are afraid to show us all the bod-
ies. There is no death penalty in Mexico. But 
if they are charged with only one murder 
they have a chance of getting out of prison 
someday. But if there is more than one 
murder, the sentences will be handed down 
consecutively, not concurrently. So, you 
see, if they show us the mass grave, they 
know they will rot in jail for the rest of their 
natural lives.’” 

Alisky later told another reporter, Jeff M. Sellers of 
Arizona Magazine, that his friend told him that they 
had reason to suspect Inspector Velasquez Trevino 
not only of Schrock’s murder, but of those of “at 
least six” other Americans.  

So, with all of this pressure to wrap things up, did 
the Sinaloa state A.G.’s office go out of its way to 
protect the San Ignacio 7? In the last chapter, we 
briefly met Sinaloa Attorney General Jorge Chavez 

Castro when he announced to the Mexican press 
and U.S. Consulate that dental records and blood-
work had led investigators to conclude definitively 
that the corpse of Jesus Valenzuela was that of Nich-
olas Schrock. We’ll now return to Chavez Castro, the 
man who would be responsible for prosecuting the 
killer(s) of Nicholas Schrock and dissembler extraor-
dinaire.  

His statements regarding the investigation deserve 
to be given special attention, for they constitute an 
incredible case study in self-contradiction, evasion, 
and wanton falsehood. He was (was because he was 
murdered in Culiacan in 2003) a master of  the key 
dictum of the classic Richard Nixon-Roger Stone 
playbook: “Admit nothing. Deny everything. Coun-
terattack.”  

If Alisky’s source is to be believed, then Chavez Cas-
tro was under immense pressure to wrap this whole 
thing up. Something like the “mass grave” theory 
would be an impediment to his doing this, to say the 
least. When asked why the San Ignacio officers’ lead-
ing officials to the wrong body did not point to the 
likelihood of their knowing where others were bur-
ied, he replied, “There is no evidence founded in fact 
to prove that. The possibility that there are others 
killed by Velasquez Trevino in another grave is not 
being considered. There is no other grave.” Then 
why did officers lead them to this grave in the first 

The one picture of Mr. Chavez Castro I’ve been able 

to locate. 
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place? “I don’t know,” he said. 

Why didn’t U.S. consular officials in Mazatlán exam-
ine the body before it was shipped? According to one 
such official: “We were told by [Chavez Castro] that 
the body was in such a state that no one who didn’t 
know him would be able to identify him, that they 
had a positive identification, and there was no need 
for us to examine the body.” Why did Chavez Castro 
announce that the corpse had been identified 
through dental records when it, in fact, had no teeth 
remaining in its gums? “When the dental records ar-
rived in Culiacan, the body was being prepared for 
the flight to Denver.” And what about the cross iden-
tifying the grave as holding Jesus Valenzuela? “The 
grave was not marked. There was no name, nor was 
there a cross.” In the battle between plot and “gross 
incompetence,” my gut tells me that plot is winning 
out. 

Chavez Castro’s head was on the chopping block, and 
he needed to do what he could to clear the situation 
up, as quickly as possible. Remember that Ruth de-
sired for the remains to be cremated upon arrival in 
Denver, but was told that an autopsy would be re-
quired in order for Nick to be declared officially 
dead. What if Chavez Castro never intended for the 
contents of that coffin to be examined too closely? 
What if he found the easiest way to clean the situa-
tion up, and acted? This would constitute direct par-
ticipation in covering up evidence of a murder. This is 
not, ideally, something you’d like Attorneys 
General to be doing.  

There’s also this: on July 12, four “state officials cen-
tral to the investigation” had jobs. On July 13, they 
didn’t. At a press conference held July 13, the AP 
newswire quoted Chavez Castro as saying, “four 
state officials were fired for mishandling the 
[Schrock] investigation.” He apparently had his 
knuckles slapped for that one, and soon backped-
aled: “I did not say that. They resigned to pursue 
their personal law careers in Mexico City.” 

The message, in the disparity between these two 
statements, is clear: Chavez Castro had dissembled 
more effectively than they had; he had found the 
most direct way to sweep everything under the rug. 

His head, for the time being, was off the chopping 
block. And when his plan didn’t play out like it was 
supposed to, when the coffin was opened and Valen-
zuela’s body discovered, he went back to work, mak-
ing sure that the San Ignacio 7 would stand by their 
confessions.  

Within a week of the Jesus Valenzuela debacle, the 
incarcerated policemen were complaining to the 
press (and the fact that they were permitted to do so 
openly is another head-scratcher) of undergoing the 
same sort of brutal coerced confession that they 
themselves had used on Genaro Juarez. An article 
published in the Arizona Republic at the end of July 
quotes the lawyer for the 7 saying that his clients 
were undergoing “a violation of the most basic of 
human rights.” Ceferino Ojeda, Chief of the Culiacan 
police, was reached for comment: 

“Ojeda defended the police and their meth-
ods Saturday, saying “strong” methods must 
be used to fight crime. Ojeda denied agents 
had applied electric shocks or raped the 
prisoners, as journalists had charged in 
their account in El Debate, but he pledged 
agents no longer would interrogate prison-
ers in a secluded spot on the bank of the 
river [Emphasis mine].” 

All of this left Ruth disgusted and despondent: 

“’First, the local police beat a confession out 
of a petty pilferer,’ she said. ‘Then the state 
police saw the corruption in the local police 
and beat confessions out of them. Are we 
going to find out now from the federal level 
that the state police are corrupt, and then 
what? Who’s going to beat the confession 
out of the federal police?’” 

This is a question that requires a bit of a history les-
son to answer. “Answer,” though, is perhaps not the 
correct term, for this is a question that thousands 
upon thousands of Mexican citizens deal with on a 
daily basis.  

One of my favorite professors in undergrad always 
said that the formula for extrapolating meaning from 
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historical events and ephemera is text plus context. 
I’ve given you the text – the events surrounding the 
disappearance of Nicholas Schrock – and now it’s 
time to place it within its proper context. This is how 

we find meaning. It’s how we find truth. ◊ 

Murder, Inc.  

T 
here is a war going on in Mexico. This is a 
reductive and wholly unnecessary state-
ment to make, but why not start with the 
obvious? It’s a war that’s based on the 

standard contests of territory and dominance, but 
also on ideas that wouldn’t be out of place being 
studied from the perspectives of branding and cor-
porate strategy. In fact, Tom Wainwright’s bestsel-
ling 2016 book Narconomics tackles the bloodshed 
from the following approach: 

“How does a budding cartel boss succeed 
(and survive) in the $300 billion illegal drug 
business? By learning from the best, of 
course. From creating brand value to fine-
tuning customer service, the folks running 
cartels have been attentive students of the 
strategy and tactics used by corporations 
such as Walmart, McDonald’s, and Coca-
Cola.” 

In his introduction to Anábel Hernandez’s 2013 Nar-
coland, a book which has earned its author countless 
death threats (from both narcos and members of 
government and law enforcement) and 24/7 protec-
tion courtesy of Mexico’s Human Rights Commission, 
author Roberto Saviano (who has himself lived under 
police protection since the 2006 publication of Go-
morrah, his exposé of a Neapolitan crime syndicate) 
describes modern Mexico as a “world in which politi-
cal economy has become criminal economy.”  

A simple way to explain the difference would be that 
the latter uses the terminology of the former – hos-
tile takeovers, headhunters – in a literal sense and 
measures market share in terms of lives taken. As 
Carmen Boullosa and Mike Wallace (not that Mike 
Wallace, but a Pulitzer Prize winner nonetheless) 

write in 2015’s A Narco History: How the United 
States and Mexico Jointly Created the “Mexican Drug 
War:” 

“Mass murder (in one instance producing 
three hundred corpses); grisly torture (one 
victim’s face was skinned and sewn onto a 
soccer ball); collusion between mayors, gov-
ernors, and militarized drug traffickers; 
rampant kidnapping and extortion; police 
on the payrolls of cartels possessed of vast 
drug profits available for bribery; the 
wholesale arrest of police departments; a 
criminal justice system that all but guaran-
tees criminals impunity from prosecution; 
the inefficiency or disinterest of higher po-
litical officials; and even the eruption of pro-
tests from civil society – all of these have 
been routine in the last dozen years…Since 
2000, more than one hundred thousand 
have been killed. Mass graves? Tens of 

thousands have disappeared, many likely 
moldering in such pits. Horrific executions? 
Roughly two thousand of the hundred thou-
sand suffered death by decapitation.” 

Something has gone horribly wrong when these con-
ditions have been allowed to become the norm in a 
country with the 12th largest GDP in the world. It is 
my assertion, and this should not be a controversial 
statement, that this something is the endemic web 
of corruption and criminality exacerbated and per-
petuated by dramatic economic inequality that per-
meates virtually every level of politics, business, and 
law enforcement. Nick Schrock’s disappearance hap-
pened at a major inflection point in this history; the 
point at which individual poppy and marijuana farm-
ers started aggregating into unified groups and 
members of the Mexican government, police, and 
military started recognizing the profit potential there 
was in helping, rather than hindering, the flow of 
drugs north of the Rio Grande. And, at every step of 
the way, the United States of America can be found, 
playing the varied and conflicting roles of consumer, 
antagonist, and, at the times when ideological ends 
override the means to get there, benefactor and big 

brother. ◊
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Sinaloa  

T 
he seeds of the Mexican Drug War – pop-
pies to be exact – were first planted in Sina-
loa, not far from San Ignacio. Long before El 
Chapo and narcocorridos, before the term 

“cartel” even entered the popular lexicon, the first 
opium poppies were planted by a group you would-
n’t expect: indentured Chinese laborers brought to 
North America to build the railroads that facilitated 
the country’s western expansion. When their periods 
of servitude ended, some drifted south, seeking to 
escape the hostile racial climate engendered by such 
legislation as the Chinese Exclusion Act, signed into 
law by Chester A. Arthur in 1882. The altitude and 
climate of Sinaloa’s mountainous regions proved ide-
al for the cultivation of both opium poppies and ma-
rijuana, these crops being maybe the true Treasure 
of the Sierra Madres. This area would come to be 
known as the “Golden Triangle,” due to the unusual 
fertility of illicit crops grown within its boundaries. 
The “Golden Triangle” would come to have a notable 
overlap with the “Tortilla Triangle.” 

These first generations of Chinese opium producers 
learned Spanish and adopted Mexican names. Before 
Rafael Caro Quintero and the Beltrán-Leyva Organi-
zation, the original Sinaloa drug pushers had names 
like Patricio Hong, Felipe Wong, and Luis Siam. The 
Spanish had brought marijuana to the region as early 
as the 16th century, finding the plant’s hemp fibers 
particularly suited to making rigging for their ships.  

Psychoactive drug use never really caught on among 
the local Mexican population, with marijuana espe-
cially being viewed as strictly déclassé. The influence 
of the Catholic church had also more or less put an 
end to the use of tribal and ceremonial drugs like pe-
yote.  

During the Porfiriato – the 35-year reign of General 
Porfirio Díaz – drug use was strictly criminalized and 
alcohol banned; Díaz would even execute the occa-
sional drunkard to drive his point home. During the 
Revolutionary and Constitutionalist periods of 1910-
1929, however, marijuana, opium, and cocaine were 
being used as active ingredients in everything from 
cigarettes to patent medicines to Coca-Cola sold on 
both sides of the border, and could easily be pur-
chased from herbalists, doctors, and corner shops. 

In the U.S., the fires of moral panic, stoked by racist 
stereotypes and Mr. Harry J. Anslinger, founding 
commissioner of the Federal Bureau of Narcotics, led 
to the proscription of these drugs during the ‘20s, 
and the temperance movement resulted in the pro-
hibition of alcohol from 1920-1933. Very little can 
create market conditions as optimal as those re-
sulting from scarcity, and the cross-border booze 
trade became a cash cow for bootleggers on both 
sides of the frontier, building enormous fortunes for 
those in control of the flow of liquor in Mexico, the 
U.S., and Canada; a sort of illicit proto-NAFTA.

Border towns like Tijuana and Nogales became fully-
fledged vice empires, pulling in millions from booze, 
drugs, prostitution, gambling, and whatever else one 
might desire. Prohibition’s repeal and the Great De-
pression put an end to these “glory days,” but vice 
and the movies are two industries that have proven 
to be more or less “recession-proof.” With opium, 
heroin, cocaine, and marijuana becoming increasing-
ly popular in the U.S., more and more farmers start-
ed adding these crops to their rotations, finding 
them to be vastly more profitable than, say, beans, 
or corn. 

In Mexico, 1929 marked the beginning of the era of 
the “one-party rule” of the Institutional Revolution-
ary Party (PRI). While the country was a nominal 
“democracy” during this period, the Presidency was, 

The “Golden Triangle” 
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in reality, determined by the party big-wigs, with the 
next leader notified by the legendary dedazo, or fin-
ger-tap on the shoulder. The whole “democratic 
election” part of the deal would be sorted out.  

The 71-year reign of the PRI would remain intact un-
til the victory of Vicente Fox in 2000. The opacity and 
absence of “regime change” created ideal conditions 
for the proliferation and entrenchment of corruption 
and bribery. While there is no “smoking gun” evi-
dence beyond the anecdotal, WWII marks the first 
instance of reported collusion between Mexican opi-
um producers and the U.S. government.  Here 
are the facts as reported: 

• Opium, the active ingredient in morphine, would
not be synthesized until the mid-1950s

• Synthetic opium has still never reached a level of
cost competitiveness with the real thing

• The U.S. required a massive increase in its mor-
phine supply for soldiers fighting overseas

• The geography of the European theater had re-
sulted in German U-Boats cutting off supply lines
from Turkey, the historic provider of the vast ma-
jority of opium used in morphine production

• Opium production in Mexico’s “Golden Triangle”
region skyrocketed during the war

As noted, there is no single piece of evidence that 
any sort of official agreement was made, but follow-
ing these facts to their logical conclusion tells us that 
the U.S. government may have played a role in ex-
panding the capabilities of Sinaloan opium producers 
during the war. Heroin use also skyrocketed in post-
war America, partially as a result of injured G.I.s hav-
ing been exposed to morphine during combat, re-
turning, and seeking a way to manage their pain, as 
portrayed in Nelson Algren’s 1949 novel The Man 
with the Golden Arm. The same phenomenon would 
be seen among returning Vietnam vets in the 
1960s and 70s. 

During the dramatic social revolutions in the decades 
following the war, the United States would see both 
incidence of drug use, as well as the proportion of 
these same drugs coming from Mexico, increase sig-
nificantly. According to Bollousa and Wallace, Mexi-
co was supplying about 95% of all marijuana 

consumed in the U.S. by 1975, as well as between 70 
-90% of the heroin in a market that had doubled in 
size between 1972 and 1975 alone.

With the “Mexican Miracle” beginning to slow down 
by the end of the '70s, this massive (and growing) 
source of “supplemental income,” as Marty Geer 
phrased it, participation in the criminal economy, 
could represent the difference between being able 
to put food on the table or not.  

In “Mexican Corruption Takes Bite out of Weak Econ-
omy,” the Chicago Sun Times’ Patrick Oster writes, 
“This…receptivity to bribes seems to reach from the 
highest to the lowest levels of government. Mexico 
City’s chief of police, Arturo Durazo Moreno, told 
Proceso that he understands why police officers take 
bribes: they don’t make enough money…In fact, in a 
country where government salaries are astoundingly 
low, it seems that bribes are considered by office-
holders to be a regular supplement to their income.” 

As to the question of how high the corruption goes, 
earlier in the same article, Oster discloses President 
Portillo’s salary: MEX $12,000 per month, or about 
USD $120 in 1982 dollars. His pre-government career 
was as a university law professor, and not at Har-
vard. There’s no explicable reason why he should 
have been a wealthy man. 

Yet, at the time of the article’s publication, Portillo 
was in the process of constructing a multi-mansion 
complex for his family and friends. It was fenced, 
gated, and patrolled by soldiers. The magazine Pro-
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ceso estimated that the cost (taken from public 
funds) for the complex’s access roads, water and gas 
lines, and sewer access alone was USD $33 million.  

Earlier, it was noted that 1982 was the year of Mexi-
co’s sovereign debt crisis, in which the government 
was no longer able to service its $21.8 billion owed 
to just the top nine U.S. lenders out of many, making 
the Reagan administration worried about a default. 
Such a scenario may have triggered a “domino 
effect” of a different stripe than the one 
worried about during the Vietnam years by Henry 
Kissinger and Robert McNamara: a string of Latin 
American petro-state debt nonpayment potentially 
leading to global financial collapse. 

By the end of the year, Portillo’s time in office would 
be up, making way for neoliberal reformer Miguel de 
la Madrid. Prior to de la Madrid’s taking office, Mexi-
co would teeter into default, with the IMF stepping 
in to provide relief to its lenders. One can imagine 
that the IMF was satisfied with this choice of succes-
sor, who was more than happy – eager, really – to 
implement the structural reform policies attached to 
the loans. But the question remained: if the country 
was broke, and Portillo was making minimum wage, 
where had the money for his mega-mansion complex 
been coming from? The answer to this question can 
be found in a worn and battered suitcase, traipsing 
its way around the country each month and dispens-
ing ill-gotten-gains to all of the bad boys and girls like 

Santa’s deranged twin. ◊ 

The Suitcase Ritual  

I 
n Narcoland, Anábel Hernandez conducts an in-
terview with a man she refers to only as The In-
former who answers that very question for us. 
The Informer “was someone who had watched, 

from within the Mexican government, all the chang-
ing phases of the drug trade over the last thirty-five 
years.” In the interview, he describes the relationship 
between the Federal (Judicial), Regional, and Local 
police. As previously outlined, the chain of oversight 
operates in that order. In the mid-1970s, the opera-
tional structure looked something like this: 

“There were 600 federal police officers for 
the whole country, each with fifteen to 
twenty assistants. These were the so-called 
madrinas, ‘godmothers,’ who never ap-
peared on the official payroll of the federal 
Attorney General’s office (PGR), but whose 
illegal and uncontrolled activity was essen-
tial to its operations…Each regional coordi-
nator supplied his own people with cars, 
weapons, radios, and offices. The only thing 
they didn’t supply was the badges. They 
raised money from cock fights, horse racing, 
and drug trafficking. That’s how things 
were. I’m not saying it was good or bad, 
that’s just how it worked.” 

I believe that El Nene was one of these criminal 
madrinas, helping the regional Sinaloa and local San 
Ignacio police to raise money from cock fights, horse 
racing, drug trafficking…and highway robbery. Says 
Hernandez, “The Informer insists that the secretary 
of the interior and the secretary of defense, the 
attorney general, and even the president of the Re-
public, were all fully aware of these operations. In 
addition, the authorities in the United States knew 
from the beginning of the 1970s that the DFS [sort of 
a combination of the F.B.I. and C.I.A.] was involved in 
drug trafficking, yet they continued to support and 
protect the agency.” 

The Informer goes on to describe what he calls the 
“Suitcase Ritual,” in which a proverbial “suitcase 
made its journey around the whole of Mexico,” with 

Swank digs: Casa Portillo 
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its final destination being the desks of the A.G. (PGR) 
and the president: 

“At regular intervals the suitcase made this 
trip, starting at the bottom, with those who 
directly collected the money, until reaching 
the attorney general’s desk. It was a long 
trip, but nobody would have dared to take 
any money out. There were wads and wads 
of bills, greenbacks. You can close your eyes 
and imagine even the smell of those bills 
every time the suitcase was opened. What 
happened to the suitcase later nobody 
knew. It was lost from sight as it passed 
from hand to hand towards the presidential 
palace of Los Pinos. 

The taxes paid by the drug traffickers made 
fortunes overnight for government figures 
and businessmen in Mexico. Another part 
of the proceeds, as happens in the U.S., was 
spent on the struggle against subversive 
movements. These were considerable 
sums. At the time there was no National 
Human Rights Commission in Mexico, and 
no Public Oversight Office; government offi-
cials were exempt from scrutiny. All this 
was seen as a way of protecting national 
security. Drug trafficking was a matter of 
state. All that was asked of the traffickers 
was that they not carry weapons in public 
or draw attention to themselves, in order to 
protect the police and the army, but above 
all to protect the civilian population.” 

The ”civilian population,” we can assume, did not 
include lone American travelers driving through Sina-
loa territory at this point. At least not until a certain 
professor of economics ended up on the bad end of 
a garrote and bludgeon and had loved ones who 
raised a large enough fuss to call attention to the 
matter. “The Suitcase Ritual,” affirms Hernandez, 
“continued during the presidency of José López Por-
tillo.” 

This is where the money came from for Portillo’s 
compound, and where part of what was taken from 
Nick Schrock went. After the perpetrators had picked 

through what they wanted, they kicked part of the 
take - ”the tax -  into the suitcase, and it continued 
on its merry way around the country, eventually 
ending up on the desks of the President and Federal 
A.G., with a healthy portion doled out to “fighting 
subversives.” With this information, two major ques-
tions, remain: What would become of the San Igna-
cio 7? And where were Nick’s remains? ◊

“When Mr. Grim joined us [atop the ca-
thedral] he took one look at the eagles 
and said: ‘I want to get down. This place 
specializes in cruelty.’ 

…[Ledesema] reminded [him], ‘But that 
is why you have come to Mexico. To see 
death…The cardinal principle of Christi-
anity is that Jesus Christ died for us. He 
died on a cross, suffering the most ex-
treme agony, with his arms and legs bro-
ken, as you see here. He did not die 
quickly, but he slowly bled to death.’ 

‘…The inescapable fact is that he came 
from a violent God, into a violent world, 
to save violent men from a terribly vio-
lent hell. We fool ourselves in the most 
bitter mockery if we try for the sake of 
prettiness to gloss over the terrifying 
fact that Jesus Christ died in the agony 
you see depicted there, and by and 
large, only the Spanish peoples have 
been brave enough to acknowledge that 
fact.’” 

- James A. Michener, Mexico, 1992
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“What did it matter once you were 
dead? In a dirty sump or a marble tower 
on the top of a high hill? You were dead, 
you were sleeping the big sleep, you 
were not bothered by things like that. 
Oil and water were the same as wind 
and air to you. You just slept the big 
sleep, not caring about the nastiness of 
how you died or where you fell.”  

- Raymond Chandler, The Big Sleep, 
1939

Psycho 

At some point following the Jesus Valenzuela deba-
cle, Ruth appears to have hired a sort of P.R./media 
insider. This person’s job was to help her in tracking 
down and enlisting persons of certain influence that 
could be used in calling attention to the story of her 
husband’s disappearance. One of the lists of contacts 
which has made its way into the T-bird archives was 
a wholly surprising thing for me to stumble across; 
home phone numbers of newscasters like Walter 
Cronkite and publishing magnates like Ben Bradlee; 
routes of access to ex-presidents and other politi-
cians, retired and active. 

Ruth called in the help of one Megan P. Brill, who 
was either her sister or Nick’s sister, in working 
through this list and following up on any hits. One 
undated letter, sent from Mrs. Brill to Ms. Pamela 
Hill, V.P. and Executive Producer at ABC Nightline 
News, runs down the facts of the case up to that 
point. One of these details, in particular, sticks out: 
“Ambassador John Gavin told Mrs. Schrock when it 
became clear that the Mexicans had sent the wrong 
body, that he was concerned, but worried about 
‘stepping on toes.’” 

For a U.S. Ambassador to apply pressure in what was 
beginning to look more and more like a massive cov-
erup involving potentially dozens of murdered Amer-
icans, common sense would tell us that “stepping on 
toes” should be among the least of his concerns. Ari-
zona Republic columnist Tom Fitzpatrick published a 

piece making essentially that same point, and in the 
form of such a ham-fisted analogy that I’m, frankly, 
impressed by it and would like to quote it at length. 
It’s a cheap shot, but I’ll be a son-of-a-gun if I don’t 
love a good below-the-belt jab as long as I’m not on 
the receiving end. 

For context, Alfred Hitchcock’s 1960 film Psycho, 
which explores themes of robbery, murder, psycho-
logical deviance, aberrant behavior, and a character 
played by Gavin searching the countryside for his 
missing lover (does any of this sound familiar), was 
maybe Gavin’s most famous role outside of the same 
year’s Spartacus, directed by Stanley Kubrick. Writes 
Fitzpatrick in “A Country of Unbelievable Beauty 
Flawed by Incredible Corruptness:”  

“The most stunning thing in this grisly 
comedy about the murder of Schrock is 
the incredibly inept performance of our 
Ambassador to Mexico. 

John Gavin, like his pal, President 
Reagan, is a former actor. His role in the 
movies generally was to play the part of 
a man accustomed to feats of derring-
do. 

In Psycho, a film directed by the late Al-
fred Hitchcock, Gavin portrayed a lover 
searching for his murdered girlfriend. 

She, too, had left on a car trip with a 
large amount of cash and had been mur-
dered. 

She was stabbed to death in the most 
famous shower sequence in film history, 
and her body disposed of in a swamp. 

Gavin followed the script in the movie. 
He found the girl and the guilty party. 

I would like someone to explain to me 
what Gavin has been doing for the past 
two weeks about this case. Has he lost 
the power of speech? Is he unable to 
speak without a prepared script? Does 
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he need Hitchcock to tell him when he 
should become outraged?” 

If life were as simple as the movies that Gavin so fre-
quently played in (entries from Hitchcock and Ku-
brick notwithstanding), this may serve as a viable 
critique. But what Gavin may have possessed in 
terms of physical prowess and willingness to commit 
acts of “derring-do” on the silver screen, he may 
have lacked in terms of actual political power. Gavin, 
it must be remembered, was a political appointee, 
not a career diplomat. While prior political experi-
ence may have provided something resembling a 
script for him to follow in this case, Gavin was no 
swashbuckling hero in reality…he just played one in 
the movies.  

In fact, in the over-under-sideways-down logic that 
characterizes this case, Gavin would become a 
scapegoat himself in determining just where to pin 
the blame during the slippery slope of deteriorating 
U.S.-Mexico relations that characterized the 
remainder of Portillio’s presidency. Though this step

ending up not being taken, on 7/7/82, Geer, in an 
interview with the Arizona Republic pondered the 
potential necessity of ending AGSIM’s program in 
Guadalajara: “Suppose, instead of a professor, it had 
been one of our students who disappeared…
Nicholas Schrock was being paid by [AGSIM] and had 
experience in Mexico before. The shoe is very much 
on the other foot, though, when you think about stu-
dents who are paying us to educate them.” 

On August 1, however, the Directors of the Universi-
ty of Colorado voted unanimously for “the immedi-
ate termination of Study Abroad activity for college 
credit in Mexico.” In a letter to the Mexican National 
Tourist Council, Douglas R. McKay, Chairman of the 
Department of Foreign Languages, explained that 
“This determination has been reached as a protest 
against the inconceivable stupidity, unparalleled hu-
man cruelty, and ungracious response of the govern-
ment officials of the State of Sinaloa in the mishan-
dling of the Nicholas Schrock case.” The letter con-
cludes, “our Department hopes that this meaningful 
decision will induce other language programs to re-
spond in a similar fashion. Indeed, we will make a 
concerted effort to disseminate our recommenda-
tion on a national basis.” 

In a letter sent to Ruth accompanying a copy of this 
note, McKay writes, “I am one who earnestly be-
lieves in the importance of standing up to be count-
ed. We feel so helpless in the face of these con-
temptible human dealings, that whatever splash we 
can make as a protest to gross incompetence and 
deliberate chicanery should and must be made. In 
my small role as department chairperson I will do all 
I can to wage a campaign of touristic and academic 
drawback from study abroad activity in Mexico. The 
enclosed letter is my first effort; others will follow…
Beyond this negative resolve is a strong and deep 
personal commitment to support and sustain you in 
this period of great difficulty.” 

A week previous to this, Ruth had made national 
news by contacting Presidents Reagan and Portillo 
directly in order to “Appeal to [their] humanity in 
obtaining bilateral cooperation…in determining the 
facts about the disappearance” of her husband. 
Soon after, Ruth told the New York Times that “[She 
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thinks] the State Department is culpable in this” and 
that “They should re-institute the advisory that 
warns Americans of the danger of traveling along 
Route 15.” 

This previous advisory had been issued in December 
of 1976 after three incidents in which lone Ameri-
cans had been murdered while driving along the 
highway, and had struck a significant blow against 
Mexico’s tourism industry. Sheer body count tells us 
that this advisory should have been re-instituted 
long before or, perhaps, never lifted in the first 
place. But logic, as has been discussed, is perhaps 
not the first place to turn to when looking at the 
Schrock case.  

On July 25, ABC News aired a special in the U.S. titled 
Mexico: Times of Crisis. The program was banned by 
the Mexican government, but bootleg VHS record-
ings were fetching prices as high as USD $50 in the 
country. Though I have been unable to find a copy of 
the video, a Knight-Ridder story reports that it fea-
tures Gavin “referring to fears that Central America’s 
political violence will spill into Mexico and saying 

Mexicans have a ‘problem of confidence’ in their fi-
nancial institutions.” A spokesman for the U.S. Em-
bassy claimed that the portions of the report featur-
ing Gavin were taken out of context.  

“Nevertheless,” the story goes on, 
“officials and journalists have launched a 
string of harsh attacks against Gavin, not 
so much for what he said but for the fact 
that he commented at all on internal 
affairs. 

‘Of course, what he said was true. But 
he had no right to say it,’ one top Mexi-
can diplomat said [Emphasis mine]. 

‘Because of this, Gavin has been frozen 
out of the Foreign Ministry,’ the diplo-
mat added. ‘When he calls on the minis-
try, we treat him with tortugisimo’ –  a 
turtle’s pace. 

‘There is no desire on our part to talk to 
him. Before the ABC program, we used 
to give him nada…Now we give him even 
less.’ 

The diplomat said that at the height of 
the anger over Gavin’s comments, the 
ministry considered declaring him perso-
na non-grata, ‘but that was too extreme 
a reaction.’” 

Wrote AZ Congressman Bob Stump to Berger Erick-
son while these events were taking place: “It is re-
grettable that the international relations of the two 
countries could be severely jeopardized by the ac-
tions of the Mexican Police Force and the inability of 
Mexico to satisfy the U.S. regarding the whereabouts 
of Professor Schrock or his body.” Whereas Gavin 
may have once possessed a modicum of political cap-
ital and influence in the search for Schrock, he and 
the Foreign Ministry were now strictly splits-ville, for 
the time being, at least. 

The Minister of Tourism was angry. Seaside resort 
towns that counted on summer crowds to keep the 
bills paid for the rest of the year were angry. Other 
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police departments around the country which had 
maybe been running these same schemes with a bit 
less flamboyance were angry that one group of bad 
eggs had to go and spoil it for everybody. Ruth was 
angry for obvious reasons. The U.S. government was 
angry because Ruth was angry and kept showing up 
in the press, pointing fingers.  

Gavin became a focal point for this anger, like an ant 
under a magnifying glass, although this blame was 
now, officially and definitively, misplaced. Blame 
needs something or someone to affix itself to. Gavin 
was nada; nadie; menos de cero, but the blame 
stuck. The man was in over his head; we can’t fault 

him for trying to swim. ◊ 

“Our Soft Underbelly”  

The relationship between the United States and the 
nations that lie below it, geographically, is, and, has 
for a long time, been, well…complicated. After the 
wars in which these states gained independence 
from the colonial powers that governed them, the 
U.S. made the decision that it was within their pur-
view to step in and, in a sense, fill the vacuum.  

The wonderful thing about looking at historical 
events that took place long in the past is that we 
generally don’t have to make conspiratorial leaps of 
logic; the documents, the writings, the histories, are 
there. And this story starts with one of the first of 
the young U.S. government’s codified outward-
facing pieces of foreign policy: The Monroe Doc-
trine, authored by this nation’s fifth president in 
1823. While the main points of the document are 
summarized above, it reads, in part:  

“The American continents [emphasis 
mine], by the free and independent con-
dition which they have assumed and 
maintain, are henceforth not to be con-
sidered as subjects for future coloniza-
tion by any European powers…It is im-
possible that the allied powers should 
extend their political system to any por-
tion of either continent without endan-

gering our peace and happiness; nor 
can anyone believe that our southern 
brethren, if left to themselves, would 
adopt it of their own accord.”  

In other words, over a century before the Cold War 
began, the lines between the Eastern and Western 
hemispheres were being drawn according to ideolo-
gy. Monroe had laid claim to this half of the world, 
and made it clear that any attempt to breach it ei-
ther militarily or dogmatically would be seen as a 
threat to the United States itself. Throughout the 
20th century, when leftist movements of various 
stripes (everything from the insurgent Maoism of 
Peru’s Sendero Luminoso and the violent Marxist-
Leninism of Colombia’s FARC to the humanist Chris-
tianity of Liberation Theology that spread 
through-out the continent) began making incursions 
into the United States’ proclaimed sphere of 
influence, the Monroe doctrine would be invoked 
by U.S. presi-dents as late as Ronald Reagan as 
justification for anti-communist meddling in the 
foreign affairs of sovereign states.  

By-then-ex-president Richard Nixon, in his 1980 
book The Real War, had made much the same argu-
ment that Barry Goldwater did in his The Conscience 
of a Conservative, published twenty years earlier: 
that the continued existence of the Soviet Union and 
other communist states following WWII meant that 
the war never really “ended,” and that the Cold War 
constituted a mere continuation of a long and 
bloody battle for ideological dominance. He writes:  

“Latin America usually makes the front 
pages our newspapers only when there 
is a revolution, an earthquake, or a riot 
at a soccer match. But it deserves atten-
tion equal to that we give to Europe, 
Asia, and Africa, and in some ways even 
more because of its proximity to us. 

Latin America is a prime Soviet target 
for three major reasons: it has enor-
mous natural resources; by the end of 
the century its population will be sub-
stantially greater than that of the Unit-
ed States and Western Europe com-
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bined; and it is close to the United States 
– it is our soft underbelly [emphasis
mine].

The nations of Latin America won their 
freedom largely as a result of our exam-
ple. They were able to keep that free-
dom during their early years because of 
the protective mantle the Monroe Doc-
trine spread over them. By allowing a 
Soviet client state in the Americas – Cu-
ba – we seem to them to have aban-
doned that doctrine.” 

By this point, the Monroe Doctrine had been used to 
justify actions ranging from the Spanish-American 
War (which turned Cuba into an economic American 
pseudo-colony for half a century), the C.I.A.-induced 
coup of Guatemalan president Jacobo Árbenz in 
1954, the Bay of Pigs debacle and subsequent 
attempts on the life of Fidel Castro (more than 600 
by Castro’s count), the Brazilian Golpe de 64, U.S. 
support for the violent overthrow of Chile’s Salvador 
Allende, and the recognition of the resultant 
dictatorship of Augusto Pinochet in 1974, under 
whose 20-plus-year-regin of terror, over 3,000 were 
murdered or “disappeared” (according to the Chilean 
government; other organizations put the figure much 
higher) and tens of thousands more imprisoned and 
tortured. And then there was Ronald Reagan, who 
strode into office with a doctrine of his own after a 
landslide electoral victory against Jimmy Carter and 
fellow peace-nik Walter Mondale. ◊ 

From Containment to Roll-
back 

The Regan Doctrine put an end to the stated U.S. 
policy of “containing” Soviet influence in place and 
instead focused on “rolling it back” to whence it 
came. This was to be accomplished by secret, plausi-
bly deniable, and incredibly violent means, some-
thing that would have to be the case due to the ac-
tions of Reagan’s two predecessors: Gerald Ford and 
Jimmy Carter. Following the country-wide hangover 
induced by the military binges of the Kennedy, John-
son, and Nixon administrations, Ford and Carter 
sought to make transparency and human rights the 
centerpieces of their administrations.  

In 1974, the Hughes-Ryan amendment was passed, 
which required the C.I.A. to inform at least eight con-
gressional committees of its covert actions; two 
years later a dedicated oversight committee would 
be created. Executive Order 11905 was signed by 
Gerald Ford in 1976, which prohibited the assassina-
tions of foreign leaders during peacetime. That same 
year, a handful of congressional Democrats including 
New York’s Ed Koch sought to halt U.S. aid to Latin 
American dictatorships, specifically Uruguay, Brazil, 
Argentina, and Chile. In Chile, Pinochet’s secret po-
lice presented the President with plans to assassi-
nate Koch in the U.S. Earlier that year, Pinochet’s 
men had killed Orlando Letelier, a former Allende 
official and critic of the Pinochet regime, with a car 
bomb in Washington D.C.’s DuPont Circle, also 
known as “Embassy Row,” about a mile from the 
White House. A C.I.A. document declassified in 2015, 
nine years after Pinochet’s death, states that 
“Contreras [one the plot’s organizers] told a confi-
dant he authorized the assassination of Letelier on 
orders from Pinochet.”  

As Greg Grandin, author of the National Book Award 
finalist Forlandia, writes in his 2006 Empire’s Work-
shop: Latin America, the United States, and the Rise 
of the New Imperialism, “As with the New Left, the 
Vietnam War radicalized the New Right.” In Reagan’s 
America, the crew-cuts were the new radicals. Due 
to the restrictions passed by the last two administra-
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tions, they formed ad-hoc shell NGOs like the Com-
mittee on the Present Danger and the Committee to 
Maintain a Prudent Defense Policy (this is a path 
that I’m going to let you explore yourself, though I 
urge you to take a hard look at Pat Robertson’s 700 
Club and the Reverend Sun Myung Moon’s Unifica-
tion Church) through which federal money was fun-
neled to right-wring death squads operating in Latin 
America.  

This is not conspiratorial nonsense but all a matter 
of documented fact. Fourteen members of the U.S. 
government were indicted for these actions and 
eleven convicted. George H.W. Bush, Reagan’s Vice 
President and successor in office, granted these 
eleven executive pardons. Not one spent a day in 
prison.   

As quoted in Grandin’s book, Jerome Levinson, a for-
mer official at the Inter-American Development 
Bank states that the 1982 debt crisis, “’afforded an 
unparalleled opportunity’ for the U.S. Treasury to 
achieve ‘the structural reforms favored by the 
Reagan Administration,’ which included a 
‘commitment on the part of the debtor countries to 
reduce the role of the public sector as a vehicle for 
economic and social development and to rely more 
on market forces and private enterprises.’”  

In October of 1981, Portillo held the International 
Meeting on Cooperation and Development, also re-
ferred to as the North-South Summit, in Cancun. 

Some of the left-leaning attendees, like Canadian 
Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau and West Germany’s 
Willy Brandt were in favor of the establishment of 
what was being called a “New International Eco-
nomic Order” (something wholly different from the 
“New Wold Order” of George H.W. Bush), in which 
more developed countries would massively increase 
their aid to less developed ones;  facilitate the trans-
fer of new technologies to them; grant them greater 
control over their own natural resources; and set 
uniform prices for a number of globally-traded com-
modities, thereby protecting the countries that pro-
duced them from market fluctuations.  

Instead of this quasi-utopian vision of a “flatter” and 
more integrated world, the idealists would end 
up being steamrolled by proponents of Chicago 
School market ideology due to the massive amounts 
of sovereign debt offered up and eagerly taken 
out by these countries during the initial phases of 
their generally natural-resource-driven growth.  

Returning to Grandin: 

“Compelled by the debt crisis, one 
country after another implemented a 
program that was the mirror opposite of 
what was [being] called for…They 
slashed taxes, drastically devalued their 
currencies, lowered [their] minimum 
[wages], exempted foreign countries 
from labor and environmental laws, cut 
spending on healthcare, education, and 
other social services, did away with reg-
ulations, smashed unions, passed legis-
lation that allowed up to 100 percent 
repatriation of profits, cut subsidies de-
signed to protect national manufactur-
ing industries, freed interest rates, and 
privatized state industries and public 
utilities…the debt crisis forced a race to 
the bottom to attract foreign capital. It 
was every nation for itself.”  

The nascent Reagan Doctrine, in one fell swoop, 
managed to reduce the impact of leftist thought in 
Latin America dramatically, while at the same time 
imposing its brand of hardline neoliberal capitalism 

The Gipper with a tee-shirt that I want to own 

more than anything in the world. 
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on a broad swath of the hemisphere.  And for those 
movements that refused to die off of their own ac-
cord, like Nicaragua’s Contras, the administration 
used back channels to fund repressive dictatorships 
and brutal right-wing death squads aimed at getting 
the job done regardless.  

In President Portillo’s successor, Miguel de la Ma-
drid, Reagan would find a true companion in reform-
ing Mexico along these guidelines. The question is: 
were the reforms good for the country, or did they 
end up only worsening pre-existing conditions? Were 
they good for the gander? Or were they good for 
maybe somewhere around the top 1% of geese? One 
thing’s for sure: Mexico wouldn’t be giving any aid to 
those pesky little communist guerillas south of 
its border with Portillo out of the picture.  

The socioeconomic conditions created by these poli-
cies – increased economic inequality, the dismantling 
of social safety nets, the cutting of spending on social 
services (such as policing) – also necessarily resulted 
in an environment ripe for the kind of crimes like the 
one that took Nick Schrock’s life. Prevalence of cor-
ruption, bribery, and murder for economic gain are 
all signs of a society where something isn’t going 
quite right. Mexico’s USD $2.2 trillion economy 
makes it the 12th largest in the world, according to 
the CIA World Factbook. Yet Mexico’s per-capita GDP 
is a third of that in the U.S., bringing the country in at 
91st in global rankings. The wealth, it would be fair to 
say, is obviously not being spread equitably. Ironical-

ly, this is the kind of thing that Nick would have loved 
to have debated vigorously.   

These numbers, by the way, are from 2016. If we 
were to compare them to the same rankings from 
1982, we might have some evidence to make certain 
arguments in response to these questions. Or, we 
could just take a look at the all-out drug warfare tak-
ing place in broad swaths of Mexico today. The face 
stitched to the soccer ball, I think, makes for a more 
compelling argument than an economic analysis 
does. But that’s a question for another time. This is a 

crime story, after all. ◊ 

Bringin’ it all Back Home: 
The Trial of the San Igna-

cio 7 

The investigation proceeded at an achingly slow 

Attendees of the 1981 North-South Summit. 

Note Reagan and Margaret Thatcher at left.  

That’s more like it: admitting a problem is the 

first step to recovery 
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pace. On July 19, a story hit the UPI newswire that El 
Nene had been arrested south of Mazatlán. The next 
day, however, Sinaloa Attorney General Chavez Cas-
tro denied the report and told the press and U.S. 
consulate that the latest information found in the 
investigation, which wasn’t ever produced, showed 
that El Nene had actually fled to the U.S, effectively 
dumping the search in the F.B.I.’s lap (“Admit noth-
ing. Deny everything. Counterattack).   

On August 8, the tests of the stains on the front seat 
of the Datsun came back negative for blood. There 
had been so much tampering with the truck and so 
much time had passed, though, that these results 
should maybe be taken with a grain of salt. On Au-
gust 23, Culiacan officials finally accepted the Den-
ver coroner’s report concluding that the mummified 
corpse sent to Colorado did, in fact belong to Jesus 
Valenzuela. The remains were allowed to be repatri-
ated, and the corpse was re-interred. I do not know 
if the Valenzuelas were ever able to afford a head-
stone. 

For the San Ignacio 7, who had been held in jail since 
their arrest nearly two months prior, this was an 
amazing stroke of luck (or something that certainly 
looks like it). If both the Mexican and American gov-
ernments agreed that the body didn’t belong to 
Schrock, then where was the case? Without a 
corpse, the evidence for a murder was circumstan-
tial. Maybe the cops actually did find the truck aban-
doned on the side of the road with the keys in the 
ignition; maybe that really was how Schrock’s glass-
es and clothing had made their way into the Chief of 
Police’s house.  

What happened next shouldn’t come as a surprise 
by this point: the recanting started. Of the seven 
men, six started crying coerced confession. I cannot 
explain why the seventh didn’t; maybe he was afraid 
of what his jailers would do to him if reneged on his 
testimony. Maybe he suffered an attack of con-
science. Damnit, I don’t know. Our ringleaders, Ve-
larde Cruz and Trevino, were the first to take it all 
back. In late July of ’82, Velarde Cruz showed a re-
porter from Mazatlán’s Noroeste marks on his body 
that he said came from repeated beatings under-
gone while refusing to confess: “On the fourth time 

they hit me, I declared myself guilty…I said what 
they wanted me to say.”  

Federal law at the time said that, after being 
charged, a prisoner could be held for up to a year 
before a trial was required to be held. Appeals took 
the case to the Sinaloa state court and held up the 
process for a couple of months, but the following 
summer, on July 29, 1983, the seven men found 
themselves sitting in a courtroom. Three, including 
Trevino and Velarde Cruz, faced a homicide rap. All 
faced charges of robbery, “crimes of official respon-
sibility” (translating to something like “dereliction of 
duty”), and clandestine burial and concealment.  

Not much had happened in the interim; the officers 
had whiled away their time awaiting this date and, 
from what the evidence indicates, undergoing re-
peated instances of torture and beating in their jail-
ers’ attempts to get them to keep their story 
straight.   

Ruth and her allies had kept up their fight, but after 
a time, something like compassion fatigue seems to 
have set in. Not necessarily on their part, but on that 
of the press and public. Crime needs to have drama 
and excitement in order to sell papers. After a cer-
tain point, after the gruesomeness of the summer’s 
events had passed, Nick’s disappearance seems to 
have reached that point; to have run out of play 
with the arbiters of public opinion.  

The Library of Congress’s Research Service produced 
a translation of the trial’s transcript. Of course, it 
ended up in Nelda Crowell’s shoebox. It is one of the 
strangest documents I’ve ever read. The defense 
goes to bat first, and offers up weepy stories of the 
men’s lives. They’re all good, honest, hardworking 
family men. None of them is fond of cigarettes or 
inebriating drinks. By all accounts, the document 
says, “records indicate their good behavior and hon-
est lifestyle.” The men’s lawyers, as well as the 
D.A.’s office, recommend “non-accusatory conclu-
sions in favor of all.”

The charges of murder and clandestine burial and 
concealment are thrown out in about the first 
mi-nute. No body; no case. In the words of presiding 
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judge Samuel Lopez Calderon, “it is justified to de-
cree a resolution of DISMISSAL [emphasis original] in 
this criminal case, in favor of [the accused]…without 
the need to go into the study and analysis of the evi-
dence making up this proceeding, since it is obvious-
ly inadmissible, so that IMMEDIATE and ABSOLUTE 
RELEASE of the accused...is ordered.”  

Regarding the charges of robbery and dereliction of 
duty, the men’s testimony is offered. Trevino’s is a 
rambling and un-punctuated jumble:  

“A Datsun van (camioneta) had been 
found with the trunk open, with many 
things strewn about the new van, so that 
I ordered the representative from Coyo-
titan [an individual who appears in no 
other case literature I’ve been able to 
locate] to go to the place where the van 
was while I was arriving at the place of 
the events…and on going up toward the 
road that leads to the microwave tower, 

I was able to realize… perfectly that 
there were books, bags, articles such as 
a sleeping bag, empty suitcases, a lot of 
medications, a semi-destroyed case ap-
parently of a musical instrument, several 
broken bottles of wine and a cup and a 
vase of crystal, some pieces of iron that 
looked like orthopedic instruments since 
they had frames that looked like alumi-
num, there was a suitcase with several 
zippers, a large olive green suitcase…a 
bag containing herbal medicines, a pair 
of shoes, new galoshes, coffee color, 
with a shoe block like a plastic foot…
once finished I found tracks towards the 
mountain…I and Ismael [Garcia Olivas; 
another of the accused] set about to fol-
low the tracks…from there we returned 
to where the van was with the things 
and he told the boys to set about throw-
ing things in the van…and since I liked 
the suitcases, one of them having sever-
al zippers, a blue-colored bag with sever-
al zippers, a vest, a suitcase of cloth and 
with handles, and the blue tourist bag 
with aluminum piping, a shovel, having 
told the boys accompanying me to put 
those things in the back of the van be-
cause they were the things I was going 
to keep and for them to take what they 
wanted and then I told Ismael to take a 
coffee-colored [illegible] and he took it 
and also put it in the van, and also I told 
him on seeing him with the bottle of 
cream in his hands to keep it…”  

On and on it goes. Pages and pages of almost fetish-
istic description of the divvying up of the bounty. 
One passage from the testimony of Trevino’s wife 
describes her husband arriving home from the day’s 
events excited to show off the toothbrush and tube 
of toothpaste which he’d left the scene with. Based 
on this testimony describing how the town of San 
Ignacio had eagerly divvied up Shrock’s belongings at 
the insistence of the police, the men were found 
guilty on charges of robbery and dereliction of duty. 
The punishments were mild: jail sentences that 
amounted to time served and fines averaging about 
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$20 a pop, according to an AP story about the trial 
picked up by the New York Times on 8/8/83. Ruth, in 
the final quoted statement I have from her, said, 
“No one could have any confidence in the quality of 
the investigation mounted.”  

The verdict wasn’t a blow to her: it was just another 
in a long chain of disappointments and injustices. 
But she did, at least, have a kind of confirmation. 
Her husband had been murdered for a handful of 
multi-zippered suitcases and a tube of toothpaste. 
This, in the estimation of the men who carried out 
his murder with even weapons that were makeshift 
and primitive, was the value of a human life. Nicho-
las Schrock died cheap, and the men who were re-
sponsible squirmed free for even less. But, without a 
body, how could anybody besides, well, Nick, have 
been sure that he was actually dead? Maybe he was 
stumbling around coastal Mexico with amnesia or in 
some kind of bizarre fugue state, as one theory held. 
It would be two more years still before this question 

was answered. ◊ 

The Big Sleep

On July 23rd of 1985, nearly two years to the day 
after the trial of the San Ignacio 7 (the moment 
when the Schrock case officially went cold), a group 
of public service workers were clearing trees and 
brush from along the side of Highway 15, a few 
miles down the road from the Pemex station 
and just before the turnoff to the town of San 
Ignacio. They discovered something that wasn’t a 
part of their normal work day: a human 
skeleton, buried not far from the edge of the 
road, in a grave about a foot in depth.  

DNA analysis and examination confirmed that the 
remains were Nick’s, and that the cause of death 
was as has been described. After more than three 
years of pain and forced confessions and improperly 
exhumed corpses, of Ruth lying awake and alone at 
night and experiencing the torment of not knowing, 
the answer had been right where the initial suspect 
had said that it was the whole time: in a shallow 
grave on the roadside. The area had been combed, 
thoroughly we’re told, by a detachment of soldiers. 

They’d found absolutamente nada. Maybe they’d 
avoided the places that seemed too obvious. Maybe 
the answers to the whole Schrock mystery had been 
hidden in plain sight this whole time. Maybe they’d 
been told just where not to look. 

I have nothing else on Genaro Juarez after he had 
been declared no longer a suspect. El Nene remains, 
to my knowledge, a ghost. The San Ignacio 7 had 
been cleared; they couldn’t be retried although 
there was now a body; the judge’s ruling had been 
for “ABSOLUTE release” on the murder charges.  

But why all the intrigue? Why the dissembling? Why 
the Jesus Valenzuela affair? Was Juarez the scape-
goat, or had the San Ignacio 7 done something to 
anger the wrong group of people? Were they the 
real scapegoats? Juarez cracked on the body’s loca-
tion immediately; the 7 held up under torture and a 
year in prison, if they knew at all.  Damnit, I don’t 
know. It’s all part of a web of darkness and corrup-
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tion that maybe nobody who wasn’t there to be a 
part of it will ever truly understand.  

I don’t have a satisfying end to this story, and there 
won’t ever be one. We know how it’s turned out for 
the country of Mexico; descent into chaos. The lega-
cy of the Reagan Doctrine is closely guarded by most 
conservatives, who continue to view the man’s presi-
dency with fanatical reverence. Like the Schrock 
case, things like “Iran-Contra” are ancient history. 
Their consequences reverberate throughout our dai-
ly lives, yet we generally lack the sensory instru-
ments to detect them and see the ways in which 

they interact with one another. 

Marty Geer contacted me after one of these install-
ments was published to let me know that he’s still 
alive. Ruth, he said, was in the same condition when 
they last spoke. He didn’t indicate when that was, 
and didn't respond to my email offering the world 
for thirty minutes of his time. I don't blame him.  

And then there's Nick. Nick Schrock is sleeping the 
big sleep, not caring about the nastiness of how he 
died, where he fell, or the events that followed. He’s 
never been bothered by things like that. Oil and 

water, wind and air; it’s all the same to him. ◊ 

The End. 

The vast majority of the information in this piece 
came from the box that Nelda Crowell kept in the 
school archives. It contains newspaper clippings, Tel-
exes, correspondence, handwritten notes, and other 
ephemera.  

Some of these documents have authors and dates 
clearly attached to them; some don’t. Where I do 
have this information, I have provided it in the text. 
Where I do not, and have referenced specifically, I 
have provided a reasonable guess of its origin and 
timeframe based on the information contained with-
in. This has also been noted within the text.  

I never would have been granted access to any of 
this information without the unbelievably generous 
help of the school’s current archivist, Shannon Walk-
er. Shannon, I will never be able to thank you 
enough. 

Four long documents in particular have been of enor-
mous help in establishing the timeline and basic facts 
of this story:  

• Sellers, Jeff M. “Death in Mexico.” Arizona. Octo-
ber 24, 1982

• AGSIM’s “Unofficial Summary of the Disappear-
ance of Nicholas W. Shrock On or After May 30,
1982.” Compiled by the Office of Academic
Affairs. July 16, 1982

• The United States Department of State’s
“Chronology of Events.” Released December 9,
1982.

• The Library of Congress Translation of the Tran-
script and Other Documents Pertaining to the
Trial of the San Ignacio 7. Undated.
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In addition to these sources, a number of books 
have proved to be incredibly invaluable for context 
and historical information. The authors of some of 
these books have risked life and limb in obtaining 
this information. I owe them an enormous debt of 
gratitude as well. 

 
On US-Mexico Relations:  
 
• Grandin, Greg. Empire’s Workshop: Latin Ameri-

ca, The United States, and the  Rise of the New 

Imperialism. New York: Metropolitan Books. 

2006. 

• Schoultz, Lars. Beneath the United States: A His-

tory of U.S. Policy Toward Latin America. Cam-

bridge: Harvard UP. 2001. 

• Smith, Peter H. Talons of the Eagle: Latin Ameri-

ca, the United States, and the World. New York: 

Oxford UP. 2008. 

• Weintraub, Sidney. Unequal Partners: The Unit-

ed States and Mexico. Pittsburgh: University of 

Pittsburgh Press. 2010. 

• Wiarda, Howard J. American Foreign Policy To-

ward Latin America in the 80s and 90s: Issues 

and Controversies from Reagan to Bush. New 

York: New York UP. 1992. 

 

On the Development and Operations of the Nar-

cotics Trade in Mexico: 

 

• Boullosa, Carmen and Mike Wallace. A Narco 

History: How the United States and Mexico Joint-

ly Created the “Mexican Drug War.” NY and Lon-

don: OR Books. 2015 

• Corchado, Alfredo. Midnight in Mexico: A Re-

porter’s Journey Through a Country’s Descent 

into Darkness. New York: Penguin Press. 2013. 

• Grillo, Ioan. El Narco: Inside Mexico’s Criminal 

Insurgency. New York: Bloomsbury Press. 2011.  

• Hernandez, Anabel. Narcoland: The Mexican 

Drug Lords and Their Godfathers. Updated edi-

tion. London: Verso. 2014. 

 

All vintage Mexican pulp art included herein, includ-

ing the covers, was completed by mostly unknown 

artists, and comes from the personal collections of 

Bobbette Axelrod and Ted Frankel, as documented 

in the following book:  

• Mexican Pulp Art. Intr. Maria Cristina Tavera. Los 

Angeles: Feral House. 2007 
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