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			To the hundreds of thousands of people in Mexico, Guatemala, Colombia, and other countries who lost their lives as their governments, at the demand of the United States, prosecuted a war that should have never been fought 

			 

			To all in those countries who have worked to give justice to the victims 

			 

			To all in those countries who worked to give their nations functioning institutions of governance, an endeavor which, in the face of the violence, money, corruption, and impunity arrayed against them, represented nothing short of a revolutionary act 

			 

			And in memory of Sebastian Montiel Quezada, the Mexican

		

	
		
			The Mexican’s indifference toward death is fostered by his indifference toward life. He views not only death but also life as non transcendent. . . . We kill because life—our own or another’s—is of no value. Life and death are inseparable, and when the former lacks meaning, the latter becomes equally meaningless. Mexican death is the mirror of Mexican life. And the Mexican shuts himself away and ignores both of them. 

			—Octavio Paz, El Laberinto de la Soledad

			 

			You can have everything. But it has a price.

			—Former hitman for Los Zetas drug cartel
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			Note on Names

			Following the Spanish custom, the surnames of most of the protagonists in this book are first presented containing both the paternal and maternal family names, thereafter using only the protagonist’s first name and paternal surname.
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			Prologue

			In the lingering chill of May you would see the faces staring back, haunting in their silence and mystery. Carlos Alberto Simental, seventeen years old. Fernando Tejeda Loya, thirty-nine years old. Kelvin Alvin Palomo Nava, twenty-two years old. Plastered to the front door of the morgue in Matamoros in the Mexican state of Tamaulipas, just across the Rio Grande (Río Bravo if you were Mexican) from Brownsville, Texas, the faces and names belonged to people who had disappeared in the state over the previous year. From inside the squat, gray structure of the morgue itself, a sickly whiff of human decay was unmistakable.

			The road they had disappeared from was Carretera Federal 101 (Mexican Federal Highway 101), which stretched from the state of San Luis Potosí through the Tamaulipas state capital of Ciudad Victoria to Matamoros, 198 miles to the north, hugging the Sierra Madre Oriental cordillera and passing through Mexico’s San Fernando Valley. The road had earned the rather more descriptive name la carretera de la muerte (Highway of Death) from the residents of Tamaulipas. At the time of my visit in early May 2011, Mexican authorities had exhumed more than 190 bodies from forty separate pits over the previous month, and the families of hundreds of missing people had offered DNA samples to help try to identify the dead. By the time the authorities finished digging, they would have 193 bodies. 

			Along with the other neologisms entering the Mexican vocabulary to describe the scorched-earth war Mexican president Felipe Calderón had been waging against the drug cartels since 2006 (and that the cartels had been waging against one another)—from narcocorridos (narco songs) to narcomantas (narco banners) to narcobloqueos (narco blockades)—another had been added: narcofosas (narco graves). It was believed that those in the morgue had been the victims of Los Zetas, a drug cartel made up largely of deserters from Mexican (and, increasingly, Guatemalan) Special Forces army units who had acted for years as the armed enforcers of the Gulf Cartel, a criminal organization born and bred in Matamoros with an illicit lineage stretching back decades. The Gulf Cartel was a regional anomaly among Mexico’s drug-trafficking organizations, almost all of which could trace their roots back to the Pacific Coast state of Sinaloa, its rugged landscape dotted with marijuana and poppy fields. It was the Gulf Cartel’s leaders that would facilitate the entrance into the drug trade of this highly trained and ritualistic group of killers, whose excesses even the cartel’s own brutal bosses could not have foreseen. 

			Since early 2010, the Gulf Cartel—so bold that they would wear flak jackets with the letters CDG (for Cártel del Golfo) emblazoned on the side—and Los Zetas had been fighting a bloody war of attrition for this slice of the border. To the west of Matamoros lay the Tamaulipas border city of Nuevo Laredo, and on the American side, Laredo, Texas. Laredo was the largest inland port along the US-Mexico border, boasting over $168 billion in legal imports and exports and, more to the point, approximately 3.5 million trucks crossing annually. From Laredo, one could drive all the way up to Minnesota on Interstate 35 and branch off into virtually any major highway in the United States, an appealing prospect for drug traffickers looking to supply America’s ravenous maw in its hunger for cocaine, marijuana, methamphetamine, and other drugs. 

			When it came to explaining the bodies in the pits, though, some said Los Zetas believed they had been seizing members of La Familia Michoacána, a rival drug gang from the southwestern state of Michoacán that Los Zetas had once trained and who, some said, had been covertly coming into the region by bus to help the Gulf Cartel battle their former allies. Others said Los Zetas had kidnapped people to swell their ranks and killed those who refused to work for them. Still others said Los Zetas had killed some of the missing merely for sport. One Mexican newspaper, El Informador, based in Mexico’s second largest city, Guadalajara, published a horrifying account from an alleged survivor of the killings. The survivor described how one of Los Zetas’ leaders, a former smuggler and car thief named Miguel Ángel Treviño Morales—born in Mexico but raised largely in Laredo and Dallas—beat a victim’s head with a wooden plank “until it was completely destroyed” before ordering kidnapped men to fight to the death, gladiator style, to determine who would join the group’s ranks. The account was replete with other stomach-churning details of the murder of women and children who fell into the cartel’s clutches.

			It was hard to find anyone in Matamoros to ask about the graves, however, because, just before my taxi driver and I arrived at the morgue, a gun battle had erupted in the city when a group of Mexican marines had driven headlong into a convoy of startled cartel gunmen. Masked soldiers and police still raced up and down the street, their Xiuhcoatl (the word meant “turquoise-serpent” in the Nahuatl language) assault rifles poised menacingly at the ready. Near the morgue, black-clad policemen, their identities hidden under ski masks, set up checkpoints, while convoys of Mexican marines sped across the broad boulevards of Matamoros.

			“They recruit boys from thirteen to seventeen years old,” a university student from Matamoros, speaking in hushed tones about the cartels, had told me a day earlier as we had sat together outside on a low wall despite the breeze. “The police are also involved in this.” It was more or less common knowledge, now that Los Zetas had spun off on their own, that the Gulf Cartel was largely made up of former and active-duty Tamaulipas state police officers.

			 

			Like Brownsville—a beautiful, atmospheric old town, by far the loveliest along the Texas border—Matamoros, though a more ramshackle place with a rather bloody title, has considerable charm. (Its official name—Heroica Matamoros—means the Heroic Moor Killer, but in fact it came from a revolutionary Mexican priest, Mariano Matamoros.) On peaceful days around the Plaza Hidalgo, named after Miguel Hidalgo y Costilla, a priest and key leader of Mexico’s 1810 to 1821 War of Independence from Spain, one could sit in the Café Paris there and sip good coffee, served either lechero or americano, while watching families stroll through the plaza and the bootblacks and newspaper vendors—some, like the taxi drivers, halcones (literally “hawks,” but in practice lookouts or spies) for the cartel—ply their trade. A simple church, the Parroquia de Nuestra Senora del Refugio, sat on the opposite corner. The city also boasted a first-rate museum, the Museo de Arte Contemporáneo de Tamaulipas. For decades, and indeed for centuries for some, the same families had lived dual lives, crossing back and forth across the border at will, to work, to shop, to fall in love, to dream.

			But peaceful days were hard to come by in the Matamoros of today. The previous November, Antonio Ezequiel Cárdenas Guillén, better known by his nickname Tony Tormenta (Tony the Storm), had met his end in a gun battle with the Mexican military that raged throughout the city for many hours. Along with Jorge Eduardo “El Coss” Costilla Sánchez, a former Matamoros municipal police officer, Tony Tormenta had taken the reins of the Gulf Cartel after his brother, Osiel Cárdenas Guillén, was extradited to the United States in 2007. Though the Mexican government initially said that four gunmen, two marines, and a soldier had been killed in the assault that took down Tony Tormenta, Matamoros residents put the number of dead that day at closer to fifty.

			As I was sitting in a Mexican restaurant in Brownsville chatting with a friend of mine, a Mexican political scientist, she told me matter-of-factly that “the current levels of violence are changing the entire culture of the border region. [They] have escalated to unprecedented levels, and the new practices by killers are extreme and have never been observed in the past. How can someone justify to himself assassinating dozens of men, women, and children? The economic explanation is definitely an important one, but there must be more elements in these new and extreme forms of violence. A new culture and new beliefs are taking hold.”

			Her observations were anything but distant and academic. The university campus where she worked in Brownsville, just across the Rio Grande from Matamoros, has been struck on three separate occasions by bullets fired during confrontations on the Mexican side.

			“There is practically anarchy here,” a businessman from the nearby Tamaulipas city of Reynosa had told me, talking about the Tamaulipas border region. We chatted in his modest dwelling having driven through streets where buildings would suddenly spring up pockmarked and shredded by bullet holes. “Many people have abandoned their homes.” 

			Along with a new vocabulary, the violence was bringing with it an entirely new iconography. Strolling the streets of Brownsville at dusk that May, I found two images that I had seen often on both sides of the border gazing out at passersby from clothing shops and discount stores. The first was a visage of dapper, mustachioed solemnity: the face of Jesús Malverde. Often depicted today on T-shirts and baseball caps with marijuana leafs wreathing his face, Malverde was said to have been an outlaw from Sinaloa. The main shrine dedicated to Malverde—allegedly executed by authorities in about 1909 and revered as a quasi-saint by many in Mexico’s criminal underworld—is in the Sinaloan city of Culiacán, birthplace of the eponymous Cartel de Sinaloa (Sinaloa Cartel), then headed by Joaquín “El Chapo” Guzmán Loera, perhaps Mexico’s most famous drug trafficker.

			The other image was that of a hooded, scythe-wielding skeleton, Santa Muerte (Saint Death). Like Jesús Malverde, Santa Muerte had become an object of veneration among Mexico’s criminals, and shrines were frequently found in drug stash houses on both sides of the border. Altars to La Flaca (“The Skinny Lady”) adorned the roadsides of northern Mexico where the narcos proliferated. 

			A few months earlier, I had found myself in the Mexico City barrio of Tepito, a rough-hewn place with an evil reputation despite its importance in the history of both Mexico City and the country as a whole. In its present incarnation, Tepito serves as a clearinghouse with a seemingly endless open-air bazaar of contraband goods for sale. During Aztec times it had been an important area of the indigenous capital of Tenochtitlan, reselling beans and corn discarded by Aztec nobility to people of more humble means. It has been a place where outsiders often looked for Mexico at its rawest (the most iconic work of the American anthropologist Oscar Lewis, his book The Children of Sanchez, was written about a Tepito family and published in 1961).

			It has also been a place where residents of Mexico City have sought to sate their desires, whether for a bit of stolen merchandise, a gun, or plentiful drugs (Natasha Fuentes Lemus, the daughter of the great Mexican novelist Carlos Fuentes, died in the neighborhood in August 2005 of a rumored drug overdose). Tepito also hosts the main shrine in Mexico to Santa Muerte, and I watched one afternoon as worshippers there prayed and offered candles to an actual skeleton in a wedding dress protected behind a thick pane of glass.

			I had first become aware of the violence ripping Mexico apart during the summer of 2008 in Guatemala, a country immediately to Mexico’s south where I had been reporting on and off since 2003, and which, along with Haiti and the Democratic Republic of Congo, had become one of my areas of focus. My girlfriend at the time and I were near the end of an isthmus-long trip from Panama to Belize when, upon passing through Guatemala, I decided to detour from sailing down the scenic Rio Dulce to visit Morales, a town of fifty thousand in the heartland of the country’s cattle-raising and farming industries. More infamously, Morales had also become an epicenter of Guatemala’s booming trade as a drug transshipment point, as a country boasting both Caribbean and Pacific coastline, vast swaths of little-patrolled jungle, and a 541-mile border with Mexico would inevitably become.

			In March of that year, Juan “Juancho” José León Ardón, a local drug lord and would-be patron of the Unidad Nacional de la Esperanza (UNE) party of then-president of Guatemala Álvaro Colom, had met his bloody end along with ten other men in a wild shootout at the La Laguna spa in neighboring Zacapa State, cut down by a group of Zetas. Guatemalan police later recovered sixteen semiautomatic AR-15 assault rifles and an M-16. Along with the body of Juancho—who had fled a Mexican prison in 2001—and several of his bodyguards were found the bodies of two Mexican nationals. Among the Zetas blazing away in Guatemala that day was Daniel Pérez Rojas, alias El Cachetes (Cheeks), who had once been one of the bodyguards for Osiel Cárdenas. 

			It was said that Los Zetas had made their first appearance in the country a few years earlier, invited in as Gulf Cartel emissaries by another Guatemala drug lord, Juan Alberto “Chamalé” Ortíz López, who ran a narco empire on the other side of the country in the department of San Marcos, which boasted both a Pacific coast and a little-patrolled border with Mexico. Chamalé himself was believed to have had a close relationship with Obdulio Solórzano, a UNE deputy from the Pacific Coast department of Escuintla who had served in Guatemala’s congress until that year and sat on the executive committee of the party.

			Juancho had been a heavy cocaine user and drinker himself, and had gotten his start in cattle rustling in the early 1990s before moving on to drug trafficking and stealing drug shipments passing through the region. People told me that he had been attacked by at least thirty men that day, something virtually unheard of since Guatemala’s long civil war officially ended in 1996.

			Visiting Morales was a surreal experience. Men descending from pickup trucks and sport utility vehicles with blacked-out windows sported visible Glock pistols and Uzi submachine guns. Sprawling and curiously empty new luxury hotels dotted the dusty streets. A resident told me that the local body count there usually numbered well over a dozen a week.

			“There has been a great increase in violence in the area in the last several months, which would suggest that a turf war was going on,” a religious leader working in the region since the late 1980s told me. “Weekends here are dangerous.”

			When I met him in the capital Guatemala City during the same visit, I found Frank LaRue, a veteran Guatemalan human rights advocate and head of the Guatemalan civil society organization Instituto Demos, in a state of some agitation as he envisioned what Juancho’s death signified for Guatemala.

			“Guatemala is already a weak, almost nonexistent, state that does not guarantee security or justice or health or education,” he told me as his staff shuffled boxes around the organization’s new office, which was located in a house that had been LaRue’s former boyhood home. “If the cartels from Mexico begin to move down and Guatemala completely collapses into their hands, then you will have a real problem.”

			LaRue, who had survived numerous military dictatorships in Guatemala and would go on to be appointed Special Rapporteur on freedom of opinion and expression by the United Nations, didn’t know it at the time, but he was painting an exact picture of the future.

			Mexico’s future.

		

	
		
			
			Chapter One

			The Frontier

			Birth (and Death) of a Nation

			The state of  Tamaulipas hugs the Rio Grande in a narrow line that includes two major industrial cities—Nuevo Laredo and Reynosa—as well as the smaller Matamoros, in some ways the aging dowager economically but, as noted, certainly the most charming of the three. As the western border of the state dips south, the Sierra Madre Oriental mountain range eventually rises along its border with the state of Nuevo León, while as one travels east the land eventually flattens out to pastureland dotted with various strains of cactus. Once the Rio Grande arrives at the ocean a few miles east of Matamoros, on its eastern fringes Tamaulipas then descends languidly south along the Gulf of Mexico. It encompasses the conjoined port cities of Tampico and Ciudad Madero (which many Mexicans regard as a single entity) before ending at the border with the state of Veracruz, its eponymous port the chief entry point for thousands of African slaves brought in to Mexico between the 1500s and early 1800s.

			The exact meaning of the word Tamaulipas remains the subject of some debate even today. Many agree that “tam” comes from an Huastec indigenous word meaning “place where” while some suggest that “holipa” means “pray a lot,” thus making Tamaulipas “the place where people pray a lot.” The state was originally an area inhabited by the aforementioned Huastec people, who existed more or less independently until their defeat by the Aztec emperor Montezuma in the mid-1400s. To this day, the region where the present-day states of Tamaulipas, Veracruz, Puebla, Hidalgo, San Luis Potosí, Querétaro, and Guanajuato intersect is referred to as La Huasteca, and is well known throughout Mexico for its distinctive music and dance. Like most of Mexico’s indigenous people, the Huastec fell under the dominion of the Spanish when the invading forces of Hernán Cortés captured the Aztec capital of Tenochtitlan (located in the heart of present-day Mexico City) in November 1519. 

			Spain would go on to rule Mexico for three hundred years as part of the sprawling Virreinato de Nueva España (Vice Royalty of New Spain), comprised of the European nation’s far-flung colonies. In September 1810, in the town of Dolores near Guanajuato, the Roman Catholic priest Miguel Hidalgo y Costilla issued a rousing call that crystalized the Mexican desire for independence from the Spanish crown in what would become El Grito de Dolores (The Cry of Dolores) or simply El Grito. A revolutionary struggle was born (Hidalgo was executed by the Spanish a short time later) and war raged until September 1821, when the pro-independence forces emerged victorious and the Spanish withdrew.

			The history of Mexico in the decades immediately after independence was one of nearly endless war and ceaseless intriguing both on the part of Mexico’s own political class and its foreign rivals.

			The military dictator Antonio López de Santa Anna would be Mexico’s president on eleven separate occasions between 1823 and 1847. When Texas declared itself independent from Mexico in 1836, Santa Anna personally led forces to quell the rebellion, an expedition that ended in disaster. Though Santa Anna’s forces triumphed at the famed Battle of the Alamo, they were eventually defeated and Santa Anna himself captured, resulting in the eventual loss of the entire territory of Texas to the United States.

			In 1838 an even more useless war, comically named the Guerra de los pasteles (The Pastry War) broke out, so-called for the looting of a French-owned pastry shop near Mexico City that France used as a pretext to invade the country via the Gulf Coast. This resulted in the capture of most of the Mexican navy at Veracruz, while Santa Anna emerged from brief retirement, led the resistance to the French, and resumed the presidency shortly thereafter. 

			The Mexican-American War raged between 1846 and 1848. It ended with the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, which would eventually result in a radical definition of the border between Mexico and the victorious United States and Mexico losing roughly half its national territory. The 1853 Gadsden Purchase would extend the United States, gobbling up even more Mexican territory. Between 1857 and 1861, Mexico witnessed the Guerra de Reforma (Reform War) between Liberal and Conservative forces, the former favoring a federalist government and a limited role for the Catholic Church and the latter wanting a dominant central state, possibly even a monarchy. In the middle of the Guerra de Reforma, the Liberal Benito Juárez, an indigenous Zapotec attorney from Oaxaca, became president.

			One of the most memorable figures from the period in Tamaulipas was a red-bearded hell-raiser named Juan Nepomuceno Cortina, and his life and career give a flavor for the convoluted, schizophrenic binational life along the border in the mid-1800s. Born the son of the town’s mayor of Camargo, Tamaulipas in May 1824 into a ranch-owning family, Cortina was raised largely in Matamoros, experienced Comanche raids in his youth, and fought on the Mexican side with irregular troops during the Mexican-American War. The Cortinas lost a considerable amount of family land holdings after the border changed following the conflict and Texas joining the United States in February 1846. Like many on both sides of the border after the war, Cortina reportedly turned to cattle rustling and other forms of banditry. Brownsville and Matamoros—interlinked communities at the time—were rapidly expanding, attracting fortune seekers from far and wide. One of them was Connecticut transplant Charles Stillman, who scooped up disputed land and became fabulously wealthy through various smuggling endeavors. After the Mexican defeat, a large number of Mexicans traveled north, living on the outskirts of Brownsville in squalid conditions, and often enduring rough treatment by Anglo and European Texans. They also fell under the sway of local competing—and often quite violent—Texas political factions that would pay and organize immigrants to (illegally) cast ballots in local elections. It was a rough life, buffeted by epidemics of cholera and yellow fever, made even more challenging by unscrupulous local politicos who organized mini-pogroms against Mexicans.

			In July 1859, Juan Cortina shot and wounded a Brownsville sheriff he had witnessed brutalizing an elderly Mexican man during an attempted arrest. The incident appeared to make Cortina throw caution to the wind and, in the early morning darkness of September 28, 1859, he attacked Brownsville with around seventy-five other gunmen, largely, some believe, to settle a score with a German immigrant named Adolphus Glavecke. Glavecke had married into the Cortina family, and Cortina blamed him for any number of transgressions, though both Cortina and Glavecke had been indicted by a Brownsville court for cattle rustling. At least five people, including an unarmed Mexican, were killed by Cortina’s men in the attack. 

			After the pleading of Matamoros politicians and businessmen fearful of the US response, Cortina abandoned the town two days later, shortly thereafter to issue a proclamation in which he stated “there is no need to fear” but rather that the raid had been “to chastise the villainy of our enemies” who had “connived with each other and form, so to speak, an inquisitorial lodge to persecute and rob us, without any cause, and for no other crime on our part than that of being of Mexican origin.” 

			Subsequently, residents of Brownsville “watched in awe as Mexican soldiers crossed the Rio Grande to Texas to protect United States citizens from an irregular army of Mexicans led by a man who considered himself a United States citizen and who had once been a member of the Matamoros militia that now came to protect his enemies.” Paramilitary forces were raised in Brownsville in due course, soon joined by a detachment of Texas Rangers led by John Salmon “Rip” Ford, a future Brownsville mayor. Local papers openly proclaimed the possibility of a race war. Thus began the Cortina Wars along the border, as they became known, and by the end of December “the whole county from Brownsville to Rio Grande City. . . . Had been laid to waste.” Cortina’s men suffered a withering defeat at Rio Grande City and eventually no less a personage than Robert E. Lee was sent to command the US Army and restore order. Cortina would later also fight the Confederate army during the US Civil War before opportunistically aligning with both sides in Mexico’s looming internal armed conflict.

			 

			As Cortina fought his war along the frontier, a “Second Mexican Empire” was sleazed into existence by France’s Napoleon III and Mexico’s own fabulously wealthy hacienda owners following an 1861 French-led invasion of the country. As its figurehead the French-allied forces chose Ferdinand Maximilian Joseph, an Austrian nobleman who became Maximilian I and who had previously taken as his bride Princess Charlotte of Belgium, who thus became Empress Carlota. Interestingly enough, Carlota was the sister of none other than Belgium’s King Leopold, who would spend the end of the nineteenth century and beginning of the twentieth turning the Congo into a mass grave of slave labor and exploitation. This European “emperor,” though, landed in Mexico, a country where Liberal forces and his Conservative supporters were already at one another’s throats and soon descended into open civil war. Benito Juárez was forced to decamp with his forces to Chihuahua, but Maximilian’s reign ended badly when he and two of his generals were executed by a firing squad in Querétaro in June 1867. Carlota had returned to Europe to ask for support for her husband before his execution and lived on for many years afterward, dying insane and never having been able to admit Maximilian’s death. Juárez would return as president in 1867 and serve until 1872, dying in office at the age of sixty-six. 

			From 1876 to 1911 the preeminent political personality in the country was Porfirio Díaz, who ruled the nation either directly as president or via weak proxies. Díaz was a complex figure, the son of a full-blooded Mixtec Indian from the southern state of Oaxaca and the nephew of the Oaxaca state bishop. During his long reign he would grow from a dashing, intense young revolutionary into a bushy-mustachioed and bemedaled dictator whose style of governance has been described as “tolerant . . . in religious matters and openly progressive in economic affairs . . . [but] completely illiberal politically.”

			The influence of the Díaz dictatorship on Mexico’s northern border led to an economy that was semifeudal, and always informed by its tense relations with its neighbor across the Rio Grande. Once a major point of cross-border trade, and an important export point for the Confederacy during the US Civil War, Matamoros gradually submerged under the shadow of Nuevo Laredo, some two hundred miles to the west. The Díaz-allied Tamaulipas Irrigation and Development Company controlled 4.6 million acres of Mexican land, the majority of it within Tamaulipas itself. Between 1900 and 1910, armed would-be American colonizers occupied large areas of Tamaulipas and several other states. By 1910, Tamaulipas was among the states (along with Chiapas and Guerrero far to the south) that the historian John Mason Hart characterized as an area where “conflicting forces of economic intrusion and traditional society were especially strong.”

			Jesús Malverde and Santa Muerte 

			In 1909, as the long Díaz era was drawing to a close, a legend began to emerge from the hills of the Pacific Coast state of Sinaloa about a generous bandit named Jesús Malverde, who helped the poor inhabitants of the state even as he preyed upon its corrupt wealthy classes. In a typical example of upside-down justice in the Mexican hinterlands, after being betrayed by the comrade he trusted most, Malverde was hanged from a tree by the government. Thereafter, pilgrims began making the journey to a pile of stones and pebbles outside of Culiacán that some believed to be his grave, asking for favors and leaving alms. It was said he provided. 

			Eventually, the state government bulldozed the site and put up the Sinaloa state government building on top of it. There is some symbolism in that. Although there is no evidence that Malverde actually existed, and many believe that he was in fact an amalgam of two distinct Sinaloa highwaymen active at the time, his faith continued to reverberate through the neglected, benighted Sinaloan countryside. Eventually, the site of his shrine was moved two blocks away from where it had originally stood.

			The origins of Santa Muerte were even older, with precursors of the present-day figure appearing only a hundred or so years after the first recorded vision of the Nahuatl-speaking Nuestra Señora de Guadalupe, better known in English as the Virgin of Guadalupe—the most celebrated Catholic icon in Mexico.

			Seeing her ghastly appearance and scythe, many non-Mexicans often make the mistake of associating Santa Muerte with the Grim Reaper, when in fact her origins are considerably more obscure. Some believe that Santa Muerte may be an adaptation of Mictecacihuatl, the Aztec goddess of the underworld; others contend that she comes from the belief system of the Purépecha, an indigenous people from northwestern Michoacán who were never conquered by the Aztecs. Still others draw a link between La Flaca and medieval Europe. The figure of El Rey San Pascual (The King San Pascual also known as San Pascualito or San Pascualito Muerte), a crown-topped skeleton, is said to be based on a vision of the clergyman Paschal Baylon that appeared during a plague in Guatemala in the 1650s. By the 1790s, mentions of Santa Muerte were appearing from central Mexican states such as Guanajuato in connection with the syncretic indigenous-Christian rituals of the Nahua people, and also in Querétaro. 

			Historically, however, the veneration of Santa Muerte has met with strong condemnation from the traditional Catholic Church. It has been called “a cult of crisis,” not exclusively the domain of criminals, but rather of those going through extremely difficult times. Santa Muerte was, though, all in all, a darker and more nihilistic take on the folk saint culture from which both it and Jesús Malverde emerged.

			Revolutionary Mexico 

			A miner’s strike in Sonora in June 1906 at Cananea—a town thirty-seven miles south of the Arizona border—took place at a copper mine owned by the US-based Anaconda Company, which controlled a staggering 350,000 acres in the state. At the mine, the workers had existed for years in a virtual state-within-a-state, with almost all materials and supplies imported from the United States and sold at US prices, despite the eroding value of Mexican currency during the US and European banking crises of the early 1900s. Demanding a shorter workday, better pay, and other changes, the striking miners were met with gunfire by the mine’s management. They responded in kind, battling security guards and local police for two days before Arizona Rangers raced across the border to the mining facility. The rebellion finally ended when some two thousand Mexican troops arrived. Estimates of those dead in the uprising ranged from thirty to a hundred Mexicans and four Americans. If Mexicans ever needed an illustration that their welfare was a mere afterthought to the political and economic machinations of their leader Porfirio Díaz in Mexico City, beholden as he was to foreign interests, Cananea provided a stark one, and it was recognized as such at the time.

			In 1910, Díaz snatched a likely electoral victory from Francisco I. Madero, a wealthy Coahuila businessman and politician, providing the final spark for what would become the Mexican Revolution. It was called a revolution, but it was in fact a multifront civil war consisting of various armies with overlapping and occasionally colliding agendas across a wide swath of the country. The struggle would produce some of the most colorful characters in Mexico’s dramatic history

			In the central state of Morelos, Emiliano Zapata, a mestizo of Nahua and Spanish ancestry from the village of Anenecuilco, had served as president of the village council, a local son whose family had farmed and raised livestock in the area for generations. He had witnessed firsthand the humiliations of the hacienda system, and soon was leading an irregular army in revolt, not only to support Madero but to enact broad social changes and land reform. These moves were anathema to the post-Díaz government of the slippery Coahuila politician-turned-president Venustiano Carranza. Zapata would be killed in April 1919 in an ambush by Carranza’s soldiers, preceding Farabundo Martí of El Salvador (1932) and Augusto César Sandino of Nicaragua (1934) into the pantheon of revolutionary leaders in the Americas snatched from their moment in history by scheming politicians.

			To the north, a Durango bandit named Pancho Villa, who had also known the sorrows of the hacienda, became a Maderist guerrilla leader there and in the state of Chihuahua. He would play a complex role in the tapestry of shifting political alliances in northern Mexico for the remainder of the war. At the same time, Villa became a well-known figure in the United States thanks to the writings of Americans such as the journalist John Reed (who would later pen a book about Villa, Insurgent Mexico) and Ambrose Bierce, who disappeared in Mexico after traveling with Villa’s forces in 1913. The United States actively supported Villa, despite his criminal past, until breaking with him in favor of Carranza in 1915, leading to a Villa-led attack on New Mexico and a US military expedition into Mexico against Villa commanded by John J. Pershing. Villa would later be killed under mysterious circumstances in Chihuahua in July 1923.

			After Díaz’s overthrow and exile (he would later die in Paris), Madero would serve as Mexico’s president from 1911 to 1913 when he was overthrown and later killed by forces loyal to the military officer Victoriano Huerta. Many Mexicans still look to this event as the theft of the promise that the revolution once held out. Revolution and usurpation continued for years after until General Álvaro Obregón assumed the presidency in December 1920.

			 

			The years in between Díaz’s abdication and the Obregón presidency were marked by violent confrontation with the United States. In Tamaulipas, bands of campesinos (peasants) invaded the US-controlled San Antonio de la Rusias hacienda and the Blaylock and La Palma colonies. In April 1914, the so-called Tampico Affair erupted when Huerta’s forces seized nine US sailors in the Tamaulipas port of the same name. This in turn led to the American occupation of Veracruz that same month, an operation in which several hundred people would die and which was conducted in large part because Mexican authorities refused to honor US admiral Henry T. Mayo with a twenty-one-gun salute and hoist the US flag on Mexican soil after the sailors’ return. US president Woodrow Wilson charged before Congress that “a series of incidents” in Mexico necessitated the use of “the armed forces of the United States in such ways and to such an extent as may be necessary to obtain from General Huerta and adherents the fullest recognition of the rights and dignity of the United States, even amidst the distressing conditions that now unhappily obtaining in Mexico.” The United States, whose invading forces would include in their ranks a then-young captain named Douglas MacArthur, would occupy Veracruz for six months.

			The postrevolutionary peace was short-lived, as the fervently secular and anti-theocratic president Plutarco Elías Calles presided over the Cristero War (La Cristiada), a pro–Catholic Church and antigovernment rebellion that erupted in western Mexico in late 1926. The war would eventually engulf thirteen states until the last flames of insurrection were put out two and half years later. It was a savage conflict during which peasant Catholic zealots were hung from trees and alongside railroad tracks, then their villages burned for good measure (and some ninety priests were killed, as well). An estimated seventy thousand people would die in the conflict.

			 

			As Mexico experienced waves of violence, so did the United States, though for very different reasons. In December 1917, under pressure from such groups as the Anti-Saloon League and the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union, the US Congress passed the Eighteenth Amendment to the Constitution, which declared the production, transport, and sale of alcoholic beverages illegal. The amendment was then sent to the states to be ratified, a ratification that was certified in January 1919, and which took effect a year later, in January 1920. 

			The separate National Prohibition Act, commonly known as the Volstead Act, was enacted to give both the federal and state governments the power to enforce the the Eighteenth Amendment, and it became law on October 28, 1919. These two pieces of legislation became Prohibition, an effective national ban on alcohol that would last until 1933. During the thirteen years of Prohibition, millions of ordinary Americans would be turned into criminals because of a substance they chose to put into their own bodies, and the power and reach of organized crime in the United States would grow exponentially.

			Almost from the start, Prohibition was a disaster. Throughout the United States, regional organized crime syndicates swooped in to provide a thirsty public with the libations they craved, and in addition to illegal homemade stills, now-illegal liquor flooded into the country, south from Canada, north from Mexico, and aboard “rum-runners” plying the Straits of Florida from Cuba and west toward Florida, Georgia, and elsewhere from the Bahamas. In Chicago the so-called Chicago Outfit of Italian-American Johnny Torrio was assisted and later superseded by his deputy Al Capone. The Chicago Outfit warred against the North Side Gang of the Irish-American Dean O’Banion, culminating in 1928’s Saint Valentine’s Day Massacre, which left seven men dead inside of a Chicago garage, photos of their blood-soaked corpses splashed across the nation’s newspaper pages. 

			In Detroit, Abe Bernstein ran The Purple Gang, a mostly Jewish organization, while in New York, Arnold “The Brain” Rothstein ran a large section of illegal liquor activity until his 1928 murder, when his acolytes Meyer Lansky, Charles “Lucky” Luciano, and others would come to the fore. On the payroll of these criminal organizations were thousands of policemen, customs agents, border personnel, and local, state, and federal officials, all of whom were either corrupted by the fantastic wealth that supplying an illegal, in-demand market created or intimidated into silence by the great violence and impunity with which the criminal organizations were able to operate in such an environment. The ban on alcohol was regularly flouted by government officials, including those in both houses of Congress, who kept on drinking right through it. Finally, in 1933, US president Franklin Delano Roosevelt oversaw the repeal of Prohibition, and the citizens of a thirsty nation legally blew the foam off a glass of suds—some for the first time ever.

			The Rise of the PRI

			In Mexico City, meanwhile, the revolution’s victory had resulted in a squabbling for the spoils in search of a uniting theme or figure. Plutarco Elías Calles served as president from December 1924 to November 1928, and it had fallen to him to violently prosecute the Cristero War. He also attempted to create such a unifying party with his Partido Nacional Revolucionario (PNR). In 1938, Lázaro Cárdenas del Río, president from 1934 to 1940, changed the name of the party to the Partido de la Revolución Mexicana (PRM). The same year, Cárdenas nationalized Mexico’s petroleum reserves along with all the machinery that foreign oil companies had brought into Mexico, leading to the founding of the state oil company Petróleos Mexicanos (Pemex). 

			Under the presidency of Manuel Ávila Camacho (1940–1946), the PRM was dissolved and the Partido Revolucionario Institucional (Institutional Revolutionary Party or PRI) under its present name was born during his last year. Through populism, bribery, and political dark arts such as vote-rigging and intimidation, the party would govern the country without interruption for the next fifty-four years. A nationwide system whereby local political bosses, known as caciques or chieftains, ruled the states took hold. Though the country’s political culture was seemingly frozen in time during this era, its artistic culture underwent an unprecedented flowering. Artists such as Diego Rivera and Frida Kahlo would gain worldwide recognition throughout the 1930s, while Mexican writers such as Octavio Paz and Juan Rulfo decoded the Mexican identity even as they mythologized it. They paved the way for what today remains one of the most vibrant and diverse intellectual milieus in the Americas. Gazing around at the Mexican political system put in place after the revolution, Paz would conclude that governance in Mexico had always been marked by “the thread of domination,” and in this sense “the Spanish viceroys and the Mexican presidents are the successors of the Aztec rulers.” 

			 

			Into this firmament, in 1915, had been born Juan Nepomuceno Guerra. Sharing a name with the storied Juan Cortina, Guerra came of age as a farm boy on his father’s Tamaulipas ranch during the Great Depression, and by his teens was believed to be involved in smuggling operations between the United States and Mexico.

			By the time the PRI was solidifying its control over Mexico, Juan Guerra was solidifying his control over Tamaulipas. He ran a nightclub, The Matamoros Cafe, and was a familiar figure around Matamoros, dressed in a Stetson hat and holding court behind the darkened glass doors of the Piedras Negras Restaurant, the walls adorned with pictures of horses from his five-hundred-acre ranch, El Tlahuachal. He reportedly killed his first wife in a fit of jealous rage in the 1950s, and later married a woman from Tampico with whom he had three sons. His thuggery did not confine itself to his personal relationships. In April 1960, Pancho Villa’s son, Colonel Octavio Villa Coss, was gunned down in Matamoros shortly after seizing a shipment of contraband coffee (and allegedly refusing a bribe to return it). Guerra’s bodyguard and chauffeur confessed to the crime, claiming Villa was plotting to kill their boss.

			Despite the oft-repeated observation of the Peruvian author Mario Vargas Llosa that the PRI represented the “perfect dictatorship,” the party maintained power through the use of sometimes extreme violence. Though his thick-rimmed glasses gave him a rather bookish appearance, Gustavo Díaz Ordaz’s term as president (1964–1970) was marked by often brutal authoritarianism even as Mexico saw its economy grow and diversify.

			A disturbance that began when police beat a group of high school students in Mexico City in July 1968 snowballed into a major mass student uprising in the capital, culminating in the appalling Tlatelolco massacre that October in the capital’s Plaza de las Tres Culturas. Soldiers gunned down unarmed civilian demonstrators in an attack that one journalist said was worse than anything he had witnessed in the Middle East or Vietnam. At least forty-two people were killed, though the full death toll may have been much higher. Outraged, Octavio Paz, then Mexico’s ambassador to India, resigned in protest. One week later, Mexico City hosted the Olympics. During the presidency of Luis Echeverría that followed, in June 1971, Mexico witnessed El Halconazo (the Corpus Christi Massacre), where government provocateurs in the capital again attacked student demonstrators (a security official later said the intent had been to intimidate recently released student leaders from the 1968 protests). Some estimates concluded that over one hundred people were killed in the assault.

			There were movements against the PRI’s brutal hegemony, particularly in the mountainous state of Guerrero that skirted the Pacific Ocean. One schoolteacher, Genaro Vázquez Rojas, helped found the Asociación Cívica Nacional Revolucionaria (ACNR) before his death at the hands of the army in 1972. Starting in 1967, a Guerrero teacher named Lucio Cabañas Barrientos led the Partido de los Pobres (PdlP) in the state, losing his life at the hands of Mexican troops in 1974 after he kidnapped then-senator and future governor of Guerrero State Rubén Figueroa Figueroa. To stifle such rebellions from taking hold, the PRI employed the Dirección Federal de Seguridad (DFS) from 1978 until 1982 under the command of Miguel Nazar Haro, as well as the Brigada Blanca, a paramilitary force (death squad would be more accurate) made up “of military and selected elements from various state and federal police forces” that killed, tortured, and “disappeared” Mexican citizens under the name of stopping guerrilla movements. At least seven hundred Mexicans were the victims of enforced disappearances by state security agencies during this period. One army general alone, Mario Arturo Acosta Chaparro, was accused of involvement in at least 143 disappearances.

			On a less violent note, the Partido Acción Nacional (National Action Party or PAN), had been founded in 1939 by Chihuahua native Manuel Gómez Morín, the Michoacán politician Luis Calderón Vega, and other conservatives in the wake of their defeat in the Cristero War. The PAN sent its first federal deputies to congress in 1946, but their role as opposition for many years was largely symbolic. For the good of the country, the PRI said it would never allow the opposition to win a national election. It was a practice that some PRI politicians, including José Francisco Ruiz Massieu, who would serve as the PRI’s governor of Guerrero from 1987 to 1993, referred to as “patriotic fraud.”

			The PRI was aided in its quest to retain power by a company with its roots in Tamaulipas. Emilio Azcárraga Vidaurreta had built the acquisition of a few regional radio stations around the Monterrey area in the 1930s into Mexico’s first national television station, Canal 2, in 1951, and then eventually into dozens of media concerns. Upon Azcárraga’s death in 1973, this hive of information and industry was eventually passed to Azcárraga’s Texas-born son, Emilio Azcárraga Milmo, who became known as El Tigre and dubbed the whole enterprise Televisa. As much as any other figure, the younger Azcárraga came to exemplify the incestuous relationship between the PRI and the media.

			The Birth of the Drug War

			Apparently unbothered by the PRI’s fraud and brutality, the United States, much as it had with alcohol in the 1920s, developed a fixation on the problem of illegal drugs. This was a subject on which it would inevitably have to interact with the Mexican government. 

			In June 1971, US president Richard Nixon, whose Comprehensive Drug Abuse Prevention and Control Act of 1970 is still viewed as the foundation for modern US drug policy, delivered his Special Message to the Congress on Drug Abuse Prevention and Control. Not surprisingly for a man waging a merciless war in Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos, he reached for military metaphors: 

			 

			In our history we have faced great difficulties again and again. Wars and depressions and divisions among our people have tested our will as a people—and we have prevailed. We have fought together in war, we have worked together in hard times, and we have reached out to each other in division—to close the gaps between our people and keep America whole. The threat of narcotics among our people . . . comes quietly into homes and destroys children, it moves into neighborhoods and breaks the fiber of community. . . . The magnitude of the problem, the national and international implications of the problem, and the limited capacities of States and cities to deal with the problem all reinforce the conclusion that coordination of this effort must take place at the highest levels of the Federal Government. 

			 

			Nixon announced the creation of the Special Action Office of Drug Abuse Prevention, and stated that a psychiatrist, Jerome Jaffe, would lead it. Jaffe thus became the first in a long line of what would become colloquially known as “drug czars” in the United States, responsible for overseeing the US government’s battle against illegal drugs. In 1989, these tasks would fall under the aegis of the newly created Office of National Drug Control Policy, which remains in place to this day. The War on Drugs, as it became known in the United States, had begun. 

			It first arrived in Mexico in the area where the states of Sinaloa, Durango, and Chihuahua intersect. In this wild, mountainous part of Mexico dubbed the Golden Triangle, marijuana and opium had been cultivated in abundance for decades. During the mid-1970s, the Mexican government flooded the states with at least ten thousand soldiers under the command of General José Hernández Toledo during what was dubbed Operación Cóndor, ostensibly to destroy the region’s drug-producing capacity. The fact that Hernández had been one of the officers in charge during the 1968 student massacre made him perhaps not the best choice for such an assignment, but such legal niceties appeared of little concern to PRI president José López Portillo. Despite the arrest and torture of hundreds of people and the destruction of tons of marijuana and other drugs, drug trafficking did not, as Hernández had predicted it would, end in six months. 

			Not a single major drug trafficker was arrested. In fact, many of them simply moved their operations to other states before resuming business. Thousands of campesinos were driven from their small plots of land into the cities, and even years later many once-thriving communities remain little more than hamlets. It was an early glimpse of the essential futility—and humanitarian cost—of the drug war. It was also during this era that the Sinaloan folk saint Jesús Malverde, to whom homage had been paid in the region since the early part of the century, became identified with the drug trade and, incorrectly, dubbed a “narcosaint.” In fact, the drug traffickers had simply been continuing local religious traditions that had long predated their bloody business.

			There were precursors during this era of the violence that would come later. Pedro Avilés Pérez, a Sinaloa narco, achieved some level of fame for his drug-trafficking exploits before being killed by Mexican police in 1978. Pablo Acosta Villarreal, a US citizen whose father was born in the Texas town of Terlingua, carved out a drug-trafficking fiefdom in the dusty Chihuahua town of Ojinaga, just across the border from Presidio, Texas, until he too was killed in April 1987. Miguel Ángel Félix Gallardo, born in the Sinaloa capital of Culiacán in 1946, would form what would become the Guadalajara Cartel (named after Mexico’s second largest city in the neighboring state of Jalisco) with three other Sinaloa natives: Rafael Caro Quintero, Ernesto “Don Neto” Fonseca Carrillo, and Juan José “El Azul” Esparragoza Moreno. (One of Pablo Acosta’s main partners had in fact been Amado Carrillo Fuentes, the nephew of Ernesto Fonseca Carrillo.) It is believed that the cartel formally started operating around 1982. 

			The cartels would sometimes step out of line—such as with the February 1985 abduction, torture, and murder of Mexican-American DEA agent Enrique “Kiki” Camarena—but in the main, the agreement between the narcos, the PRI, and the security services held more or less intact. (An October 2013 article in Mexico’s Proceso magazine would later claim that Camarena was in fact killed on the orders of the CIA after stumbling on the agency’s use of Mexican narcos to funnel drug profits to Nicaragua’s Contra rebels, then working to oust the leftist Sandinista government.)

			One important organ of PRI’s internal control of Mexico was the aforementioned DFS, which from 1947 until 1985 exercised vast and little-­regulated powers that bled across the divisions between law enforcement and political enforcers. During the presidency of the PRI’s Miguel de la Madrid Hurtado (1982–1988), the links between the DFS and the drug-trafficking organizations deepened significantly.

			It was a symbiotic relationship that the US government nevertheless seemed content to turn a blind eye to, no matter how much it pointed to the futility of its own mission to eradicate drugs. 

			Speaking at a ceremony in the Rose Garden at the White House in June 1982, US president Ronald Reagan reached far enough back into history to evoke the Battle of Verdun in World War I, saying that “we’re taking down the surrender flag that has flown over so many drug efforts; we’re running up a battle flag.” One could wonder how such rhetoric sounded to the residents of such US cities as Miami, Florida, which, despite an ever increasing militarization of the antidrug effort over the previous decade, had the highest murder rate of any city in the world the previous year. In the wake of the cocaine overdose death of the young basketball star Len Bias, the Reagan administration would also pass the Anti-Drug Abuse Act of 1986, which enshrined in federal law mandatory minimum sentences for drug offenses that had been jettisoned over fifteen years previously. When applied to offenses for crack cocaine (as opposed to the more expensive powder cocaine), the act subjected “people who are low-level participants to the same or harsher sentences as major dealers.” Over a two-decade period, African Americans, who made up 15 percent of America’s drug users, accounted for a staggering 74 percent of those sentenced to prison for drug offenses.

			 

			By the early 1980s, Juan García Ábrego, Juan Guerra’s burly, mercurial Texas-born nephew, had been smuggling large quantities of marijuana into the United States for a decade. Ábrego was becoming an ever more prominent force in his uncle’s Matamoros criminal organization, just as Colombian drug traffickers were looking for new routes to the United States after violence in Miami brought a massive law enforcement presence upon their old home there. 

			García Ábrego himself was no stranger to violence, despite his incongruously cheery nickname of El Muñeco (The Doll). One of his chief lieutenants, Oscar “El Profe” López Olivares (so known because of his stint as a rural schoolteacher), shot and wounded a rival drug trafficker named Casimiro “El Cacho” Espinoza in 1984. Espinoza survived but, in a notorious incident, a dozen of Ábrego’s gunmen raided the Clinica Raya in Matamoros where Espinoza was recovering, spraying the rooms with gunfire and killing five people. Espinoza survived that attack as well, only to die of his wounds in a Monterrey hospital a short time later. López Olivares would later flee to the United States where he would cooperate with US officials and declare that in Mexico “drug trafficking—and this must be understood—is a government-run issue.”

			In addition to his propensity for violence, García Ábrego’s web of corruption was extensive. Guillermo González Calderóni, one of the main commanders of Policía Judicial Federal (PJF) during the 1980s, was reportedly on Juan García Ábrego’s payroll and amassed a fortune estimated at $400 million. Calderóni would eventually flee Mexico, become a DEA informant, and be murdered in McAllen, Texas, in 1993. Government prosecutors Octavio Porte Petit and Miguel Aldana Ibarra, the director for the Mexican division of Interpol, were also reported to be on the cartel’s payroll. García Ábrego’s cousin Francisco Pérez would later tell of delivering $500,000 to Javier Coello Trejo, Mexico’s deputy attorney general from 1988 to 1990. Coello Trejo was demoted in 1990, allegedly because of abuses committed by police under his command. No mention was made of drug trafficking. 

			Warning Signs

			The July 1988 presidential election in Mexico represented perhaps the gravest challenge yet to the PRI’s political hegemony. The PRI candidate was Carlos Salinas de Gortari, a nimble-minded public administrator who, like many Mexican politicians of his generation, had gone to university abroad, in his case to Harvard. Salinas’s opponents were formidable: Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas, a PRI luminary turned dissident (and son of former president Lázaro Cárdenas) who ran at the head of the left-wing Frente Democrático Nacional coalition, and the Sinaloa PAN leader Manuel Clouthier. When initial election night returns from around the capital showed Cárdenas running well ahead, a mysterious “computer crash” of the machines tabulating the votes was announced by the government, after which Salinas was declared the victor. Years later, Miguel de la Madrid, who had been president at the time, would admit what many had suspected all along, that the computer crash was a lie cooked up by the PRI and that Salinas had been fraudulently elected. It was a testimony to just how deeply the PRI was distrusted that, when Manuel Clouthier died in a mysterious car accident a little over a year later, many saw the hand of the Salinas government in his death.

			Their concerns were not without basis in fact. The bent PJF commander Guillermo González Calderóni would later claim that, four days before the vote, García Ábrego had ordered the murders of Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas’s advisers Francisco Xavier Ovando and Román Gil Heraldez. The US government was happy to ignore all of this, given Salinas’s lively personality and decidedly warm words toward the United States. The Americans did this even as, after years of propping him up, they ousted Panamanian dictator Manuel Noriega from power when his involvement in the drug trade allegedly became too obvious even for the dark hand of America’s intelligence services to cover up any longer, though they had been content to tolerate such activity in the past. 

			To say that US policy toward drug trafficking during this period was schizophrenic—demanding scorched-earth eradication policies while actively collaborating with known traffickers to achieve political goals—would be an understatement. 

			In December 1988, a report by a US Senate subcommittee chaired by then–Massachusetts senator (and future Democratic Party presidential candidate and secretary of state) John Kerry concluded that senior officials in the Reagan administration, including National Security Council employee Oliver North, had turned a blind eye to drug trafficking by Contra rebels working to violently overthrow the leftist Sandinista government in Nicaragua. North and his colleagues even went so far as to leak information to traffickers about DEA operations that put agents’ lives at risk.

			 

			As the PRI were anointing their new leader, however, the reputation of Matamoros as a louche respite for day-tripping and spring-breaking gringos came crashing to the ground. In March 1989, a college student from the University of Texas at Austin named Mark J. Kilroy disappeared near the bridge connecting Brownsville and Matamoros. A month later, officials discovered Kilroy’s body, along with those of eleven other murder victims, at a ranch in the Tamaulipas countryside after having found “a bloodstained altar with clothing and pictures of small children in a vacant house” in Matamoros. Kilroy had been abducted and sacrificed by a drug-gang-turned-cult led by Miami-born Cuban-American Adolfo de Jesús Constanzo. The gang had killed Kilroy and others “for protection” one member said. De Jesús had been aided by a Matamoros native and former honor student at Texas Southmost College, Sara María Aldrete Villareal, described as the “witch” of the organization. 

			Police later concluded that the cult killed as many as forty people. De Jesús was eventually slain during a police standoff in Mexico City, while Aldrete Villareal was arrested, convicted of several of the crimes on the ranch, and imprisoned. Though one of the culprits was not even Mexican, the bizarre, bloody nature of the crime led many to avoid Matamoros, and stick to the less lethal delights of South Padre Island on the Texas side of the border.

			It was a dark blot on the robust transformation the region had been undergoing since the mid-1980s, when the north of Mexico had begun asserting its independence from the vortex of power in the nation’s capital. The northern city of Monterrey, in the state of Nuevo León, boasted a roaring manufacturing sector and one of the most important universities in the country, the Instituto Tecnológico y de Estudios Superiores de Monterrey commonly referred to simply as Tec de Monterrey or just Tec. Large-scale protests had broken out in Ciudad Juárez and other parts of the country against the PRI’s rule, but were especially prevalent in the North. In Matamoros, Juan Guerra was aging. A 1984 stroke had left him mostly wheelchair-bound, partially paralyzed and without the full use of his left hand.

			Mexico was changing, and organized crime in Mexico would change along with it. 

		

	
		
			
			Chapter Two

			The Rise of the Gulf Cartel

			It is believed that Juan Guerra handed over daily running of the organization to Juan García Ábrego by 1987. In January of that year, Tomás Morlet Borquez, a former federal policeman turned drug trafficker, was killed along with Saúl Hernández at the Piedras Negras. Morlet had previously been arrested—and then released—in connection with the kidnapping and murder of DEA agent Enrique “Kiki” Camarena. To kill Morlet during a sit-down in Matamoros was indicative of García’s confrontational business style going forward. 

			While García Ábrego was creating the Gulf Cartel in Mexico, Colombia—the location of the main partners of Mexico’s burgeoning drug organizations—was convulsing with violence between traffickers and the state.

			By the early 1980s, a loose confederation of drug traffickers in Colombia’s second largest city, Medellín, had coalesced into what would eventually become known as the Medellín Cartel, including such traffickers as Pablo Escobar, Carlos Lehder, Gonzalo Rodríguez Gacha, and members of the Ochoa family. The traffickers’ capacity for violence was seemingly limitless, none more so than Escobar, who married narco wealth with political pretensions and even managed to get himself elected as an alternate representative to Colombia’s congress in 1982 (he was driven out when his drug connections became well known). Terrified of being extradited to the United States to face drug-trafficking charges, Escobar instead declared war on the Colombian state as the head of Los Extraditables, a group of drug traffickers whose slogan was “Better a grave in Colombia than a prison cell in the United States.”

			In April 1984, Escobar masterminded the murder of Colombia’s minister of justice, Rodrigo Lara Bonilla. In November 1985, members of the M-19 guerrillas working in tandem with Escobar stormed Colombia’s Palacio de Justicia in Bogotá, holding the nation’s Supreme Court hostage in a raid that, along with the heavy-handed response of security forces, would leave at least 120 people dead, including half of the Supreme Court. The leading contender for the nation’s presidency in 1989, the Liberal Party’s Luis Carlos Galán, was gunned down in the southern Bogotá working-class district of Soacha—supposedly on Escobar’s orders. Then, in November 1989, Escobar blew up Avianca Airlines Flight 203 as it took off from Bogotá en route to Cali, killing more than one hundred people. 

			With such a head-on assault on the very pillars of the Colombian state, Escobar could not hope to last. García Ábrego demonstrated great forethought in forming an alliance between his Matamoros criminal organization and the Cali Cartel, based in the tropical Colombian city of the same name. As Escobar engaged in a ruthless war of attrition with the Colombian government, the Cali Crtel assumed ever greater importance in facilitating the delivery of cocaine from South America to the United States. It is now widely assumed that the Cali Cartel was also among the chief funders of Los Pepes, a group whose name was derived from the phrase Perseguidos por Pablo Escobar (People persecuted by Pablo Escobar). The group was made up of former Escobar associates working in collusion with elements of the Colombian security forces, and their attacks against Escobar eventually resulted in the latter’s death in a hail of bullets on a Medellín rooftop in December 1993. The Cali Cartel was run in a less spectacularly violent fashion by the brothers Gilberto Rodríguez Orejuela and Miguel Rodríguez Orejuela, and their partner José Santacruz Londoño.

			It was the Cali Cartel that García Ábrego decided to do business with, and by 1989 his criminal enterprise was believed to be moving somewhere in the neighborhood of forty tons of cocaine into the United States annually. He had purchased large ranches south of Matamoros where planes from Colombia loaded with cocaine could land, and from where the cocaine could be smuggled across the border from Matamoros to Brownsville. From there it would go onward to Houston and then to distribution hubs in Los Angeles and New York. South of the border, meanwhile, the Gulf Cartel’s domain stretched from the Tamaulipas border towns of Matamoros, Reynosa, and Nuevo Laredo down to the state capital of Ciudad Victoria and the port of Tampico.

			Along with the rise of the power of Mexico’s drug-trafficking organizations and the attendant spread of organized crime, the border, always a place where the hand of the law had settled lightly, was becoming more deadly. In 1988, Héctor Félix Miranda, a journalist with Tijuana’s Zeta magazine who specialized in reporting corruption and drug trafficking, was murdered, allegedly by Victoriano Medina Moreno, a security guard employed by Jorge Hank Rhon, the son of a former mayor of Mexico City. The younger Rhon had grown fabulously wealthy through a chain of offtrack betting parlors and, some charged, links to the drug trade. Félix had frequently mocked him as “The Abominable Snowman” because of his supposed fondness for cocaine. The journalist had also once written that Rhon had laundered money at his Agua Caliente Racetrack. Despite the strenuous efforts of Félix’s partner at Zeta, Jesús Blancornelas, Rhon was never charged in connection with the crime. In 1989, Mexico created the Centro de Investigación y Seguridad Nacional (CISEN) under the command of the Interior Ministry, folding into its ranks the notoriously brutal (and compromised by drug trafficking) DFS. 

			Despite his boldness, however, Juan García Ábrego was not alone in his ambition.

			The majority of Mexico’s drug cartels can trace their roots back to the rough-hewn countryside of the state of Sinaloa, its hills dotted with marijuana and poppy fields. The godfather of large-scale Mexican drug trafficking was arguably Miguel Ángel Félix Gallardo, himself a Sinaloa native who—along with three partners—ran the organization that would become known as the Guadalajara Cartel until the fallout from the murder of DEA agent Enrique “Kiki” Camarena resulted in the arrest and imprisonment of Rafael Caro Quintero (jailed in April 1985), Ernesto “Don Neto” Fonseca Carrillo (also jailed in April 1985), and Juan José “El Azul” Esparragoza Moreno (jailed in 1986). Gallardo himself was arrested in 1989, but continued coordinating drug trafficking until he was transferred to the Centro Federal de Readaptación Social Número 1, known as Altiplano, in Mexico State in the 1990s. 

			After Félix Gallardo’s arrest in 1989, the Guadalajara Cartel split apart, with factions in his native state of Sinaloa, in Tijuana, and in Ciudad Juárez all forming their own criminal organizations. In Tijuana, Félix Gallardo’s nephews, the Arellano Félix brothers Eduardo Arellano Félix (thought by law enforcement to be the savviest of the lot), Ramón Arellano Félix (a violent, hulking bodybuilder), and Francisco Rafael Arellano Félix (the oldest of the brothers) formed their own cartel, which became known as the Tijuana Cartel. They were aided by Armando Martinez-Duarte, a Baja California police official who leaked information about law enforcement moves to target the cartel and helped to place corrupt individuals in positions of power within the police force.

			The faction based in Sinaloa would become known as the Sinaloa Cartel and would be led by former Gallardo deputy Joaquín Guzmán Loera, known as El Chapo or “Shorty” because of his diminutive stature, and Héctor Luis “El Güero” Palma Salazar, who had recently emerged after an eight-year stint in prison. To show their displeasure at what they believed to be an attempt to usurp their rightful place at the top of a family drug empire, the Arellano Félix gang colluded with a Venezuelan drug trafficker, Rafael Clavel, to seduce Palma’s wife, who was then murdered in San Francisco and a cooler containing her head delivered to Palma’s house. Clavel also hurled Mr. Palma’s two small children off a bridge in Venezuela before himself being murdered in a Venezuela prison.

			Meanwhile, in Ciudad Juárez, just across the Rio Grande from El Paso, Texas, a drug smuggling enterprise that had been largely created by a corrupt CISEN commander named Rafael Aguilar Guajardo was taken over by Ernesto Fonseca Carrillo’s nephew, Amado Carrillo Fuentes, when the latter arranged Aguilar’s 1993 murder (much as he had betrayed Pablo Acosta nearly a decade earlier). A native of the Sinaloan city of Guamúchil, Carrillo Fuentes was soon moving so much cocaine into Mexico in the hollowed-out bodies of cargo jets that he earned the nickname El Señor de Los Cielos (Lord of the Skies). Working with Carrillo Fuentes were his brother, Rodolfo Carrillo Fuentes, the Sinaloa-born trafficker Juan José “El Azul” Esparragoza Moreno (recently released from prison), and a mysterious, Durango-born trafficker named Ignacio Coronel Villarreal, aka Nacho Coronel. Mario Arturo Acosta Chaparro, the army general so lethal during Mexico’s war against leftist rebels and others in the 1970s, would at one point be arrested for protecting the cartel (he would be released after seven years when his conviction was overturned).

			After the murder of Héctor Palma’s family, a full-scale war erupted between the Sinaloa and Tijuana cartels, a struggle that Juan García Ábrego no doubt watched with glee from Matamoros. To buttress their forces, the Arellano Félix brothers increasingly employed gang members from Logan Heights, a traditionally Mexican-American neighborhood southeast of downtown San Diego, California. The leader of this posse of guns-for-hire from north of the border was David “Popeye” Barron Corona, a few years older than the rest and with a viciousness honed by several stints in prison. It was a typical example of cross-border criminal cooperation that would give lie to the oft-repeated (and thoroughly meaningless) charge that the United States was being “invaded” by Mexican criminals. Crime, as any 1920s bootlegger could have told US politicians decades earlier, respected no borders.

			In November 1992, Sinaloa Cartel gunmen—some said there were at least forty—tried to kill the Arellano Félix brothers at a Puerto Vallarta disco and failed, though six people perished in the ensuing shootout. To pay the favor back, Tijuana Cartel gunmen allegedly tried to ambush Chapo Guzmán at the Guadalajara airport, an attack that killed Guadalajara’s Catholic cardinal, Juan Jesús Posadas Ocampo. No definitive explanation has ever been offered for how the Tijuana hitmen, Chapo, and the cardinal all ended up at the same airport, at the same time, on the same day. The cardinal bore not even the slightest resemblance to the drug lord, but had served as bishop in Tijuana and had close ties to the Arellano Félix family. The Logan Heights boys scattered, some captured and tortured by Mexican authorities, some arrested in the United States, others vanished in the wind. Their leader, David Barron, as it happened, would later die in the November 1997 crossfire of a failed attempt to kill the publisher of Zeta magazine, Jesús Blancornelas, in Tijuana. The picture of Barron’s body slumped against a low wall, his gun still in his hand and a lake of blood issuing from his head, would become one of the iconic images of the Mexican drug war. Two months later, Chapo Guzmán would be arrested in Guatemala and deported back to Mexico. He would be convicted of drug trafficking and other offenses, and eventually held in Puente Grande maximum-security prison in Jalisco. Héctor Luis “El Güero” Palma Salazar would, for a time, elude capture.
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