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To the Judges: 
 
Two weeks before Christmas in 2011, a young father of four was helping a friend move from 
a quiet neighborhood in Canby, Ore. He came across a toolbox and poked it with a rake. The 
bomb hidden inside exploded, killing him and showering debris for blocks.  
 
Police and neighbors were baffled. Who would do this? Was the father the intended target? If 
not, who was? 
 
Chilling answers emerged as part of Les Zaitz’s five-day series, “Under the Curse of 
Cartels.” And that was just the beginning. 
 
Zaitz spent nine months investigating Mexican drug cartels in the Northwest, uncovering 
findings that stunned the public and surprised even many in law enforcement. A few of the 
things he learned:  
 

 Law enforcement officials suspect cartels are behind not only the Canby crime but 
twin bombings in Washington and execution-style shootings in both states.  

 Mexican cartels control almost all of the heroin, meth and cocaine funneled into the 
Northwest. Their web of influence reaches across Oregon, from the capital of Salem 
to the eastern high desert.  

 Dozens of drug trafficking organizations, almost all supplied by cartels, operate in 
Oregon, some big enough to ship across the U.S.  

 Oregon drug traffickers use sophisticated techniques to thwart police and prosecutors, 
sometimes for years. 

 Drugs from cartels inflict a growing and devastating toll on Oregonians, with more 
than 200 dying in 2012 from heroin, cocaine and meth overdoses. 

 
 



	  
 
Zaitz poured himself into the project, examining thousands of pages of documents, 
conducting more than 250 interviews and crisscrossing the region and beyond. He pressed 
ahead despite repeated law enforcement warnings that he was putting himself in danger.  
 
He spoke with law enforcement sources at all levels and from every corner of the country, 
including rarely accessible senior federal drug investigators. He talked with prosecutors and 
defense attorneys. He spoke with relatives of those killed by suspected cartel violence. He 
contacted 40 convicted traffickers, finding six willing to talk. 
 
Zaitz persuaded a former DEA agent in Portland to share how Oregon’s most notorious drug 
trafficker threatened him and his family. He spent months earning the trust of a former 
trafficker who told his story at the risk of his own safety. He spent hours at the home of a 
Bend family to get details just right on the excruciating loss of their son to cartel heroin. 
 
Zaitz gained extraordinary access to reports normally off-limits to reporters, such as federal 
wiretap affidavits and files in open homicide cases. He corralled surveillance photos, court 
transcripts, wiretap excerpts and police reports. 
 
Zaitz traveled to El Paso, Texas, to see the front lines of the drug war. He drove to Boise to 
learn more about Oregon drug-trafficking routes. He visited Moses Lake, Wash., to 
investigate two bombings. He gained inside access to a predawn raid in Klamath Falls in 
which 300 officers swept up dozens of suspects in a cartel-connected meth ring. 
 
The series generated a tremendous response, with about 200,000 views online alone. Readers 
posted hundreds of comments and, along with officials and sources, contacted Les to express 
astonishment and praise. 
  
“The value of the project and the quality of the reporting is award level in my humble 
opinion,” wrote Assistant U.S. Attorney Kathleen Bickers, who was featured in a sidebar. “I 
really can’t believe how good it is and how much information you chased down. I can’t 
believe you got my star witness TJ to talk. … People had no clue that this state is in many 
ways under siege. Bravo.”  
 
 “I thought your series on drug trafficking in Oregon was the best in-depth coverage on this 
issue I’ve seen in my 27 years in law enforcement,” Eric Hendricks, assistant chief for the 
Portland Police Bureau, wrote. “I’ve spent a good portion of my career working and 
supervising investigations involving drug cartels like those in your series. … I believe that  
 



	  
 
you’ve done a great service informing our elected officials and the public about this critical 
issue.”  
 
And Josh Marquis, the Clatsop County district attorney, wrote: “I thank you for an 
outstanding series that tells the truth about a truly deadly epidemic of terror and death.”  

The series prompted efforts to direct more funding to Oregon drug investigations and to 
make it easier for prosecutors to crack down on dealers whose drugs lead to injury and death. 

“Under the Curse of Cartels” also sparked a statewide conversation, with Zaitz invited to talk 
on television and radio shows. The series showed officials and residents beyond any doubt 
that Mexican drug cartels have a tight grip on the Northwest and that, in the words of 
Oregon’s former U.S. attorney, "Drugs here universally come from bloody hands." 
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