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Preface


The origin of this story lies in a chance remark. In early 2020, I visited HSBC’s headquarters at Canary Wharf, in London. The offices were buzzing and crowded, full of people huddled behind their screens, some talking into headsets or on phones, others standing in small groups. Still others were sitting in meeting rooms carrying out the everyday business of one of the world’s largest and most profitable banks. There were growing reports of a new virus reaching Europe from China. Shares in London, New York and around the globe had taken a tumble as they always do when uncertainty hits. Banks, mining, energy and industrial companies were especially vulnerable, amid fears of a slowdown in consumer demand. The price of oil was down. But there was no cause for great alarm. Leading the news was the conviction of film mogul Harvey Weinstein for rape and sexual assault. In the US, President Donald Trump was predicting a stock market crash if he failed to win re-election. UK Prime Minister Boris Johnson was letting it be known he would be getting tough with the EU in forthcoming trade talks. In consumer banking, there was talk of free-to-use ATMs disappearing and banks imposing charges on customers accessing their own cash.


It was clear, looking around, that everyone had a sense of purpose. There was a feeling of prosperity, too. This was an energetic, successful place, which was hardly surprising since the bank’s most recent annual surplus would later be reported at $15 billion. On the way out, my companion, who used to work there, was running through recent events in the bank’s history when he made reference to ‘of course, Mexico’. I knew what he was talking about: how the bank had been hit with a fine of $1.9 billon, the biggest in American history, and required to endure a five-year remedial programme for enabling Mexico’s leading drugs cartel – and the biggest drug-trafficking organization in the world – to launder cash through the bank’s branch network and systems. Thanks to HSBC, from 2003 to 2010, the Sinaloa cartel, one of the most notorious and murderous cartels in the world, was able to turn its ill-gotten money into clean dollars – billions upon billions of them. When this finally came to light in late 2012, American law enforcers proved that at least $881 million found their way from the US into HSBC bank accounts controlled by ‘El Chapo’, the crime gang’s fearsome leader, and his henchmen. The bank admits to allowing its services to be used by the Sinaloa from 2006 to 2010, but the laundering had been going on for much longer. The Americans can point to further, unexplained, currency movements running into billions. What they uncovered was a hugely respectable, seemingly well-run, global business, a corporate colossus, where the systems of checks and procedures were either unfit for purpose or were simply being ignored, where members of staff were complicit and covering up. The question I was left wondering as I left the industrious, serious HSBC offices was, how had this happened? How had a bank, the one that likes to call itself ‘the world’s local bank’, which in its advertising boasts ‘we’re committed to helping protect the world’s financial system on which millions of people depend, by only doing business with customers who meet our high standards of transparency’, journeyed down this road to facilitating Mexico’s richest drug lord? Chapo was a gang leader, a major mobster, who was number 701 on the Forbes ‘Rich List’, sandwiched between Swiss fuel distribution tycoon Jean Claude Gandur and Campbell Soup heiress Dorrance ‘Dodo’ Hamilton. Forbes also produces a ‘World’s Most Powerful People’ list, and here Chapo was 67th, after Elon Musk – who was at that stage at number 66. The ‘Rich List’ citation said: ‘CEO of the Sinaloa cartel, “El Chapo” is the world’s most powerful drug trafficker. The cartel is responsible for an estimated 25 per cent of all illegal drugs that enter the US via Mexico. Drug enforcement experts estimate, conservatively, that the cartel’s annual revenues may exceed $3 billion. This February the city of Chicago branded him the first “Public Enemy No. 1” since Al Capone.’


How did a bank that as recently as 2002 had been named ‘one of the best-run organizations in the world’ become so entwined with such a criminal, with one of the most barbaric groups of gangsters on Earth, how did it help them wash their blood-soaked money?


HSBC is a brand that is respected and trusted the world over, whose chiefs are feted at home and abroad, that has the ear of governments and senior politicians. To give you a sense of the hand-in-glove relationship that the bank has with world leaders, the HSBC chairman once sent an email explaining the bank would not be attending that year’s IMF meeting in Washington, DC, because it already ‘has access to Finance Ministers and leaders of Financial Institutions around the world without needing the IMF meeting to achieve this, so we decided we would save our shareholders money!’ Yet underneath it all, they were receiving the proceeds from street drug dealing and putting the crumpled dollar bills through its systems. The treasured HSBC name was giving legitimacy to a bunch of criminals whose trade is misery and death. To add to the hypocrisy, for the period in question – which covers from 2003 to late 2010 – HSBC was run by Stephen Green. I have met Stephen; I know that as well as being chief executive, then executive chairman, of the bank he is someone of deep religious conviction. He has written books on ‘ethical capitalism’; he preaches from the church pulpit on a Sunday morning. And yet, somehow, on his watch, HSBC was opening thousands of accounts and funnelling vast amounts of dollars on behalf of monsters who beheaded, butchered, massacred, slaughtered, without so much as blinking. Thanks to Green’s bank, Chapo and his crew were able to enjoy their riches and source even more drugs, more weapons and feed the cycle of violence that has ruined hundreds of thousands of lives in Mexico and beyond.


Today, Stephen Green is now Lord Green, as he went uninterrupted from HSBC to becoming a UK government minister with a seat in the House of Lords. Chapo was not so lucky. He was captured by Mexican marines in early 2016, extradited to the US and received life plus thirty years and was ordered to forfeit $12.6 billion in ill-gotten gains. At the time of writing he is in the US Colorado ‘Supermax’ prison, ADX Florence, and he will most likely die there. His lawyers maintain there should be a retrial on the grounds that he was kept in solitary confinement prior to, and during, the trial, and that this impaired his mental faculties. They also claim that an article reported that five jurors had consumed news reports and social media commentary about the trial, contrary to the rules. Green, by contrast, remains a pillar of respectability. Along with being a member of the House of Lords he is the recipient of honours and awards, involved with various prestigious bodies. Many of Chapo’s associates are similarly incarcerated; meanwhile, the HSBC directors and managers who were employees of the bank while the money washing was going on are able to carry on living their comfortable lives, playing golf, fishing, going to the opera, assisting with charities, attending dinner parties.


For much of my career I’ve written about business and finance. That has meant tracking the rise of some of the world’s biggest enterprises, and spending countless hours with their bosses, listening to their expansive talk, their strategies to grow the business and their claims as to how their organization really is better and different than that of their competitors, and sometimes how, by implication or occasionally explicitly, they are personally better and different than the rest. The narrative of these business success stories usually follows a familiar pattern and entails lauding their ever-larger financial numbers, their profits and returns, and rarely do these financial masters of the universe have reason to stray too far from the script. Occasionally, something goes wrong, and questions are asked. Very occasionally, major scandal will unfold, and their accounts of triumph are challenged.


With HSBC and Mexico there was media coverage of the case, but there was also a collective shrug, almost as if the concept was either too far removed from everyday life, or simply because people thought that because it was Mexico it was to be expected and, unlike the crash of 2008, it did not directly affect most people’s lives. The bank was slapped with a fine, which was huge in actual numbers, but barely caused a stir to this juggernaut in profits generation. They admitted what they had done, said they were very sorry and promised to reform their ways. In the UK, there was no official inquiry, no government intervention, no punishment, nothing – this, despite HSBC being headquartered in London. The view seemed to be: what’s the big deal? And no one stopped, either, to ask the simple question: how? How was it that HSBC got itself into bed with Chapo and his organization in the first place? How was it that no one from HSBC was ever charged or convicted? It’s not only the likes of Chapo and his heavies who can expect to go to jail. Ordinary drug pushers are also sent to the slammer – for life in the US if they’re caught three times. Not, seemingly, the bankers who wash their money. In the case of HSBC, the crime appears especially egregious. They confessed to a systemic failure, one that lasted years and enabled the cartel to launder many billions, but a criminal prosecution, let alone conviction, wasn’t deemed appropriate. HSBC admitted what it had done and a financial penalty against an institution that trades in finance, that is awash with finance, with a promise to do better, was somehow regarded as a suitable reprimand.


There are stark similarities to the way HSBC was treated and how the bankers who nearly tipped the world into financial catastrophe in 2008 were dealt with. After that disaster, no senior banker was pursued through the criminal courts for almost – it was that close – bringing the world’s capital markets to their knees. Then, it was said we could not afford to allow the major banks to collapse, they were said to be too big to fail. But for the interventions of governments across the globe, using their taxpayers’ money, it was claimed that meltdown would have occurred. As it was, the bill for the bank bailouts ran into hundreds of billions, economies did slump, governments launched austerity drives to pay for the rescues and untold numbers of jobs were lost. The similarities, as we will see, run deeper than just the ways the banks were let off in 2008 and how HSBC was given a slap on the wrist. Both instances were born out of the bankers displaying appalling greed and reckless abandon – in 2008, from pushing home loans to people who did not have the means to repay them, then rolling up those loans into packages to sell on to unsuspecting investors who believed they were purchasing something that was secure. Or in the case of HSBC in Mexico, seeing a volatile, untapped market and turning a blind eye to events that were being beamed around the world in their pursuit of becoming the largest bank in the world.


In many ways, the case of HSBC and Chapo is even worse than the circumstances that led to the 2008 crash. In Mexico, HSBC were giving safe harbour to the funds of one of the world’s most dangerous, murderous criminal enterprises. As we will see, repeated warnings – internal and external – were ignored, as was the graphic evidence of what was occurring on the ground. The war, and it was a war, being fought between the Mexican government aided by the US and the cartels, led by the Sinaloa, and the resulting mounting death toll on both sides, was of little concern to the bank’s bosses. Meanwhile, HSBC presented, and presents itself, as the most honourable of corporations, a body run by a management that genuinely cares about the state of the planet, that in all their publicity tells us how much they want to benefit mankind. Sincerely. Have we reached the stage where the world’s largest banks can simply behave as they choose, that they are able, literally, to walk away from the most heinous offences, to turn their backs on the effects of their actions? And what has been done to stop it happening again, since the upside in profits and bonuses far outweighs the punishment of being caught, since even the largest fine in American history equated to little more than one month of HSBC’s profits that year?


The more I ponder, I wonder if this isn’t a searing, modern example of the peasants’ historic inclination to doff their caps and tug their forelocks. To take their punishment and to remain silent. The banks tell us to believe the hype, the spin, to praise their brilliance and sophistication. They’re smart because they say they are – and we accept they are because they say they are.


Even after the disaster of 2008, our prevailing attitude is that the bigger you are as a business, the better you are, and the more we applaud you. As a society, we’re drawn to worshipping the power of ‘big’ – big bank, big corporate, big numbers, big salary, big bonus, big house, big car, big boat. Big. And we are blinded by it. The result is that when a bank like HSBC, which likes to pride itself on ethical banking, but is so big and so close to the governmental institutions that are supposed to monitor it, is found to have sinned, or at least when their executives could and perhaps should be interrogated in a court of law, that is not allowed to occur. They have quite literally made themselves too big to manage, but also too big to fail and too big to jail. As the US Attorney General, Eric Holder, explained about the connection between HSBC and Chapo: ‘I am concerned that the size of some of these institutions becomes so large that it does become difficult for us to prosecute them when we are hit with indications that if we do prosecute – if we do bring a criminal charge – it will have a negative impact on the national economy, perhaps even the world economy.’


Where does this end? No senior banker was prosecuted over the 2008 financial crisis. Similarly, no HSBC banker was charged for enabling the Sinaloa to flourish, for supplying the drug-trafficking organization with an acceptable veneer and entry to the world’s banking network and markets. If bosses cannot face trial for heading a corporation that acts as a laundromat for the most dreadful of criminal organizations, where does that stop, where is the responsibility for feeding this gross heart of darkness? Must giant banks, once their expensive lawyers, entourages and professional boosters have weighed in, literally get away with serving people whose trade is murder? In HSBC, Chapo’s cartel found a bank only too able to accommodate their needs. It was a case of scale meeting scale, sophistication meeting sophistication, ambition meeting ambition. The Sinaloa reached the summit by shifting narcotics in huge volumes, often by using methods that seem to belong to fantasy, by building specially designed midget submarines, and long tunnels complete with electric lighting and railway tracks that were breathtaking feats of design and engineering to transport bulky loads across the border. In HSBC, they met a financial organization that displayed identical prowess when it came to selling financial and investment products, and to cleaning and securing their funds.


Picture the scene. The year is 2007. A car pulls up in a town square in rural Mexico. Three men get out and walk casually to the local bank, the HSBC. Two are carrying soft, full pouches, one is looking around nervously. There is a bulky shape under his jacket, suggesting he is armed. They enter the bank, seconds later they emerge, minus the folders. The folders are bespoke, made to exactly squeeze under the tellers’ windows. The teller takes the case, puts it to one side, reaches for a credit slip that has already been made out, tears off the stub and gives it to the customer. When the cases are opened, they contain bundles of smoothed-out used dollar bills held together with elastic bands.


Another scene. A pickup truck races to a halt. A man on the back tosses a large bin bag to the ground. The truck roars off. Later, passers-by nervously poke the bag – as if they’ve seen this happen before and they suspect what is inside. A dark liquid is seeping from the bag, making a trail across the earth. It looks like blood. They rip the plastic open and tip out the contents. It contains a headless torso. They recoil and cover their faces, gagging.


In London, in a packed hall at the Barbican Centre, the crowd wait expectantly for the main event to begin. A group of mostly men in suits file onto the stage and sit behind pieces of card bearing their names. They are the directors of HSBC. On a giant screen behind them, the bank’s annual results are displayed. They’re impressive. It’s been a good year. Turnover is up, profits are up. One of the highlights is that ‘Latin America contributed pre-tax profit of US$1.7 billion, with Mexico providing over US$1 billion for the first time.’ Looking ahead, the signs are encouraging. Shareholders can expect more of the same. Mention is made of the underlying strength of the bank, its international reach and size.


Questions are taken. All are batted away with ease; none is especially challenging. There are grumblings about executive pay. They’re easily dealt with. Votes are taken according to a show of hands, and universally carried. Minutes later, the shareholders’ annual general meeting of HSBC is over. The bank chairman and directors and their advisors mingle with the appreciative audience, before filing out for an excellent lunch.


Three incidents. Each is different, one is utterly horrific. All of them are linked. All of them join bank and client, HSBC and Sinaloa, together. The men who make the deposits with the custom-made cases are members of the same cast as those who decapitate the victim in the refuse bag. They answer to Chapo, and they make their living from moving industrial quantities of drugs to the United States, and instilling terror in those who dare to cross them or investigate them. To enforce the message, they will sometimes post videos of their most gruesome slayings. In many respects, of course, they are separate, the bankers and the Mexican butchers. Certainly, if quizzed, the HSBC hierarchy would always condemn the Sinaloa’s practices, of course they would. But these were their customers, which means that at a fundamental, financial level, they are inextricably tied, the one provides valuable services to the other, and nets considerable profits as a result. The bankers can’t say they were not told – that many people did not come forward inside and outside their corporation to draw attention to a lackadaisical approach to compliance, to a banking operation that was not being properly policed, to an organization that was only intent on chasing bigger and bigger profits. Eventually, the authorities rumbled what was going on. They understood the pivotal role played by the company that claimed to be a force for good, whose name adorned the walkways of major airports with posters advertising how it assisted entrepreneurs and artists, those with great, world-enhancing genius ideas and creative talents. For the young people’s orchestra providing wonderful music, thanks to HSBC; for the criminals who ply a deadly product and think nothing about wiping out entire families of parents, children and elderly relatives, thanks to HSBC.


My interest in Mexico and HSBC, the fueller of evil, because that is what it was, I admit, is partly driven by personal experience. I am a long-time customer of the bank. If I go overdrawn or a transaction does not seem right, they will be on to me immediately. I can’t use their ATMs until the problem is resolved. Now and again, I am hit with an extra charge for straying ever so slightly into the red. If I pay in a large amount from an unexplained source, they will quiz me as to where it originated. If I want to borrow money for any reason, they will question what exactly it is for. This was also the same institution that was collecting metric tonnes of dollars from the Sinaloa and its associates. Effectively, they were users and beneficiaries of HSBC, just like me. Yet the rules and standards that have always applied to me do not seem to have applied to them.


As well as paying the fine and admitting their guilt, the bank also entered into a Deferred Prosecution Agreement, admitting the US government claims and giving it five years to clean up its act or charges would result. When I visited the bank’s head office it was just recently out of the DPA. My fellow visitor and ex-HSBC staffer talked of them ‘recovering from Mexico’ in hushed tones, as you would speak admiringly and sympathetically about someone having come out of rehab or painful medical treatment. To apply some context, record-breaking as it was, the penalty amounted to just five weeks’ profits. As for the bank reforming its practices, the progress in that regard was never publicly revealed – HSBC fought tooth and nail, drawing on its slick lawyers, to prevent us seeing just how they changed, and to this day, we still don’t know. We’ve no idea either if other banks saw what occurred at HSBC and quietly tightened their own procedures, if they, as we, the little people, are always assured by the high-ups in such situations, ‘learnt the lessons.’ Process apart, did the bankers, the super-rich titans, look in the mirror and pledge a virtuous reawakening? One author once wrote in praise of the market, saying it was the most powerful engine for development and liberation. He went on to say, but at its worst, ‘it is a dangerous moral pollutant that nourishes some very poisonous weeds in us.’ The challenge was to strike a balance to preserve dynamism while taming excess. The writer was Stephen Green, former head of HSBC and now Baron Green of Hurstpierpoint, and he managed a bank that for years on his watch was cleaning dirty money for the world’s number one drug baron.










ONE


‘Scottish banking principles’


HSBC began its life by serving drug dealers. Indeed, one of the mighty bank’s first bosses was a leading player in the drugs trade, although you would be hard pressed to find official acknowledgement of this from the bank. Instead, the HSBC website opens with the hardly enticing but typically unabashed lead-in of ‘How did a local Hong Kong bank become one of the world’s largest financial services organizations?’ Read the story of HSBC’s birth and international expansion – and how it has been connecting customers to opportunities for more than 150 years. The bank, the website tells us, ‘was born from one simple idea – a local bank serving international needs’, which is so broad-brush in approach as to be almost meaningless. Nor will you find mention of narcotics in the official corporate history: ‘Thomas Sutherland was sailing along the South China coast on the steamer SS Manila in 1864 when he read an article on Scottish banking in Blackwood’s Magazine. He was a Scot himself, and despite never having held a bank account, he resolved to found a bank in Hong Kong based on sound Scottish banking principles. Unlike all other foreign banks in the territory, the new bank was to be locally headquartered and managed, unhindered by overseas directors with little knowledge or interest in the affairs of Hong Kong. Sutherland drew up a prospectus, and the bank’s Provisional Committee met in August 1864. Total capital was set at HKD5 million, all the shares allotted to Hong Kong were quickly taken up and the bank was born.’


Thomas Sutherland was born in 1834, in Aberdeen. His father died when Thomas was young and he was brought up by his mother’s grandfather, owner of a cooperage and fish-curing business in the north-east of Scotland. The grandparents were strict Calvinists, and the intention was that the young Thomas would go to the local Aberdeen University and study to become a minister. Thomas was not interested, and he dropped out of college and joined P&O, the shipping line, as a clerk. Still in his teens, he went to Bombay for the firm, then to Hong Kong. Before long he was promoted to become the company’s ‘Hong Kong superintendent’, overseeing P&O in the new British colony, and in nearby China and Japan. In 1863, this phenomenally ambitious young man was made chairman of the Hong Kong and Whampoa Dock Company, managing the construction of warehouses and wharves, and all of this before he had turned 30. Although, oddly, he still did not possess a bank account. He was just the sort of driven individual that HSBC would be looking to fill their glass office towers with nearly 150 years later as they went in pursuit of their goal to become the biggest bank in the world.


Sutherland fell in with two brothers in Hong Kong, Thomas and Lancelot Dent. There is no mention of the Dents in the HSBC history, but what we do know of them is that they were fellow travellers, young buccaneers who had originally come from farming stock in Westmorland in the north of England. It was a tough existence, and they left to seek their fortunes, travelling east, to India and China. Thomas and Lancelot subsequently ended up in Hong Kong, where they went on to form Dent & Co, a trading company, one of the original Canton Hongs.


Dent & Co had spun out of another company, Davidson & Co, which itself grew out of a business set up by George Baring of the Baring banking dynasty. The upright, image-conscious Barings disapproved of the burgeoning traffic in opium, which was being shipped from India to China via Hong Kong and the Chinese port of Canton, or Guangzhou, where it was exchanged for porcelain, tea and silk for sending to Britain and the British Empire. At that time, the narcotic accounted for 70 per cent of all maritime freight from India to China, and by 1833 the East India Company, which enjoyed a monopoly over the opium trade running into China, had grown the business from shipping 4,000 chests of opium a year, each containing 77kg of the drug, to 30,000 cases. While opium had its medicinal uses for easing pain, aiding sleep and alleviating stress, it was also highly addictive. By the late 1830s, there were burgeoning numbers of addicts in China, and so dependent was the country becoming on the narcotic that China’s balance of trade was in danger of being heavily skewed. Americans, in the shape of the ancestors of Franklin D. Roosevelt and Senator John Kerry, also wanted in on the action, routing opium from Turkey into China, all of which acted as the precursor to the First Opium War of 1839. In Britain, the concerned Barings ordered their operatives to cease, at which point William Davidson took over, naming the business Davidson & Co. He was joined by Thomas and Lancelot Dent – hence, when Davidson and the Dents also went their separate ways, the rebranding to Dent & Co.


Thomas had no concern about the forthcoming hostilities, and instead of pulling out of trading opium he aggressively started to undercut its rivals, even reneging on a deal they’d struck at a meeting with the other heads of the firms to fix the price of opium. Dent & Co flourished, so much so that when the Chinese authorities moved to crack down on the socially destructive and economically wrecking drug pouring into their country they issued a warrant for the arrest of Lancelot Dent. The Chinese were also keen to target the compradores – local Chinese agents who could bridge the language and local custom barrier, and who feature in the official history of HSBC, although not in relation to opium. Instead, they cited how compradores employed by the bank were able to arrange and negotiate short-term ‘chop’ loans in China, to help fund the trading – without saying what that trading actually comprised. The Dents were specialists in this field, in acting as financial fixers and money men for the drug pedlars, and it was the move against Lancelot at Dent & Co that sparked the First Opium War, which lasted from 1839 to 1842, and witnessed the bombarding of the Chinese port district of Dinghai and several violent naval encounters, as Britain’s government ordered the Royal Navy to rush to the rescue of the British drug traffickers as they sought to shore up their trade and influence in the area. Superior British firepower saw the Chinese succumb easily, and the subsequent ‘unequal’ Treaty of Nanjing saw China cede Hong Kong Island and the neighbouring smaller islands, set up treaty ports and make a settlement payment from China to Britain. It was after the Second Opium War (1856–60) between China and Britain and France that Thomas Sutherland, still in his thirties but now fabulously wealthy and a major player in the Far East, dreamed up the idea for the bank that would become HSBC, when he heard about the plans to create a Bank of China, to be floated on the stock market in India. The fledgling HSBC was, therefore, only formed at all because of the dramatic intervention of the British government. As an official British military account puts it: ‘British forces fought a war in China that benefitted drug smugglers. Their subsequent victory in the conflict opened up the lucrative Chinese trade to British merchants.’


Sutherland was offered shares and he thought about it, until he happened upon the article in a copy of Blackwood’s on how Scots made good bankers. This encouraged him to go one better: rather than let the new Bank of China clean up, Sutherland, a Scot, would start his own bank, operating out of Hong Kong. The idea was further developed at a dinner party with friends. Sutherland would form a bank, but rather than have his name on the launch prospectus it was signed by the local well-known firm of Dent & Co. With China and the lucrative opium trade in his sights, and determined to head off the Bank of China, Sutherland hired compradores to lubricate the dealings with the Chinese. At the same time, to maintain its standing with the British government back home, he made Francis Chomley, Dent’s senior partner in China, chairman of the new Hongkong and Shanghai Banking Corporation. Within a month of launch, the start-up bank had opened a branch in Shanghai. Three months later, it had an office in London. In 1866, disaster struck Hong Kong banking. Runs on six of the territory’s eleven foreign banks caused them to collapse. HSBC survived, and here the official story does purr, boasting the fledgling bank ‘earned a reputation for resilience’, so much so that the Chinese population of Hong Kong began to give HSBC another name, based on its Chinese letters, of ‘Wayfoong’ which means ‘abundance of remittances’ or ‘focus of wealth’. Sutherland anchored his enigmatic ‘abundance of remittances’ and ‘focus of wealth’ on ‘sound Scottish banking principles’, and as HSBC’s version of the story goes, this allowed Thomas Sutherland to focus his vision for the bank on a simple idea: to be ‘owned and managed locally, which would support international trade.’ From financing drug runners and opium traders and maximizing the chaos in China after the Opium Wars, Sutherland went on to become a pillar of the British Imperial establishment, a member of Hong Kong’s Legislative Council, and then managing director of P&O. In 1884, he was elected an MP in Britain’s Parliament. He was made a ‘Sir’ and died in 1922, in London, and was greatly mourned. In Hong Kong, he received the accolade of having a main street named after him.


Sutherland and his senior colleagues had been aided in their endeavours by the actions of the British government. History, as we shall see, has a funny way of repeating itself.


HSBC did indeed adhere to a Scottish Presbyterian, strictly moral code, which leaned heavily on tight, military, colonial discipline for its running and expected its employees to adhere to their rigid rules. ‘A mix of paternalism and authoritarianism’ is how the widow of one late HSBC Asian manager wryly described it.


As the bank grew through the twentieth century it came to be dominated by International Officers, or ‘IOs’ as they were referred to internally. Later, they were called International Managers or ‘IMs’. Typically, they were white, male, keen on rugby, ex-minor British fee-paying school but not university graduates. There was an understanding among the new recruits and the management itself that joining the bank was akin to being commissioned into the British Army and being sent to a comfortable post overseas, and they received a lifetime’s employment for going out ‘east’ and for giving up control of their working and often their social lives. The moral code of the bank stretched well into the employees’ private lives: holiday was known, as in the army, as ‘leave’, junior male employees were ‘junior officers’, and they were not allowed to marry unless they’d worked for the bank for at least ten years. Even this period of singledom was known as being ‘on ice’, and as though to remind them of just where they fitted into the scheme of the bank, the bachelors were forced to reside in a ‘chummery’, a name adopted from the British Raj for shared quarters for male single staff, fostering an atmosphere similar to that of an army officers’ mess. The bank was, in other words, a perfect mirror of the Victorian Empire that it had been born into, and maintained these traditions long after that imperial might itself started to erode. To listen to a former bank staffer recall how, in the 1960s, he needed to take unpaid leave from Hong Kong to visit his ill father, who it was thought might not survive much longer, might make you think that bank struggled to find a new identity in the modern world. His boss told him he couldn’t go – ‘I’m afraid it’s the exigencies of service’. And as recently as 1989, some still sought the permission of the chairman to marry. This disciplinarian tradition earned HSBC a nickname: ‘Heart and Soul Breaking Corporation.’


The directors saw it differently, of course, and part of what made the bank unique – what made it stand out from the competition. Analysts at the investment firm Williams de Broe were once asked to examine HSBC’s ‘enduring and competitive advantages’. Top of their list came ‘a management culture and discipline that permeates the organization’. This ‘HSBC way’ was exemplified by a complaint from one senior bank executive that he’d noticed a ‘lack of urgency and activity’ among head office staff, that there were ‘liberty takers’ who ‘were not at their desks by 9 a.m. or were seen to be entering the building with shopping during normal working hours.’ The International Officers were the keepers of the organizational DNA, the conveyors of orders from the centre, the people who ensured some semblance of homogeneity. They were expected to impose, enforce and uphold the HSBC ‘culture’, those ‘sound Scottish banking principles’, all of which was achievable when the bank was relatively small but more difficult when it grew to serve 40 million customers across sixty-four nations and territories as it would become on entering the twenty-first century.


For most of its history, the bank expanded in fits and starts. Then, in just six dramatic years in this century, HSBC embarked on a headlong charge. From 2001 to the end of 2007, the bank’s staff count nearly doubled, from 171,000 to 330,000. The number of subsidiary businesses that form part of the same HSBC group or, as they like to call themselves, ‘family’, that all need managing and supervising, rose from 417 in 1999 to a colossal 2,277 by 2009, which made it a very real challenge to remain ‘one of the best-run organisations in the world’, as described by The Banker magazine in 2002 when HSBC was named ‘Global Bank of the Year’. What was the root cause of this furious rush? And, more importantly, how was HSBC going to ensure that it was going to adhere to the same solid, if unadventurous, principles that had seen it through nearly a century of banking? The answer to the first question is greed. The answer to the second is that it self-evidently couldn’t. Put simply, being that superb, being Global Bank of the Year, was not enough. The bank’s shareholders, senior management, wanted more, but in wanting more, they turned their backs on the one thing that their reputation depended on: integrity.


In August 2002, the bank produced half-year profits of $5.5 billion. Nevertheless, critics in the investment community, like those at the US firm Merrill Lynch, were sniffy: ‘A resilient performance but, as has been the case for some time, the growth profile remains more uncertain.’ Investors craved an even bigger bank, yielding even greater profits and even larger returns. So did the senior management, who were only too happy to meet their wish. However, there was nobody saying they could deliver that, but at a price – that the organization would be so huge management could not keep a handle on what it was doing, what was occurring in every nook and cranny, in all its lands. Shareholders were not concerned; it was not their responsibility. That was down to those in charge, and for a while they were right. In 2008, HSBC was the most profitable bank on the planet, with profits of $19.13 billion, and was lauded by The Economist as ‘the largest banking group in the world’ and the ‘world’s most valuable financial brand’ by The Banker. At the heart of this race to the top of the pile was Stephen Green, the chief executive, then executive chairman.


STEPHEN GREEN JOINED HSBC from McKinsey, the management consultants, in 1982 as a group strategist, and was appointed to the board in 1998, having gained steady, sure progress through the company, adhering to all the principles that had made HSBC so dependable. Five years later, Green became chief executive, then three years after that he secured the top job. Growing the bank, satisfying the owners and his fellow managers, making it even bigger, was his responsibility. In 2006 I met Green at HSBC’s steel-and-glass main headquarters in London’s Canary Wharf as he was beginning his reign as executive chairman. I was ushered into his office and was immediately struck by the floor-to-ceiling windows and the spectacular vista from his forty-first-floor corner room. Down below was the River Thames, with its winding, glistening bends, and in the distance the landmarks of the City and West End. These high-rise financial buildings across London’s skyline were not new, but the jaw-dropping view still took some getting used to and it achieved its intended purpose of conveying a powerful statement of might and status. At the time, almost 9,000 group colleagues were working on the floors beneath Green’s in HSBC’s sky-hugging tower. He was clearly master of everything, boss of the bank – but not just any old bank, the second-biggest, and destined to be the biggest, bank in the world. Green, though, was not like other tycoons and liked to make sure you knew that. His office was small, the furniture functional, the chairs simple black leather, the desk neat and compact. The message was that this was a workstation, not some grand, senior executive play station. Green did not go in for self-aggrandisement. There was no show-off memorabilia, no framed black-and-white pictures of Green meeting world leaders and celebrities. There were some photos of his wife, Janian, their two grown-up daughters and other family members, and that was all.


Aged fifty-seven, Green was taking over from Sir John Bond, who in his eight years in charge had proved a charismatic leader: high-profile, good with clients and juniors in equal measure, an urbane schmoozer of the rich and powerful in Asia, the Middle East, Europe and the US. He had also been with the bank forty-odd years, one of a cadre of senior HSBC men, ex-IOs, who had spent all their working lives at what is still referred to in the financial industry as ‘Honkers and Shankers’. The little-known Green, by contrast, was regarded as a newcomer, despite having been with the bank for nearly a quarter of a century. ‘I’m a new boy because I didn’t join straight from school or university – but I’ve been here twenty-three years, so I’m not exactly a new boy,’ he volunteered, managing to combine a certain peevishness with admiration that his organization puts such store by longevity of service. His dress is blend-in corporate executive, rather than power-dressing, global wheeler-dealer. No loud pinstripe, no red braces, no luxury watch for him, but a two-piece suit, white shirt, plain tie, black polished shoes. His taut face, lean physique and don’t-look-at-me clothes made him seem somewhat austere. Green was always going to be a curiosity of a bank chief: he isn’t a sports nut (he plays golf ‘badly’), a rugger bugger, but an arts-loving aesthete, and a publicly out Christian. In that respect, he is more than just a believer, he is full-on, an activist, an ordained Anglican priest who preaches from the pulpit on Sunday mornings. His colleagues maintained he wrote sermons while on business flights. He’d also written a book: Serving God? Serving Mammon? Christians and the Financial Market. Similarly, whereas many wealthy bankers conspicuously consume, and love to own and to parade expensive items and the latest must-have gadgetry, Green likes to go hill-walking, listen to a favourite piece of opera or read a classic novel – if it is foreign, preferably not the translation but the original-language version. He speaks French and German fluently and tells me how he wants to learn Italian and Russian – Italian because it is a beautiful language, and Russian ‘because I want to read Pushkin, and you can’t really read poetry in translation’. He only ever speaks about himself extremely reluctantly. He is the son of a solicitor from Brighton and went to nearby fee-charging Lancing College as a boarder, which was about as much of his childhood as he was willing to share. ‘I got through school, I just got through it,’ he said hurriedly, wanting to talk about the bank and the business. He was being modest. ‘Getting through school’ meant him winning a place at Oxford to study modern languages. No sooner did he arrive than he switched to philosophy, politics and economics because it ‘provided a terrific grounding for the modern world’. After Oxford, Green had a gap year before heading to the British civil service. He spent seven years at the Overseas Development Administration, two of them on a Harkness Fellowship to study in the US at MIT (for an MSc in political science). Then he quit, for strategists McKinsey, and it was immediately clear that they were a perfect fit: thinker and thinkers, planner and planners. ‘McKinsey is unique. It gives you experience of trying to solve significant business problems and of interacting with very senior management and boards,’ he enthused. Green was based in the consultancy’s banking practice, and after five years had risen to one level below partner, as a ‘senior engagement manager’. A headhunter contacted him and said they were working for a ‘dynamic Far East financial institution’ – was he interested? The job was in HSBC’s business planning and strategy department. Green’s contract was for two years and he mentally allocated four years to the bank before again moving on, but for once his carefully calibrated schedule unravelled and he stayed for longer.


Green was never going to be a roll-your-sleeves-up money man. He’d arrived from McKinsey into a senior backroom role and he was prickly whenever his lack of personal frontline banking know-how was raised. ‘I set up treasury for the bank – that was running a business, meeting clients, being responsible for a profit and loss account. What’s that if it isn’t coalface?’ The cerebral, quiet type who’d never served behind a counter, never put together a funding package for a client, never earned a commission, never gained his spurs in banking terms, in 2003 he nevertheless beat the better-known Douglas Flint, the bank’s long-time finance supremo, and Bill Dalton, its retail head, to the CEO’s job. He also succeeded Sir Keith Whitson, another respected HSBC veteran.


Green’s elevation was a shock to everyone who was not in the know, but what Bond spotted in Green was somebody who was able to think, to plan, and to grow the bank. Green had also proved himself capable of taking tough, unpopular decisions. On joining the board, Green was put in charge of the investment banking division; when several of the staff missed their targets, his response was swift: he scrapped their bonuses. He did and still does not like discussing himself, but where Green is visibly more relaxed is in referencing the bank’s tradition and history, or as he put it repeatedly, ‘continuity’. The bank, he said, would ‘evolve and change, but it will remain anchored to the same fundamental continuities’, which he didn’t see me wince at, but it is just the kind of corporate management-speak that has the shareholders purring, even though its actual meaning is deeply opaque. Bond espied in Green someone who would make a big bank even bigger. Most of that enlargement, it would transpire, would come from targeting the untapped, emerging markets, in Asia and Latin America, countries that play to HSBC’s imperial, far-flung roots, away from the established, heavily exploited financial centres in Western Europe and the US. One board paper from the time that Green took over set the direction and tone of HSBC by saying that the bank sees ‘emerging markets growing faster than developed countries.’ The aim that Green set the bank on taking office was that 60 per cent of group profits would soon originate from these under-achieving, primed for take-off lands. His HSBC was to be expansionist and all-conquering, aiming for global leadership. But what had set HSBC apart from the rest before 2002 was that they had generally eschewed this kind of big talk, preferring to focus on resilience and cautious growth instead. Now, though, they were trying to become number one. What was so jarring was that the vehicle for this ambition was being driven by an otherwise mild-mannered, thoughtful Anglican priest. Gordon Gekko he was not.


Whenever I am in the company of top businessmen, and invariably they are men, listening to their boastful, alpha talk of taking over this, or making a play for that, of moving into a new country and using it as a springboard for somewhere else, I am reminded of the popular board game of military strategy I used to play in my youth with my male friends. It was called Risk and entailed moving armies around the globe and obliterating your enemies. If you rolled the dice and got the numbers and then the moves right, you could sweep all before you and the world would be yours. Get it wrong, and you were swallowed up. We were mad about Risk, playing for hours, plotting to take over entire continents and, eventually, the whole planet. Any one of us trying to follow a cautious, safety-first route would be met with ridicule. To be a true Alexander the Great or Genghis Khan or Napoleon Bonaparte you had to be daring and bold, even if it ended up in complete failure.


In their real-life game of Risk, after 2002 Green and his fellow top bankers at HSBC raised their sights. They didn’t want to be comparing their corporation to smaller, Asia-centric concerns such as Standard Chartered, or to British banks like Barclays; they saw HSBC as playing with, and defeating, the multi-national industry behemoths of Bank of America, JP Morgan Chase, Citibank. After 2002 their single focus was on becoming the biggest bank in the world, whatever it took. Getting bigger pleases investors, and for them and the senior management it would bring yet greater rewards. From 2002 the banks that HSBC increasingly came to measure themselves up against were American, and it is perhaps no coincidence that from the late 1980s onwards the global banking sector had become infected by the annual performance bonus, a phenomenon that began in the US but has spread worldwide. Those who manage and grow HSBC are well rewarded, some of them enormously so, but for HSBC this bonus was a recent development and not something the bank liked to crow about, since they preferred people regarded them as not a high payer, in keeping with HSBC tradition. Sure enough, there came the bank’s annual meeting in 2008 where shareholders were asked to approve a remuneration scheme, which, if all the contributory factors fell into place, would net the top six executives £120 million over three years. There was the disclosure, too, that HSBC had set aside, in just one year, £6 billion in staff pay and bonuses and that the bank was paying more than £1 million each to 235 individuals, of whom eighty-nine worked in London.


By the time Stephen Green was set to take over, HSBC was enormous, far beyond anything conceived in Thomas Sutherland’s day. Still, I asked him, how big would he grow HSBC? He nodded. ‘It’s a question we ask ourselves each time we think about an acquisition. We ask, does the “management stretch” become a bridge too far?’ If the answer is yes, the deal is a non-starter. So far, he said, despite the bank’s size, it remained, ‘entirely manageable. It’s huge, but other companies, like IBM, employ bigger numbers. Now, ab initio, there must be a point where you hit a wall, where to get any bigger, that would be counter-productive.’ His face broke into a smile. ‘But financial services are a long way from being consolidated.’ In other words, there was much to aim for, plenty of deals to be had and opportunities to exploit, and tons of money to be made.


Green demanded high standards of the bank’s staff. He liked to tell university graduates they would have to work hard and stay on their toes, reminding them of the old Chinese proverb: ‘Today’s rooster is tomorrow’s feather duster’. With me, he referenced the bank’s claim to possess a culture different from other banks. He stressed, though, that ‘everything within HSBC lives and dies by the P and L [profit and loss account].’ So don’t be fooled, we may make these claims, but always it comes down to the numbers. I asked him how he squared his religious conviction with the quest for profits? He looked down and stared awkwardly at his plain watch. ‘This will be a 30-second answer. First of all, I’m not concerned whatever about people’s different faiths. There is, though, a great deal of commonality that runs through everyone who works here –which is that they subscribe to the same professional standards and have the same integrity and morality and the same desire to meet customers’ needs.’ He glanced at his watch again – 30 seconds. But he wished to talk a bit more about his credo. Only by behaving properly do businesses acquire sustainability; the role of the banks is to improve people’s lives, not to hinder them and ‘society can’t run without well-functioning banks as the core of the economic system.’ Surely, I asked, there are occasions when Green questions what he is doing? Another flick of the eyes to the watch. ‘I look in the mirror and, if I’m honest, I’m not always perfect. But that’s true, if they’re also honest, of anybody in any walk of human life.’ Later, in 2009, Green followed up his earlier religious treatise with Good Value: Reflections on Money, Morality and an Uncertain World. In an interview to promote that book he said HSBC is ‘an organization that does think carefully about its own values and culture, which we inherit from our predecessors over decades’ and to the Church Times, he said HSBC is ‘a bank that genuinely seeks to be an ethical bank, though it’s a business not a charity, to be sure.’


GREEN, THE GLOBAL bank chief, disagreed with the conclusion of the free-market guru, Milton Friedman: ‘There is one and only one social responsibility of business – to use its resources and engage in activities designed to increase its profits so long as it stays within the rules of the game, which is to say, engages in open and free competition without deception or fraud.’


Friedman, argued Green, is ‘dangerously simplistic’. Businesses, the banker wrote, ‘must consider value from the perspective, not just of investors, but of customers, employees, suppliers, communities and – increasingly – the environment, too.’ The banking supremo admitted to mixed feelings about free-market capitalism: ‘At its best, as we have seen, there is no more powerful engine for development and liberation than the market. At its worst, it is a dangerous moral pollutant that nourishes some very poisonous weeds in us.’ He quoted Paul: ‘The love of money is the root of all evil’. Money, declared Green, has become ‘the modern Mephistopheles’, the spirit of the Devil, the tempter of Faust. That was some statement, coming from the head of one of the biggest money-making and money-handling machines on Earth, but it was the kind of rhetoric that Sir John Bond was no doubt looking for – he wanted the next boss of HSBC to be hugely ambitious, but know himself to be accountable, to take responsibility of growing with integrity; all of which Green spoke to publicly as he explained his approach to HSBC’s long-term plans. ‘The underlying question will be whether world leaders can construct a shared vision of a global economic order that preserves the dynamism of market forces while taming their excesses (in both risk-taking and reward).’ He hoped that ‘ethical capitalism’ would prevail, and free-market capitalism would recede. Overall, he said, ‘My interpretive prism is Christian.’ He invoked Paul again: ‘There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male or female, for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.’ Green added: ‘The ideal, and the hope, stand the test of time.’ No one could be left in any doubt as to Green’s inner struggle. It was difficult, though, to imagine his banking peers ever sharing his torment and coming out in sympathy. Ethics or not, Green did make a curious point of saying that large banks are difficult to rein in, that in his view they’re not the same as other businesses, because they can’t just be allowed to fail. If other enterprises go down, the damage is confined to their owners, suppliers and employees, and their customers can usually switch elsewhere, but major banks, they have tentacles everywhere, they’re embedded in so many things. The benefit of hindsight suggests that Green knew the pitfalls of the growing spree that he was about to embark on, but perhaps he was just covering his bases for the future? It was hard to tell. What was clear, though, even in those early days in charge, was that Green believed that neither banks nor the markets could just be left to their own devices – regulators have to be allowed to intervene. ‘Exactly how the taming will be done remains to be seen.’


Green’s long-time number two was Michael Geoghegan. In due course, if HSBC pursued its usual pattern, Geoghegan would take over from Green in the top job. Other large companies searched far and wide externally for their chairmen; HSBC looked internally. ‘They do things their own way at HSBC,’ was one newspaper judgement. ‘A tradition of appointing the chairman from within was never going to be derailed by the Johnny-come-latelies of the corporate governance movement.’ The contrast with Green was marked: Geoghegan was a classic HSBC banking lifer, a well-travelled IO; Green had never been one. Geoghegan joined the bank in 1973, aged just nineteen. He went to school in Windsor and in Ireland, and was offered a place at University College, Dublin, but eschewed studying for a degree for a job as an IO with HSBC, instead. He spent the next three decades working across North and South America, Asia and the Middle East, much of it at the sharp consumer retail end. Naturally bullish, Geoghegan is one of life’s bruisers. An internal HSBC report euphemistically testified to his ‘driving leadership style’. One HSBC staffer put it differently, describing Geoghegan as ‘hard cop’ to Green’s ‘soft cop’. In the City he was hailed as ‘a banker’s banker’ – a description that would never be afforded to Green. Geoghegan liked to micro-manage and he loved the power play of the new brand of HSBC. One HSBC Group Board minute said that ‘each member of the Group Management Board should submit their expenses claims to M. Geoghegan for approval’, which meant that the second-most senior person in the bank, while running day-to-day an enormously complex concern spanning entire continents, markets and industries, was spending huge amounts of his time going through senior colleagues’ restaurant bills and taxi receipts with a microscope.


Geoghegan’s own solution to trying to get to grips with the monster that HSBC was becoming was injecting the staff with the management’s much-favoured C-word: culture. While other banks preached the same ideal, he made good on his word and made a commitment to getting around the group’s global offices and personally meeting as many of them as possible. ‘Nothing beats hearing things from the coalface.’ In the time he worked with Green, Geoghegan would spend a whopping 70 per cent of his year journeying around the bank’s operations. He would regularly embark on whistle-stop tours of the HSBC network. On one of the occasions I met him, in the early days of his tenure and HSBC’s surging empire-building, he was heading off to South America, to Buenos Aires, then Sao Paulo, followed by Mexico City. Then came Vancouver and New York. In all, he was going to sixteen countries, finishing up with the UK and presentations in Birmingham and at London’s Leicester Square Odeon cinema. In some places, he was addressing as many as 7,000 employees at a time. ‘Sometimes, it’s true, I don’t know where I am,’ he said, laughing. During one other global tour, Geoghegan emailed a former colleague while in transit: ‘We started in Buenos Aires eleven days ago, and we have travelled across America, Europe, the Middle East and now we are in the remaining countries of Asia. In a few hours’ time I do Hong Kong and then on to Shanghai and we close it in Beijing tomorrow morning. This physical and administrative challenge will have taken us to nineteen countries in twelve days, flying just over eighty-four hours and covering approx. 86,000 kilometres – but even then, we will only have been to 25 per cent of the countries where HSBC is represented. This is one big group! I do the challenge in this format because I want to hear what people are saying and thinking. The theme of Joining Up the Company is where the shareholder value will in future be recognised – I hope – if I get it right.’ For the most part, the crowd of staffers lapped up the Mike Geoghegan Show. ‘I left the event,’ Ana Dhoraisingam in Singapore told HSBC World, ‘thinking that the only firm in the world that can rival and beat Citibank globally is HSBC.’


In Geoghegan’s London office he showed me a large, flat touchscreen on the wall. It was covered in flashing electronic coloured charts and numbers. He swept his hand across it and instantly, up came the latest piece of data from the bank from any corner of the world. It was a compelling piece of kit, doubtless useful but seeming like an enormous video-game console. Through this one screen he could drill down and down, through layers of HSBC, from region to country to areas within the country to individual branches. Seemingly, all he ever needed to properly oversee the world of HSBC was right here, at his fingertips. But what was also striking from seeing this extraordinary piece of technology at work was how mind-boggling the sheer volume of data available was, and I came away wondering whether he would ever bore down far enough and wide enough to get to the heart of specific issues. No matter, though, for the shareholders, because the combination of the contemplative Green and the micro-managing Geoghegan were determined to become the biggest and best. And this technology, the ability to drill down into the detail of any corner of the bank, anywhere in the world, gave them what the table-thumping Geoghegan, like any testosterone-fuelled Risk devotee, termed an ‘awesome advantage’ over the competition.










TWO


Waterless urinals


On 23 March 1994, Luis Donaldo Colosio was feeling good. He was forty-four years old and he had been born into a political family – his father, Luis, was a senator for the long-time ruling party, the Institutional Revolutionary Party, or PRI. Colosio himself was standing for election for the most important post in his native Mexico and the polls had him well in the lead as he arrived in Tijuana, in Baja California, for a day’s campaigning.


Colosio had studied economics at ITESM in Mexico and had done his postgrad at the University of Pennsylvania, along with research in applied systems analysis in Austria. He had worked in the Ministry of Budget and Planning, was elected to Congress in 1985, joined the PRI’s executive before successfully running the election for President Carlos Salinas, and had then followed his father into the Senate. He entered the Cabinet as Social Development Secretary. In November 1993, Colosio was declared the PRI’s presidential candidate. He was seen as modern and progressive and his speeches attracted large, enthusiastic crowds. Colosio’s popularity was sealed with an address he gave that March in front of the Monument to the Mexican Revolution in Mexico City, in which he spoke of the country’s deep-rooted social problems. What grabbed the popular attention was that he did not stop there but, unusually, he went on to blame his own PRI ruling party for corruption and failing to prosecute well-connected offenders. ‘I see a Mexico that is hungry and with a thirst for justice, a Mexico of mistreated people . . . women and men afflicted by abuses of the authorities or by the arrogance of government offices people . . . I declare that I want to be the president of Mexico to lead a new stage of change in Mexico,’ proclaimed Colosio. It was a barnstorming, JFK-style performance that sealed his appeal with the voters, who had long suffered from corruption at every level of government, and the speech saw him lay down a direct challenge to Salinas and the PRI. Here was Colosio, a party man, accusing the president and his people, and promising a new, different PRI and a new, different Mexico.


However, while Colosio earned plaudits there was immediate speculation the party would not stand for his impudence, and that he would be replaced as the PRI candidate. The nation held its breath to see what the response would be. Then, seventeen days after his landmark speech, at 5 p.m., an hour after he began addressing a rally in the poor Tijuana neighbourhood of Lomas Taurinas, two shots rang out. Colosio had been hit in the head and stomach and he was rushed to Tijuana hospital where he died hours later. Mario Aburto Martinez, a twenty-two-year-old factory worker, was arrested at the scene and was hastily charged with murder and subsequently convicted and jailed for forty-two years. Aburto Martinez was a Jehovah’s Witness and it was claimed that by shooting Colosio he was seeking to publicize his pacifist views, which seems somewhat contradictory. The police were said to have found a notebook of Aburto Martinez’s containing sketches showing his spirt entering Colosio’s body.
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