uary rggg

FEDERAL

U.s.$3.95

Inside Story: L= H "
The $17 Million Loomis Fargo Heist L

4




of howthe dari

*; Wasn't expecting visitors when the knockcameatmydoor  Of course 1did, The thieves made ofl with moze than sz
24y that cold January night certainly didn't expert visitorswho  million in cash, making it thesecond-Tarpest bank jobin history.
a W where to find 517 million in stolen bank loot. And] “1 think 1 know who did it, a

nd where the money is,"
dittn't expret visitors who wanted toget meinvolvedina  Hartmess said.

dangerons dange between the FBI and a gang of criminals The Loomis Fargo case drew national attention. Ona Sat-

inacase being featured on “America’s Most Wanted.” urday the previons October, Loomis Fargo employee David

Th'_: knock came on 5 Sunday night in carly 19g8, at my  Scott Ghantt, 5 bank security gnard, had been training a
home in Belmpg;, North Caroling. I opened thedoortoSteve  recruit when he left the vault door in the Loomis Fargo

' - depository in Charlotte propped open with a stick, Ghantt
teturned to the vault later that night, and sixteen hidden video
monitors showed him loading 527 million into a Loomis
Fargo van. His wile reported him missing when he didn't
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Key members of the Gang That Couldn't Steal Straight, clockwise £rom top
left: David Ghantt, Steve Chambers, Michelle Chambers, Kelly Campbell.

return home from the night shift, and the theft was discov-
ered soon after.

Two days after the thelt, the white Econoline van was found
abandoned in west Charlotte. Itcontained some 53.3 million of
the missing cash and two videotapes which had recorded Ghantt’
during Lhctim&.TthBIcsumatx:d the missing loot weighed more
than a ton, and theorized the thicves didn't have enough man-
power to take all the bricks of s 1o bills and 5 5 hills lefi behind.

Asit turned out, leaving the money and videotapes was just
the beginning of the astonishing mistakes made by this hapless
bunch of crooks. But, like cornered animals, they wonld become

more threatening as time wentalong,

Hartness told me this stary, which he had gotten [rom his
nephew, Ken, who was the man I could see hiding in Hartness'
car that winter night.

Ken grew up in Gaston County witha [ellow named EricPayne.
They had lost contact fora while, then hed recently renewed their
friendship when they went to work for Jordan Graphicsin Char-
lotte. In the evenings they would hang aut in Gaston County bars
just across the Mecklenburg line from their warkplace Paynenever
had more than beer money in his life, and once pot ina fight over
a s5debt But when hepot Sght, he would talk cmzy—about com-
ing intoa lot of money recently, about wanting tobuy an airplanc.
Ken pu this off as drunk talk until Payne showed him hisbrand
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new Chevy Tahoe. it had
510,000 cash under the sear,

Ken asked around and
learned Payne had taken &
three-week unpaid vaca-
tion the day afrer the heist
and had never returned to
work. His wife had also quit
her job. Hartness also
learned Payne didn't have s
loan on his Tahoe, and all his
credit cards were paid off
within days of the robhery.

Ken had met one of
Payne's friends, Steve
Chambers, at Chambers'
new home in the exclusive
Cramer Mountain devel-
apment in eastern Gasion
County. Chambers had
brapged to Ken that his
house was worth more than
s600,000 and they owed
little on a mortgage. Hart-
ness had learned that
Chambers baught the house
twenty-four days afrer the
Loomis Fargo heist. It wasa
step—na, 2 leap—up from
Chambers' previons dwell-
ing: 2 single-wide mobile
home in Lincolnton.

The Cramer Mountain
house, which Chambers
boughs furnished, had 6,000 square feet of living space and four
fireplaces. It had a grand enrrance hallway and winding stajrcase
tothe second floor. Chambers promptly removed the Tralian silk
stair runner and replaced it with fanx leopard skin. A lazge oil
painting of a dog ina military uniform was hung for display. This
augmented the clephant statnes Chambers had placed in the liv-
ing room, saying elephants were good luck.

The home had a tanning bed and a Las Vegas card table,
complete with 5 50,000 in chips. It had z wine cellar that the
previous owner had kept stocked with fine wines and cham-
pague. Chambers used it to cool his Franzia wine {the kind that
issold in half-gallon cartons), Boone’ Farm wine, and Pabst Blue
Ribbon beer. Chambers was especially proud of 2 large humi-
dor, where he stored 520,000 worth of cigars. He apparently
didn't understand the mechanical principles of 2 humidor, how-
ever, because he never put water in it and all the cigars went
bad. Ken szid Chambers never knew the difference. Ken did
notice that some of the cigars were Cuban, imported through
Mexico, but he thought nothing mare sbout it.

Ken described Chambers as six-foot-one, maybe 220
pounds—someone who could pass for 2n ex-NFL player or
hockey jock. Ken thought sports might have provided Cham-
bers’ income, but he never quite got the story. Chambers
referred to various sources—sports, gembling, investments.
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Tape from hidden security cameras show a

man authorities say is Dayid Ghantt helping
himself to $17% million in cash.

Hartness said he had seen
three new vehicles in
Chambers' driveway, all
bought and paid for.
Within sixty days of the
Loomis Fargo heist, Cham-
bers and his wife had
obtained a new house in =
gated golf-course commu-
nity, three new cars, and a
lifestyle that did not scem 1o
fit their country ways.
Chambers liked Ken,
who kept to himself and his
family and—most impor-
tant-—kept his mouth shot.
Each Sunday, Ken and
Payne would go over to the
Cramer Mountain house to
enjoy the free beer and
watch the races on Cham-
bers' wide screen television,
.Theliving arrangements
were a little weird. Steve
Chambers lived there with
‘his wife, Michelle—or
“Shelly” as she preferred—
and their two children, a
six-year-old daughterand a
four-year-old son, But
another woman, Kelly
Campbell, stayed there, tog.
" Shedidn't seem tobe there )
for any particular pur-
pose—she wasn't family, she wasn't the nanny,and the way she
talked to Shelly made Ken wonder whe really was the woman
of the house.

Ken had been hnging around this crawd since before Thanks-
giving. It wes now January. &1, and Ken had gotten nervous.
Chambers had begun 1o confide in Ken shout certain things, such
as the availability of large amounts of cash and the need to
move it out of the country without alerting the authorities,

The best way to smuggle bulk cash out of the country, so
Chambers believed, was on 2 cruise ship. You could take along
trunks of “clothes,” and no onz seemed to care, Chambers pro-
posed that Ken be paid s150,000 to take 52.5 million cash to
Chambers' Caymen Islands bank eccount, Someone would go
along with him to make sure the money arrived safely.

Ken had his own money problems sternming from an IRS lien
and court-ordered child support for his two danghters from his
first marriage. So the' offer was tempting, Bu the mare he
thought ahout it, the more nervons he became. He thought about
his new wife, his daughters, and his stepdaughters. How wonld

they react if he got caught? He had always been law-abiding,

and he wes proud that his paycheck had always been honest.
Ken also worried the FBI might be closing in and he might

be canght in the dragnet. Once arrests began, it would be every

man {or woman) for himself, and Chambers' gang might well
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include Ken on the heist when he z:d nothing to do with it.

That’s when he turned to Harrness for help. ’

Having heard this much of the storr. | knew what had tobe
done. I was a prosecutor for five vears, but since 1ggo my
practice had concentrated on white~collar criminal defense. W
needed to determine which federal prosecutar was handling the
case, then work an immnaity dezl—Ken's testimony in
exchange for not being prosecuted.

Unfortunately, Ken really didn't have anything concrete an
Chambers or Payne. Neither man bad admitted ta the theft
around Ken. Ken had seen bundles of cash at the Cramer Moun-
tain house 2nd in Payne’s truck, but no one had ever linked it to
the Loomis Fargo theft.  wondered ifhe really had enongh evi-
dence to prompt a prosecutor to deal. And what if the FBI had
evidence that Ken was helping Chambers launder the money?

The next day I spoke with Assistant U. S. Attorney David
Keesler, who was in charge of the case. I told him T had a client
who knew enough about the thef to help the Feds get a search
warrant and recover the remainiing cash,

Kessler referred me to FBI Agent Mark Rozzi, who said they
already had enongh evidence to get a search warrant for the
Cramer Mauntzin house. That seemed to indicate they had
. enough evidence o arrest Chambers' gang. So why were they
waiting? I found out later that day, when Rozzi met with
Ken, Hartness, and myself. The FBI believed David Ghantt, the
Loomis Fargo security guard, was dead.

Ina federal prosecution, a bank larceny is punishable by ten years
in prison. A murder combined with e bank larceny, howeves, is pun-
ishableby death. But the FBI conld find neither Ghantt nar hisbody.

Rozzi also filled in another important fact: Kelly Camphell
had worked with Ghantt at Loomis Fargo and had introduced
Chambers ro Ghantt, which explained why she was living at the

- Cramer Mountain house. Chambers evidently wanted to keep

tehs on her. Meanwhile, the FBI couldn't infiltrare Chambers'
gang because Chambers had ance heen 2n FBI informant and
knew how the Feds work themselvesintoa criminal enterprise.

“Would you be interested in working with the FBI to help
prosecute Chambers and his gang?" Rozzi asked Ken.

Now I knew Ken was in the clear and we could passibly help
collect the s 500,000 reward. The only prablem was that Ken
was scared to death of Chambers now that he suspected he wes
a murderer, and he wasn't accustomed to being used asa snitch,

- After a long discussion, Ken agreed to become Confidential
Informant #2 (as he was later referred to in affidavits filed by the
FBI). Rozzi planned to wire Ken's home telephone tarecord con-
versations with Chambers or Payne. He also wanted Ken ta
notify him in advance of any meetings with Chambexs so Razzi
could bring Kena recarding device. The 516,000 gadpet was the
size of a credit card and could be downloaded from using 2 per-
sonal computter’s voice recognition software.

The FBI wanted Ken to spend as much time 15 possible
with Chambers to build his trust. But, unlike Chambersand his

Authorities feared that Davwe Ghantt, in cap in left photo and on left above after his arrest, was going
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to be murdered in order ¢ s=ver ties between the robbery and the influx of cash into Gaston County.
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Eglly Campbell (front) and Michelle. Chambers
ham it up after the arrest. Opposite, from left,
Eric Payne, Stephen Chambers, Thomas Grant,
’ end Michasl MceKinney are less Jovial.

the cash. Shelly and Kelly dida't seem to mind his absences—
they went on spending money and enjoying their new lifescyle.

Shelly Chambers. for instance. banghta new BMW convertble
with eash. Little did she know that Hendrick BMW reparted the
transaction, because federal law requires all cash transacrions over
510,800 1o be reparted to the Internal Revenue Service.

Also, exactly one month after the heist. she walked into the Bel-
mant branch of Wachovia carrving s200.000 in 2 briefcase. She
opened it for the manager and asked, “How much can I depasit with-
out the bank reporting the transaction? The branch manaper
noticed the money was bundled with Loomis Farpo straps. He
promptly rejected her deposit and filled out the RS form anyway,
nating her request as 2 “suspicious trapsaction.”

Chambers liked ro show peaple just how much money he had.
He showered Shelly with gifts. including 2 3.5-carat dizmond
ring worth 543,000, 2 55.000 Rolex, and breast implants.
Many nights were spent playing pool on s r10,000 billiard table
he bought on a pre-Christmas shopping spre¢ in New York Cirx.
Ken realized that Chambers was the worst pool plaver of the
group, and since he insisted on playing for money, each game
wasstzked at 520, Every time Chambers would run out of twen-
ties, he would send Shelly to the basement 1o bring him more.
He once scolded her for bringing an entire stack of rwenties.
which he promptly last to the others.

In December, the Chambers had invited Ken and his wife,
Betry, to a grand Christmas party to celebrate and show off
their new home. Shelly Chambers began the preparations by find-
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gang, Ken had a job. So the FBI even promised to pay for a few
weeks of vacation.

ing & twenty-foot Christmas tree and paving s 5,000 to decorate
SoKen spenta lot of his free time aver the next few weeks it Chanbers talked zbout the party constantly, saying Shelly was

at the Cramer Mountain house. Saon he norticed that Eric personally supervising the guest list and all the details, It would
Payne was losing favar with Chambers. Even though Cham-  be the highlight of the season. Chambers told Ken, suggesting
bers had bought a mansion and cars, he criticized Payne for  hearrive early so he could find = parking place. When Ken and
lavish spending. In addition to cosmetic surgery for his wife Betry arrived at the Cramer Mountain house, _th: guest list was
and relatives, Payne paid off his credit cards and mobile home the same seven or eight people who were there every weekend
and bought a thirty-foot camper, pulled by his new Chevy  towatch the rce. Ken couldn't belicve the quantity of gifts under
Tahoe. He paid cash fora Harley Davidson Road Kingmotor-  thetree, 2l professionally wrapped. They stood around drink-
cycle and dirt bikes for his nephews for Christmas. For hjs ing beer and wine while Chambers told the same stale jokes.Ken

daughter’ birthday, he hired 2 limousine to carry herand her
friends to = local steak house for dinner'and dessert bar. He
talked about buying an airplane and made an offer o buyagvm
in downtown Belmont. '

Ken also noticed that Chambers wonid disappear [or days at
a time. He would resurface 2nd have yet another plan an how
tomave the money. Ken suspected Chambers went Lo Miami ar
maybe the Cayman Islinds to establish offshore accounts o hide
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realized that Chambers' new wealth dicdn't buy him any new
friends—at least none thathe could trust,

As the winter wore on, Steve Hartness gave me regular
updates an how Ken was doing, One Sunday night in late Jan-
vary, Hartness called me at home howling with laugheer. He told
me this story:

Chambers got the idea to take the gang out forz night on
the Lown—a big steak dinner topped off with drinking and

Ty PALL, VAT ST COMRT S 0 wWiny ‘\Ht‘fl
QFPOSIT] FUDTOLRAFI 17 CHRICE 1L LEiEN .\I",‘-\L‘[]J] WORI D IO

L .




dancing, Wheg Saturday
came, Chambers showed
up in a chauffenred, s200-
2n-hour limousine, Every
titne the drfver opened the
. door, Chambers gave him
s20 tip. The party includ-
ed Kelly Camphell, Shelly
and Steve Chambers, Eric
Payne and his wife, and
Ken and his wife,
Chambers' idea of 2 big
steak dinner was the West-
ern Steer in Gastopia, Ken
fele more than a litrle awk-
ward 2s they arrived in 2
lima and proceeded
through the serving line.
Chambers even paid for the
desserr bar, Afrer dinner
they piled back into the lim-
ousincand off they wene for
their night on the rown.
The group ended up at,
Cricket’ Lounpe, 2 recon-
ditioned pool hall in the
pazking lot of Fastridge Mall
in Gastonie. It was now 2
disco unaccustomed 1o
chauffetred limousines. Keg
told Hartness the grouppot
so drunk they begag to
"dirty dance," which was

too rowdy even for the

parrons of Crickets, Chambers go.t 50 mad at s wifes dancing
that they potintoa fight inside the club. The mznager finally.asked

show you—I'mg going to come back and buy this place.”

Authorities say the bulk of the loot went into
this Cramer Mountain Imansion, where
Chambers kept Pabst, Blue Ribbon beer in the
wine eellar and stale Cigars in the humidop

over the news, 2nd if he checked
surely would have recopnized him,
them to leave, and on their way out Chambers boasted, "T1  n't risk capture to meet Chambers ir g matel parking lot.

But if this PEISOn wasn't

And to think Chambers
was mad at Payne for being
oo conspicuous.

Afrer Harmess apd [ quit
laughing he told me another
incident thar was of consid-
erable importance. Chambers
made a cellulay phone call as
they were leaving Crickers,
Since virmally all Chamhers'
friends were in the lima, Ken
wondered wham he was try-
ing to reach. All he heard
was "Toom 403" and the
other parry answered afrara
couple of rngs. “We'll be
there in ten minutes, Meer
me in the parking lot,"
Chambers said.

- Chambers directed the
driver to & motel in Char-
lotte. He got anr alone and
talked to a man—blond,
very skinmy with 2 mustache.
Kendidn't gera good Jook at
him, but he told the FBI this

pezson looked like David .

Ghantt. When Chambess
got into the limo he had a

brand new bax of Cuban cig-

ars, straight from Mexico,

Ken must have been mis-
taken. Ghantt's face was all

nto a local matel, someone

Also, Ghentt surely would-

David Ghantt, then who was he?

‘When they gor into the limo, Shelly Chambess and Kelly It was Michael McKinney, we later leamned—a boyhood friend
Campbell got intga huge argument aver which one had the most  of Chambers and Payne who resembles Ghantt. Chambers
spending cash. They each kept several thousand dallarsralled originally enlisted his help to launder the stolen money. This

up in their purses. Shelly snipped, “Well, we know wha real- meeting, we later learned, marked
ly controls the money azound here,
them both to shut up, which was

thinking all night.

True to his word, Chambers showed upat Crickes’s the pext

exactly what Ken had heeg

the beginning of 2 more sin-
don't we?" Chambers tald isterdevelopment—a murder plot.

By early February, the FBI had enough information to pet
2 wirctap on Chambers' home telephone. Mearwhile, Cham-
bers was becoming increasingly reckless with the moaney. He

day and offered the awner/manager s2 50,000 cash for the place. couldn't spend it fast enough. In early February, he took Ken
Thiswasactually 2 smart move hecanse barsand other cash-ori- 102 Furniture store acrass from the Gastan County Courthonse.
ented businesses provide an excellent place tospend or hide cash, Chambers and his wife had bought several picces theze, and he

The deal was discussed, then

When he returned home Chambers boasted 1o his friends
about going into the har business. He
place. First he would change the name from Cricket’s 1o The Big
House. Then he would buy new uniforms for the wait saffand bar-

postponed because Chambers  decided it mightbe a nice shap to own. He negotiated the sale
wanted 10 see the club’ records, :

with one stipulation— the owner wanted to remain as the store

manager. Since Chambers knew nothing ahour running a

said he had big plans for the  store, he agreed. Chargbers paid cash, or so he told Ken.

Soon Chambers became disillusioned with the furniture
business, saying, “When the team s losing, the owner fires-

tenders—striped suits like yousee in old prison movies. Chambers  the coach.” He promptly sacked the manaper, who wasted no
planned to past 2 billboard along Intcrstate 85 that read: “Come time reporting Chambers and his wads of meney to the FBI,

to the Big House: If you can’t do the time, don't do the crime
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Naone of Chambers’ group worked any longer, so they spent
their time drinking, Bur Ken held z joband couldn't afford 1o
be out all nighe boozing it up with Chambers, When he did
drink with Chambers and his gang, Ken feared he would slip
up, blow his cover, or drop his recorder in front of Chambers.
That would have been tough to explain. ‘

It was now late February and the FBI was impatient. Cham-
bers still had nat fully confessed 1o the thefr and had said
nothing about Ghantt, Rozzi would tell Ken that an arrest was
immineat, but they needed a little more informarion. In order to
ger this thing over with, he tald Ken, “We've got to have a taped
confession and zn idea of where Ghantt or his body is located."
Even with the wiretaps, the Feds were seemingly atz standsiill,

At the FBIS insistence, Ken called Chambers and ser upa golf
game for Friday, February 20, The FBI planned to be nearby
when Kenand Chambers played the round. They would stasha
special microphone on Ken that would pickupand tape the con-
versation. On the Cremer Mountain golf course, it would be just
Chambers and Ken—plus five tristed FBI agents hiding in the
woods. Ken made it clear ta Chambers that he was in desperare
need of money and thae he wanted tobe in on whagever they were
doing and soon. He would transport cash with no questions

-asked. Chambers liked Ken's cagerness and promised to discuss
details on the golf course and put cash in Ken's pocker.

FBI agents escort Chambers to a vehicle after he was fqrma_uy charged in connectinn with the theft.

Friday came and it rained. No golf, no confession, and no
arrests. When they met on Saturday for their usual weekend
beer drinking, pool shooting, 2nd race watching, Ken noticed
Chambers was sporeing a new accessory—a pistol. The firsg
chance he got he called Rozi. This was not in the plan.

.. Ken rold the agents that Chambers was mot only armed but

2lso was interviewing for 2 bedyguard. Chambers' theory was
thatanyone es rich and important as himself needed protection
from kidnappers or whoever else might do him harm. This
complicated marters. No longer would Ken and Chambers be
able to talk without this person around. ‘And what if they
found out Ken was taping the conversations? Chambers bragged
about what he would do o people who crassed him, He wourld
break or cut off their fingers, then other body parts, depending
on the seriousness of the breach in confidence.

Ken had 2 wife and family to protect. Fle spent his warkdays
dreading to return home hecanse Chambers might call, At
night, he slept lictle. The FBI was pushing him to make their
case, but Chambers now discrusted everyone. Kenand his wife
werearguing, She feared for him, 20d no reward was worth Ken's
life. They had gone this far so he decided to keep up the facade,
but if the case didn't break soom, his marrizge might.

" The FBI had wiretaps and an informant who was ig the sus-
pects’ confidence. They had a paper trail of cash transactions,
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8teve Chamhbers! Darents Mary, front, and Hobert
were charged with money laundering. Opposiie,
Kelly Campbell, front, Michelle Chambers, and
Eric Payne react to the crowd as they leave the
Federal Courthouse after g hearing,

. 2nd adollar wasn't spent withonr the FBJ knowing about ir.
Surveillance on the Chamberses was tight. But they still had
0o confession, no knowledge of Ghantt's location—aljve or
dead—and the gang continued to fann; its ill-gotren pains.
Something hed to be done, and we all expected Ken would
have o doit. A

Abour this time, FBI surveillance discovered Kelly Camp-
bell making reguiar trips toa pay phone ata convenjence score
across the Mecklenburg County line. Since she had a cellu-
lar phone and access to phones at the Cramer Monntain
house, this activity drew Roz=i} attention. The FBI began eap-
ping the phone and learned Camphell was talking to someone
in the lirele resort town of Playa del Carmel, Mexica.

Soon it became clear—David Ghantr was on the other end.
Ghantr was alive and well in 2 Mexican resart.

The agents’ relief was short lived. Agents listened a5
Chambers and Michael McKinney, whom Ken had first seen
at the Charlotte mote] perking lot, discussed taking a rifle
to Mexico. Ghantt was restless, wanting to come home, and
getting cash to him was becoming mare of & nuisance.
Chambezs worried Ghantt might expose them to arrest, and
thus Ghantt had to be climinaed, Having discovered

Ghanet alive, agents feared he would soon be killed.

Chambers had succeeded in hiding David Ghantt without
a trace. The night of the heist, Kelly Camphbell drove Ghantt
to Columbia, South Carolina, to catcha light to Mexico, They
hadn't the sense to call ahead, becanse when they arrived at the
airport, they were told there were ng flights to Mexico. Ghantt
tooka busto Atlanta and canghira flight from there. Photo iden-
fication is required for air travel but Ghantr had left the
country ona regular commereial flight for Mexico, The FB] the-
orized that Ghantt bought a new ID and passport for 5 50,000,
which scemed ridicnlous becanse none of the principals had
enough money to pay off their credit cards prior to the heist,
Ken said it was more likely that Ghent nsed Mike McKinney'’s
license and passport, because they look very similar, and sim-
ply relied on the inattention of the Mexican border police. It
worked, much o the dismay and confusion of the FBI.

Now that the FBI knew Ghantt was alive, this case was a sim-
ple bank larceny. With the evidence acquired so far, arrests could
be made immediately. But they still had to find Ghaner,

Faronce the FBl wasatz disadvantage. Chambers and McK.-
inney knew where David Ghantt was, and they didn't. If
MeKinney got to Ghantr hefore the FBI did, then Chambess’

THOTOGRATHS AY CHUCK ®URTON, Ar/ wint wonLp rHOTOS

link to the Loomis
Fargo heist mighr be forever silenced. Clearly, the FBI had to
find Ghantt first. The clock was ticking on Ghanct's life, and
the entire investigation hung in the balance.

It was time for the FBI to fish ar cut bait, The bait, of course,
was my client. Rozzi called Ken and explained the plan.

Ken had more than o few reservations, He would usk expo-
sure as an informant and therehy his life, and possibly the lives
of his wife and family. Harmess and 1 didn't like it one bit, but
Rozzi convinced us that Ken would be protecied. We reasoned
that if the plan went as it was supposed to, then Chambers and
the gang wonld be arested and behind bars. Ifir didn't, then Ken
would dropoutof sight, with the help of the FBI, until arrasts were
made. Either way, Ken would receive the protection we want-
ed and the peace of mind be wanted,

Final details were worked out with the agentsand the plan
was put into maotion.

Ken had always waited for Chambers 1o call him, This was
tobe the first and last time Ken would initiate coneact. On Sun-
day, March 1, Ken called Chambers ar bjs house and told him
people had been saying he had done the Loogmgs Fargajob. Ken

told him he wasn't sure they could move (contimed un page 7o)
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