

Chapter One

Born of Blood and Fire (1949– 1969)
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At five minutes before midday, on 1 December 1949, Hermilda de los Dolores Gaviria Berrío gives birth to her third child, a baby boy. The child’s father, Abel de Jesús Escobar Echeverri, now has three sons. Little can he or Doña Hermilda know that this tiny bundle in their arms will become the most feared man their country has ever seen: Pablo Escobar.

But the Colombia into which young Pablo is born is a land of fire and death. La Violencia, the brutal decade-long civil war that will claim the lives of hundreds of thousands, is raging, 20 months after the assassination of the leading Liberal Party candidate caused the country, and especially the rural poor, to take up arms against one another. On the very day that Pablo enters the world, peasant guerrillas seize the town of Puerto López, the country’s geographical centre. Pablo is born into the violence and trauma of his country, a fitting omen, a portent, of his life to come.

Young Pablo grows up in a lower-middle class family, but unshielded from the grim realities of a life without privilege in 1950s Colombia. His early years are spent on his father’s cattle ranch in El Tablazo, Rionegro, in eastern Antioquia. The violence that rages across the country initially spares the family, but hard work and 800 head of cattle count for little when illness decimates the entire herd, and Abel is declared bankrupt. The Escobars are forced to move to a town on the other side of Medellín, Titiribí.

Here, Pablo’s mother has secured work as a teacher. She even teaches the poorest kids in the neighbourhood for free on the weekends. But the family are far from rich themselves, they share a single bedroom in their small wooden house, with Pablo and the other children sleeping on a mattress on the floor. Life is a struggle, and there is often not enough food to go around. Pablo and his older brother Roberto must leave home at 4am if they are to be able to walk to their own school, come rain or shine, and get there on time.

One day Pablo is sent home from school for not wearing shoes. Doña Hermilda, despite herself, is compelled to steal a pair. Perhaps these were the famous first shoes of Pablo Escobar – believed to be none other than guayos, a pair of football boots. Wracked by guilt, Pablo’s mother scrimps and saves to be able to repay the debt.

It’s not the first crime in the family, nor the most significant – for Pablo’s grandfather was a bootlegger, infamous for smuggling his contraband liquor in the most ingenious of ways and for bribing his way out of trouble. Little could his parents know quite how much of these entrepreneurial criminal genes Pablo would inherit …

Well before Pablo turns ten, in the mid-1950s, La Violencia finally comes to his town. One night a violent mob – a large group of chusmeros, part of an army of peasant guerrillas – descend on Titiribí. The Escobars lock their front door and cower helplessly within as the men go from house to house, dragging out the occupants who they suspect of having opposing political views and killing them in the street, hacking them to death with machetes. Pablo’s parents can do nothing but try to keep their children quiet, and offer up silent prayers for their deliverance. Salvation comes in the unlikely form of their sturdy front door – which resists all attempts to batter it down. Eventually the mob gives up, sets a flaming torch to the wooden structure instead, and moves on. As the sounds of violence retreat, and the shouts and calls that signal the belated arrival of the Colombian Army instead ring out in the town, the family finally risk escaping from their burning home. Roberto carries young Pablo in his arms, through the puddles of blood that spread across dark streets littered with the smouldering bodies of the dead, where corpses hang from the few lampposts that line the way, and houses, their own included, burn to ash.

*

As soon as they are able, Abel and Hermilda send Pablo and Roberto to Medellín, to live with their grandmother. This busy, thrusting and industrial city, the capital of Antioquia, is home to around half a million people and is growing fast. Second only to the capital and seat of power (both political and economic) in Bogotá, its frantic pace and multitudinous anonymity reek of opportunity to the brothers, and it fast becomes Pablo’s spiritual home. Their parents eventually join their boys but, in contrast to his enraptured sons, Abel, an Antioquenian rancher at heart, hates it so much he moves back to the countryside to work on other people’s farms. He sends his paycheques back to the city, but never returns to live with his family.

It is in the unique environment of 1960s Medellín that Pablo comes of age. And it is here that he truly begins to display two key facets of his personality: his utter disdain for authority; and his joyful, exuberant, childish love of the sport that means more to the masses across the world than any other. Here, nestled high in the Aburrá Valley, in the ‘City of Eternal Spring’, the young Pablo Escobar takes his first steps as a Casanova, as a hoodlum, as an aspiring politico. And, here in Medellín, there is one passion of Pablo’s that is a constant: Association Football, soccer … el fútbol.

Pablo’s team is Atlético Nacional, a side born just two years before he was. Nicknamed Los Verdolagas – ‘the purslanes’, after the small succulent weed whose green colour adorns their shirts – they share their new 40,000 capacity, $10.5 million stadium, the Estadio Atanasio Girardot, built just a few years before Pablo’s arrival in Medellín, with rivals Deportivo Independiente Medellín. Inevitably, Roberto chooses to follow DIM, as they are known, the older of the two sides, both of whom are heavyweights in the Colombian top division. From this moment onwards, the brothers take every opportunity, come what may, to go to games at the Atanasio Girardot. For Pablo, this is the beginning of a lifelong obsession with Medellín football, with Colombian football. And it is an obsession that will bring victory and joy, but also defeat, death and dishonour. Pablo will deliver up to Medellín the greatest moment in their football history, only for his spectre to tarnish this unlikely victory forever. Likewise, his influence will bring Colombia closer than they could ever imagine to the greatest footballing glory attainable, only for his legacy to turn the opportunity into ashes. But, for now, football is new, is joyous.

The young Pablo and Roberto build wooden carts and race them through the streets. They stick down their neighbours’ doorbells with gum and run. But their favourite activity is street football. With the wealth required to buy a football but a distant dream, they make their own – rolling up whatever scraps of clothing they can scavenge into a ball and wrapping it tightly in a plastic bag. Whenever they can, they take to the dusty streets and kick their makeshift ball, acting out the latest Nacional and DIM rivalries, emulating their heroes from dawn ’til dusk, until the darkness descends and the limited streetlighting makes it impossible to continue.

But not everyone is so keen on these impromptu kickabouts in their streets, their neighbourhoods. Pablo and Roberto repeatedly run into the local police – who confiscate their homemade balls, ignoring their protests, and move them on in no uncertain terms. It’s more than enough to enrage the young Pablo, to stoke his simmering resentment of authority, his unshakeable belief in his inalienable rights. Soon the police are his enemy number one, and he convinces Roberto, and any other young boys who will listen, to throw stones at the patrol cars whenever they see them cruising the area’s streets.

Eventually young Pablo’s petulant rebellion comes to its inevitable conclusion. A thrown stone, a cracked cop car windshield, and the unerring extension of the long arm of the law. While the other kids flee to safety, Pablo is scooped up. Forced to spend a day in the local jail, he is unrepentant. When asked why he is attacking police vehicles, his answer, ‘we’re tired of these guys taking our balls’, could be a motto for his life to come.

While football is his love, Pablo harbours twin ambitions that run in tandem: money and power. He has two intertwined dreams that he not only hopes he can make come true, but that he fervently believes he will realize, and to which he devotes all the energies he is not expending on football (and the beginnings of an equally lifelong obsession with chasing pretty girls). These dreams? The fledgling ambitions of a young Pablo Escobar? To make a million dollars before he turns 22, and to become the President of Colombia. One he will achieve with aplomb, albeit not without breaking a plethora of laws, the pursuit of the other will lead to unprecedented death and destruction and bring a nation to its knees …

*

Then, in 1962, with Pablo on the cusp of his teenage years, Colombia take part in their first ever World Cup finals competition. They have qualified for the 16-team tournament, hosted by South American rivals Chile, thanks to a 1-0 home win over Peru in Bogotá and a 1-1 draw in the return leg, with the winner in the first game scored by Eusebio Escobar – no relation. A prolific goalscorer in the Colombian league, he would play for both Cali sides (Deportivo and América) and both Medellín teams (Atlético Nacional and Independiente Medellín) across his career, but this vital contribution will remain his only ever international goal.

Making their debut, Colombia are drawn from pot four into a group containing the Soviet Union, Yugoslavia and Uruguay. Interestingly, none of the four sides have a single overseas-based member in their squads. Of the 16 nations taking part only Spain, Switzerland, West Germany and England boast players who ply their trade outside their native country. Gerry Hitchens of Italy’s Internazionale is selected alongside the likes of Bobby Moore, Bobby Robson, Bobby Charlton, Jimmy Greaves and Roger Hunt. This England side will finish second to Hungary in their group, ahead of Argentina on goal average, but will lose to eventual champions Brazil in the first knockout stage, the quarter-finals.

An early penalty in Colombia’s first game is not enough as they fall to a narrow 2-1 defeat to South American rivals and 1950 champions Uruguay. But the second game, against the Soviet Union, is one for the ages: 3-0 down inside the first 12 minutes, and still 4-1 behind well into the second half, the Colombians somehow rally. Goals on 68 and 72 minutes bring them within a single strike of their first ever point in the FIFA World Cup. And, on 86 minutes, that glorious moment finally arrives as Marino Klinger, the Millonarios forward, levels the tie. A 4-4 draw with the team who will qualify top of the group is the first great moment for the national team on the world stage. But the joy is short-lived. Los Cafeteros bow out with a 5-0 humbling at the hands of eventual semi-finalists Yugoslavia, finishing bottom of group one. At home in Medellín he may not yet know it, but when Colombia does finally return to the competition some 28 years later it will owe more than a little to Pablo Emilio Escobar Gaviria’s influence.

For two teenage boys in the city, hormones raging, there is only one aim – to save enough cash to lose their virginity to one of the many local ladies of the night. The first time Pablo knows the feeling of having money in his pocket comes when, ever the entrepreneurs, he and big brother Roberto score a job delivering dentures from the factory where they are made to dentists’ offices around town. Cycling has become Roberto’s obsession, and he ropes Pablo in to making the deliveries by bicycle.

Roberto’s passion becomes a career. He begins to win races, and is called up as a member of Colombia’s national cycling team, earning himself the nickname El Osito, ‘the little bear’, the moniker given to him by a commentator unable to make out his true identity towards the end of a race as his entire face, bar the hollows of his eyes, was covered in mud. It is just as well for the family, and for Pablo, that his big brother is able to earn real money with his cycling, as in 1965 Doña Hermilda falls behind on her rent and they are threatened with eviction. It is Roberto’s salary as a professional cyclist that saves the day. Already Pablo can see the dangers, the unfairness, of poverty in Colombia. It is not something he plans to suffer any longer.

While Roberto is busy with his bikes, Pablo turns to more illicit ways to make money. Together with his cousin Gustavo, Pablo embarks on somewhat of a petty crime spree, as he learns the ways of the streets, the criminal ropes, and works his way up. From knocking over fruit carts then stealing the produce in the melee and selling it on himself, to stealing gravestones and shaving off their inscriptions to enable them to be re-sold, to flogging fake lottery tickets, he’ll do anything to earn a peso or two. But it’s not long before the crimes get more serious, the stakes, the risk and reward, much higher.

While still a schoolboy, Pablo is already tying his criminality to his particular sense of social justice. One day he takes aside his cousin Jaime to rail against the country’s inequalities, to bemoan the fact that no rich person in Colombia lifts a finger to help the poor. His solution? To steal from the rich. In 1960s Medellín one luxury item stood out most conspicuously as a marker of wealth – the motor car. And, just like that, Pablo becomes a car thief. He is calm under pressure, a young man with ice in his veins. Not only that, he is charismatic, more than capable of rallying support from the disaffected youth of his community. Initially he is not overtly violent, although he does not shy away from dishing out beatings if his grift, or those around him, are threatened, and it is only a brave or foolish man who crosses him. He is already becoming a criminal, and a leader of men, albeit on a small, and juvenile, scale.

Pablo’s increasingly nefarious activities eventually bring him to the attention of contraband kingpin Alvaro Prieto, and his life of crime accelerates. Embroiled in what becomes known as the Marlboro Wars, a violent and deadly struggle over control of Colombia’s most valuable smuggled cigarette, Pablo traffics and bribes his way to the top. Desperate to prove himself to his criminal mentor, and with the conflict reaching a bloody crescendo, Pablo soon finds his unofficial job description also necessitates increasing acts of violence and intimidation for Prieto, perhaps even culminating in his notching up of kills as one day his own sicarios will on his behalf. Pablo’s is a very different life from one that is just beginning in another part of Medellín …

In 1967 Andrés Escobar is born. His fate will ultimately become inextricably, and fatally, linked with that of his Antioquenian namesake Pablo. The two are not related, share no blood, in fact share very little of anything, at least for the next 20 years. For now, Andrés is raised in a much more affluent and genuinely middle-class family in the well-to-do Calasanz neighbourhood. As he grows up, Andrés is a good student, and a regular attendee at mass with his beloved mother. But it is her death, succumbing to el cancer aged only 52, that changes the young man’s life and puts him unwittingly on a collision course with Pablo Escobar. In his grief he turns all his energy to the one thing he and Pablo have in common: football. And, as a result, Colombian football will never be the same again …




Chapter Two

Love in the Time of Cholera (1970 – 1975)
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It is 1970, and Pablo Emilio Escobar Gaviria is now 20 and well on his way to becoming El Patrón, the Pablo Escobar the world will never forget. As this tumultuous decade unfurls, he will put down deep roots that will anchor not only his criminal enterprises but his heart – in the form of both family and football.

Meanwhile, although Los Cafeteros have failed to qualify for the 1970 World Cup in Mexico, football remains Colombia’s sporting obsession. The whole country is thrilled with the arrival of reigning world champions England, the top ranked side in the world who, having famously won the trophy on home soil at Wembley in 1966, arrive in South America to acclimatize and play their penultimate warm-up game before embarking on the defence of their title. For Alf Ramsey’s squad of touring Englishmen, Colombia is a distant, foreign land, and indeed no England football team has ever set foot there.

It is 18 May 1970, and England, and captain Bobby Moore in particular, are about to get a rude introduction to the complex combination of money, power and politics, and crime and corruption, that defines the modern Colombia, and that Pablo himself is busy navigating in Medellín. The team are staying at the Tequendama – the height of Bogotá opulence and sophistication and the very same place where, 23 years later, Pablo’s family are held under armed guard when they learn of his death. The England squad arrive at the hotel at around 4pm, straight from the airport, but their rooms are still being prepared, and so the group mill around in the lobby to chat and wait. The high-end hotel boasts a number of boutiques dotted around its perimeter, and Bobby Charlton wanders over to window-shop. Behind the glass display of the Fuego Verde (‘green fire’ – a reference to the emeralds for which Colombia, along with gold, coffee and soon cocaine, is famous) he spies a ring mounted with a glorious green stone that would make a fitting gift from his trip for his wife, and steps inside to ask the price. Bobby Moore follows his teammate, but the pair soon leave when Charlton baulks at the figure quoted by the young female shop assistant, Clara Padilla. Moments later the players are back chatting in the lobby when Padilla runs out, accusing them of theft. Soon the store owner, Danilo Rojas, appears and Moore is accused of stealing an 18-carat bracelet studded with a dozen diamonds and a dozen emeralds. The police officer stationed at the tourist office within the five-star hotel saunters over and takes the two Bobbies aside to question them. Eventually tensions simmer down, the players are all given the keys to their rooms and the episode appears closed. But appearances can be deceptive …

On Wednesday 20 May, kicking off at 9pm, Ramsey’s England make short work of their opposition on the pitch, outclassing La Selección Colombia 4-0. A glancing Martin Peters header after only 90 seconds takes the sting out of the home team and the crowd of 36,000 crammed into Bogotá’s Estadio El Campín, and he doubles the England lead with another close-range headed goal on 39 minutes. In the second half a pinpoint finish into the top corner from the edge of the box from Bobby Charlton, a goal which was to be his last in an England shirt, and a final nail in the coffin fourth shortly before full time – of all things a header from 5ft 5in Alan Ball – complete the rout. In truth, it is an exhibition game, with the Colombians flattering to deceive with pretty patterns to their passing but little or no penetration and no bite to their game – perhaps understandable given their lowly FIFA world ranking of 87, and the need for their opposition to remain unscathed before the start of the tournament. But this England squad will not, in fact, leave Colombia without incident.

For Rojas and Padilla have pressed charges with the Colombian police after all, and have announced as such to the British Embassy. The morning after the game, Moore is hauled in by the cops, made to give an official statement and is asked to demonstrate whether his fist is small enough to fit inside the gap in the cabinet in which the bracelet was alleged to have been on display. When his hand is deemed too big to have pilfered the item, he is let go. Case closed? Perhaps not …

The team fly to Quito, where they beat Ecuador 2-0. Undefeated, they are primed for their defence of the World Cup. But, back in Bogotá on a brief layover on their way to Panama, en route to Mexico, Moore is detained. Eventually the magistrate orders him to be held in a jail cell in a notorious prison in one of the most lawless parts of Bogotá. Eventually a compromise is reached, and he is placed under ‘house arrest’ back at the Tequendama. But with an active investigation open he is not permitted to leave with his teammates, and it is several days before he is finally able to further prove his innocence – by demonstrating that he could not have secreted the bracelet in his pocket, as the shop assistant had claimed, because his tracksuit didn’t have any! Days late, Moore arrives in Mexico to join his teammates. England’s defence of their title fails at the first knockout stage, and Brazil go on to win the tournament, but one story is never wrapped up – what really happened in the lobby of the Tequendama that day. Meanwhile, Pablo is a young man in love – with no inkling that it will not be too long before, just like Bobby Moore, he too will be under lock and key for the first time …

*

Pablo is 23 and living in Envigado, Medellín, when the most beautiful young girl, with a definite emphasis on young, in the La Paz neighbourhood comes to his attention. He is the young man known by the local ladies as ‘the guy with the motorbike’ – and he takes many of them for a ride on his red and white Vespa, bought for 3,500 pesos and paid in 300-peso monthly instalments. He hasn’t yet quit full-time education, and his dreams of power still include getting a law degree as a precursor to entering politics, with the ambition of one day becoming no less than president. But he has the airs and graces of a farm boy, with his rural paisa accent and his white woollen ruana (a traditional Antioquenian poncho). He is not in the same league as the barely teenage Victoria Eugenia Henao. Her family are one of the wealthiest in the neighbourhood, so much so that even though she is one of eight kids they can afford to send her to private school and pay for her private swimming and guitar lessons. She is everything he is not. But Pablo – who is only 5ft 5in and gets angry when his friends call him ‘midget’ or ‘shrimp’ – is nothing if not determined. In pursuit of love, as in ‘business’ and football, he will let nothing get in his way. He woos her for nigh on a year, encouraging her to sneak off and meet him at the local ice cream parlour, enlisting family friends as go-betweens, winning over her brother Mario, and showering her with increasingly ostentatious gifts.

His perseverance pays off, and the pair officially become boyfriend and girlfriend in May 1973. But Pablo is not expending all his energies on the girl he will always call ‘Tata’. He may be spending less time playing football these days, but if so it is only because his criminal career is really starting to take off. And watching football? Now that is a different matter.

In 1973 Pablo’s beloved Atlético Nacional win only their second league title, as they triumph over bitter rivals Millonarios of Bogotá and Deportivo Cali. The same year marks the inauguration of the USA’s Drug Enforcement Agency, the DEA, which is created by an executive order from President Richard Nixon. At this stage, the two events seem unrelated, but in fewer than 20 years’ time Atlético Nacional of Medellín and America’s DEA will be inextricably linked by one man: Pablo Escobar.

Meanwhile, Colombia is also bidding to host their first ever World Cup. Misael Pastrana Borrero, President of Colombia, welcomes a FIFA delegation to the country as part of the official bid for the 1986 edition of the tournament. Los Cafeteros have been in the footballing wilderness for 20 years, the one lone and unexpected high point in that time, the 1962 4-4 draw with the Soviet Union, now a distant memory. The reason stems from the weakness of the domestic league, which is due to finances, and politics. Before the outbreak of La Violencia the sport had benefitted from its hold over the populace and had been supported by those in politics, and in positions of power. After the end of the violence, and when Colombian football returned to the bosom of FIFA, the value of the sport as a political tool dwindled. So it would remain, until one man saw the potential that was being overlooked. You guessed it. Pablo Escobar. But for now, President Pastrana is busy regaling the delegates with slick and ambitious plans for the Colombia ’86 bid. Whatever he says, it clearly works as, despite not having a single stadium up to the requisite standards to stage a World Cup game, come 1974 Colombia has been awarded the hosting rights. The 1986 World Cup will be hosted by Colombia. Or will it?

1974 also marks a watershed moment for Pablo the aspiring crime boss. At a football match (where else?) he is introduced to Rafael Puente, another of Colombia’s major cigarette smugglers. Puente takes him under his wing, teaching him his secrets, the tools of the trade that will eventually help Pablo Escobar become the biggest trafficker the world has ever seen. He learns how to set up and utilize a network of caletas – secret hiding places in hollow walls and other discrete and unassuming locations where contraband, cash, weapons or anything else, even people, can be stashed. Soon the workers who find themselves under Pablo’s supervision, moving the illicit goods from stash spot to stash spot, come up with a name for their driven, charismatic young boss: El Patrón. The cap fits, and the name will follow Pablo until his death.

While his love of football has brought him into contact with his new mentor, and put him on the path to realizing his ambition to earn $1 million, it also gives him a unique calling card for his political aspirations. Himself a fan of both playing and watching the game, and still not so many years removed from the boy who kicked a plastic bag of clothes around the dusty streets, Pablo has realized what few others have – that the beautiful game is the perfect way to win over the hearts and minds of the people, of the poor and disadvantaged, of those like him. While still studying to become a criminal lawyer, and as part of his dream to make it to the top of the political tree, he begins to give speeches – taking to the school’s football pitches and regaling anyone who will listen with his plans to become president and to take 10 per cent of the earnings of the richest in Colombia and use that money to fund schools, roads, hospitals and football pitches.

Soon he gives up schooling to focus on his criminal ambitions, his political aspirations and Tata – the money from the former bankrolling the latter two ‘projects’. When it comes to Tata, he may often be away due to the demands of his ‘business’, but he still manages to hire a young man to follow her around and take photos of her in a strangely controlling gesture of love, to buy her a brand new yellow Monareta bicycle and even to teach her to drive in a 1954 Ford that was one of the first cars the La Paz neighbourhood had seen – with Victoria’s sister Luz Marina and her boyfriend Óscar sitting in the back as chaperones.

Pablo will also not neglect his family. He buys his mum a house, and a brand-new top of the range bicycle for his brother. Soon he is making so much money, up to $250,000 a month, and fielding so many bank accounts and fake identities, that he asks Roberto to become his accountant and to help launder his ill-gotten gains through a portfolio of extensive property investments across Medellín and Antioquia. From this partnership of brothers, the feared Medellín Cartel will eventually grow.

But what marks Pablo out from any of his rivals is his political ambition – and his belief in the power that comes with winning the love and support of the people of Medellín. No sooner is he making money than he is out using it to garner favour among the local population – taking a truck to the food market, buying up all the lettuce, meat and fish they have and driving it down to the city dump to hand it out himself to the poorest and most destitute who scavenge through the detritus to survive. He is making a name for himself and becoming a father figure to many of the most neglected of his city, and soon he will also actually become a father himself, but these two things will ultimately prove to be his downfall …

*

In the latter half of 1974 Pablo disappears for two months. He leaves telling Tata that he is off ‘looking for work’, but ends up getting arrested while driving a stolen Renault 4. He is locked up in La Ladera Prison in Enciso, on the eastern edge of Medellín. But his reputation, and his underworld connections, come to his aid, and he is eventually released when the evidence against him mysteriously ‘disappears’. Young Tata has had a glimpse of what a life with this dangerous older man might bring, but it is soon forgotten as the fledgling couple are reunited.

Pablo will find himself on the wrong side of the law again in 1976, but first comes the 1975 Copa América. Held from July to October, it is the first time the tournament has gone by that name, and it features all ten CONMEBOL (the South American Football Confederation) countries. And, following on from the successful bid for the ’86 World Cup, it proves an unexpected success for Colombia. Drawn into Group C, they win all four games, beating Paraguay and Ecuador home and away to finish top, having scored seven goals and conceded only one. Only Brazil can match their maximum of eight points, as they sweep Group A scoring an impressive 13 goals.

In the two-legged semi-finals, Colombia meet defending champions Uruguay, who were given a bye past the group stages. A comprehensive 3-0 win at home in the Estadio El Campín in Bogotá in front of 55,000 has the fans dreaming. And a narrow 1-0 defeat in the return leg in Montevideo, holding out for over 70 minutes after an early Uruguay penalty, and despite the fervent home support of 70,000 at the Estadio Centenario, means a 3-1 aggregate win for Los Cafeteros. Colombia are in the final.

They will face the winner of the Brazil–Peru tie, which is thrillingly poised after a shock 3-1 away win for Peru in Belo Horizonte courtesy of two dramatic late strikes. But the drama continues in the second leg as Brazil, needing to win by two clear goals, race into the lead in Lima after only ten minutes, as Peruvian defender Meléndez puts into his own net. Just after the hour mark a second for Brazil means a goal for either side in the final half an hour will be enough for victory. But no goal comes. With the match tied at 3-3 after both legs, the finalists will be decided by the drawing of lots. When Peru are announced, fans in Colombia could be forgiven for breathing a sigh of relief at avoiding the three times world champions Brazil.

The final is another two-legged affair. The first tie is played in Bogotá, and Colombia emerge with a slender 1-0 lead to take to Lima, courtesy of a lone first-half goal. But will it be enough for the nation’s maiden triumph? Six days later Peru win the return leg 2-0. But the final will not be decided by goals scored, and instead – with both teams on two points (awarded for a win) each – the tournament will be decided in a single, winner-takes-all final game play-off. Colombia have one last chance. This final match is held a further six days later, at the Estadio Olimpico in Caracas, Venezuela. Colombia are unable to reverse the momentum of the previous tie however, and slump to a 1-0 defeat. Peru have their second ‘Copa’, their first since 1939. Los Cafeteros return home to Colombia wondering what might have been. They will not reach another Copa América final until the dawn of a new millennium, when La Selección Colombia of 2001 will finally bring home the cup. They will however, thanks to the rise of Pablo’s beloved Nacional and his impact on both them and the national side, have some brighter, and darker, days to look forward to before then …




Chapter Three

A Prince Among Thieves (1976– 1979)
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1976 sees a confluence of events entirely typical of Pablo’s extraordinary existence, as his love life and his life of crime are once more set on a collision course. Now 26, he has been smuggling marijuana for some time but is soon tempted into a more lucrative endeavour by his cousin Gustavo – smuggling coca paste into Colombia from Peru. The men are recruited by local gangster Mateo Moreno, also known as Cucaracha – the cockroach. As he explains to them, the paste is the base ingredient needed to make cocaine, the drug that is just starting to make waves in America and across the Atlantic in Western Europe.

The demand for cocaine is growing, and the processed drug can fetch a high price. For entrepreneurial criminals in Colombia like Cucaracha and Pablo, there is serious money to be made. But Colombia does not yet have the supply of raw coca to match the demand. What the criminal enterprise needs is a complex network, involving sourcing the paste from neighbouring countries where the coca crop is abundant, smuggling it into Colombia, processing it domestically and then exporting it to the US and Europe. In order to manage the logistic supply chain, and in particular the cross-border smuggling of the coca paste, Pablo needs to make contacts both nationally and internationally. He begins to travel more and more and, in March 1976, he has a meeting in Pasto, way down near Colombia’s southern border with Ecuador. He convinces Tata, who is still only 15, to go with him, and to make it a secret elopement – he intends them to wed while they are down there, away from her disapproving family.

The couple fly from Medellín’s Enrique Olaya Herrera airport to Cali. But before they can continue on, Tata’s family intercepts them. Ever the smooth-talker, Pablo is eventually able to convince Tata’s grandmother of their love and his intentions, to the extent that she obtains them an audience with the bishop of Palmira. Watched over by Tata’s relatives, the pair are kept in Cali, and Pablo postpones his trip to Pasto. After a two-week wait for the requisite documentation from Medellín, on Monday 29 March 1976, Pablo Emilio Escobar Gaviria and Victoria Eugenia Henao are pronounced man and wife.

Sometime later Mr and Mrs Escobar take a belated honeymoon trip to Colombia’s paradise island. San Andrés sits, surrounded by coral reefs, in the middle of the Caribbean Sea. In a candid holiday snap, the happy couple pose on the rocks, an azure sea behind them, picture-perfect fluffy white clouds dotting the blue sky overhead. Pablo, in swim shorts and slip-on soccer sandals, is the epitome of the fit, young groom, sporting a thick moustache and with his hair slicked back, his toned chest revealed by his open coral pink shirt. Tata is the demure wife, the teenage bride, in a blue swimsuit and matching hat. But look closely and you might just imagine you can make out an almost imperceptible swelling at her belly. It might just be a trick of the light, an optical illusion, but then again …

Back home in Medellín, Tata is back at school, and Pablo is back to his womanizing ways, and is always away with ‘work’. But at least he has finally bought them a house, in Medellín’s Los Colores neighbourhood, where, for the first time, they can live together as a couple. It’s not what she dreamed of, but for now it will do. But even this compromised simulacrum of domestic bliss is not to last.

Fewer than three months after their marriage in Cali, things go badly wrong. Pablo’s exploits are beginning to bring him to the attention of Colombia’s security services, namely the Departamento Administrativo de Seguridad, known as DAS. On 5 June 1976, DAS agents stop a truck travelling towards Medellín. Their search turns up coca paste secreted inside the spare tyre and smuggled from Peru. But rather than haul in the driver, they have their sights set a touch higher. The driver is allowed to call Pablo. He tells him he’s been stopped – and that the agents are asking for $5,000 to release him and the vehicle. In 1970s Colombia, in the Colombia of Pablo Escobar, this type of petty corruption is not only rife, it is a vital part of his business model, his everyday life, and his past, present and future success. Thinking nothing of it, Pablo grabs the cash – it’s far from an amount he cannot spare – and heads out to the handover spot with cousin Gustavo and his now brother-in-law Mario. The 57lb package of coca paste has been intercepted en route to Pablo’s very first cocaine ‘kitchen’ – a two-storey house in Belén (the neighbourhood that a certain Francisco Maturana calls home, but more about him later) which is only the first in what will eventually become an entire industrialized network of secret sites turning coca paste into cocaine ready to export to the USA.

It is dawn, 6am, when Pablo arrives to hand over the wad of dollars. But this is no pay-off, and he is arrested. Pablo is booked and his smiling mugshot, seemingly proudly holding up the card that denotes him as prisoner number 128482, is an image that will become iconic, and will outlive El Patrón himself (see plate section).

Held in a cell in Medellín, Pablo is unable to keep up with the loan repayments on the mortgage. The bank repossesses the couple’s home, and Tata is forced to return to live with her parents. Meanwhile, Pablo is sent to Bellavista, an infamous prison in Bello, southern Medellín. And then Tata discovers she is indeed pregnant.

Eventually his contacts and growing pull enable Pablo to swing a transfer to Yarumito Prison in Itagüí, a much lower security ‘open’ style prison without guards. But Pablo is determined not to spend any longer being denied his freedom and he formulates a



























[image: Black and white photograph of Pablo Escobar, smiling and unshaven, in a flamboyant printed, open-necked shirt. In front of him is a sign that reads, ‘CARCEL OTTO JUDICIAL MEDELLIN’ and the number ‘128482’.]
Pablo Escobar’s infamous ‘smiling’ mugshot, taken after his 1976 arrest.

[image: A broad white arch that features the word ‘NAPOLES’ on the arch uprights and ‘HACIENDA’ on the cross bar. A small aeroplane with zebra-print painted over it sits atop the arch and palm trees stand either side.]
The arch marking the entrance to Pablo’s beloved Hacienda Nápoles.

[image: Pablo Escobar sits in a domestic setting, on a carpeted floor with legs straight in front of him. His young son sits on his lap wearing white and brown pyjamas. Escobar has a moustache, is topless and wearing brown trousers. He leans his back against a white sheet and to his left are two carpeted stairs into another room.]
Pablo relaxes with his son Juan Pablo.

[image: Black and white photograph of Pablo Escobar kicking a white football. Male football players and two referees are lined up behind him watching and in the distance a crowd of spectators, on the same level as Escobar and the players, is just visible.]
Pablo – the ‘Paisa Robin Hood’ – taking the ceremonial kick-off to open a football pitch he donated to the impoverished and young of Moravia in Medellín.

[image: President George HW Bush stands at a lectern, with three microphones in front of him, delivering a speech. He wears a navy blue suit and tie with a blue striped shirt and glasses. On the front of the lectern is the Seal of the President of the United States. Behind him to the left sits a large pile of packaged US dollars, while to his right sits a large pile of brown and white packages.]
President George HW Bush lauds a successful operation in the ‘war on drugs’.

[image: A black and white poster featuring a photograph of Pablo Escobar with a sombre expression, as well as four smaller photographs of other men. The text on the poster reads: SE BUSCA. PABLO EMILIO ESCOBAR GAVIRIA. SOLICITADO POR LA JUSTICA. A quién suministre información que permita su captura, se le ofrece como recompense $2.700’000.00.00 DOS MIL SETECIENTOS MILLONES DE PESOS. JHON JAIRO VELASQUEZ VASQUEZ (Alias POPEYE). LUIS CARLOS AGUILAR GALLEGO (Alias EL MUGRE). OTONIEL DE JESUS GONZALES FRANCO (Alias OTTO). JHON JAIRO ARIAS TASCON (Alias PININA). y por cada uno estos prófugos la suma de $100’000.000.00 (CIEN MILLIONES DE PESOS).]
A Pablo Escobar ‘Wanted’ poster, promising a reward of 2.7 billion pesos – and also offering rewards for his inner circle including ‘Popeye’.

[image: Candid portrait of Francisco ‘Pacho’ Maturana wearing a blue shirt and tie, a gold and silver watch and a chunky gold ring on his ring finger.]
Francisco ‘Pacho’ Maturana.

[image: Black and white photograph showing large crowds in a city street. A procession of both open- and closed-top vans travels down the road between the crowds with people standing up in the back of the open-top vehicles.]
Fans line the streets of Medellín to celebrate Atlético Nacional’s controversial triumph in the 1989 Copa Libertadores, the first ever for a Colombian side.

[image: Two players from each team are pictured, mid-action, on the pitch with a large crowd in the stands behind.]
Atlético Nacional (in their famous green shirts) take on European giants AC Milan in the Intercontinental Cup in Tokyo. Alberico Evani is pictured curling in the extra time free kick, past ‘Chonto’ Herrera (number 4), that won the game for the Italian side.

[image: Aerial shot of a large football stadium with red, orange, yellow and lilac seating areas. In the background are the tall buildings of the city and beyond that is a hazy view of the mountains on the horizon.]
The Estadio Atanasio Girardot in Medellín today, home of Atlético Nacional and Deportivo Independiente (DIM).

[image: Three footballers captured mid-action on the pitch with the crowd out of focus in the background. Valderrama has the ball. He has a flamboyant style with a moustache and long, blonde Afro hair.]
Colombian captain Carlos ‘El Pibe’ Valderrama on the ball in the 1990 World Cup round of 16 game against Cameroon. Colombia would lose 2-1 and be eliminated from the tournament.

[image: Aerial view of a lush green landscape with the city of Medellín visible in the background. In the foreground are the roofs of several large buildings that sit on the hillside.]
La Catedral prison complex, perched on the hillside above Medellín.

[image: The body of Pablo Escobar lies across a roof of broken terracotta tiles. He appears dishevelled in pale blue jeans with a dark blue top that has bunched around his chest to reveal his bare skin. His body faces away from the camera. There is a large number of people around the body including uniformed officials and photographers. One man wears the white latex gloves that are used to take evidence.]
A crowd gathers around the prone form of Pablo Escobar on a Medellín rooftop in the moments after his death.

[image: A photograph taken from a high up vantage point showing a winding road with a crowd of people passing along it. In the foreground, officers in camouflage uniforms block the crowd from progressing further along the road.]
Just some of the estimated 20,000 who went to the cemetery on the day of Pablo Escobar’s funeral in Medellín.

[image: Footballer Andrés Escobar sits on the pitch looking dejected. He is young with a short, neat mullet haircut.]
Andrés Escobar moments after scoring the fateful own goal in a 1994 World Cup match against the USA.

[image: A black funeral car is surrounded by a large crowd of civilians. Uniformed officers walk alongside the car and it has a large floral arrangement on the roof, as well as flowers scattered over the bonnet as if they have been thrown on by onlookers. A small red car, also surrounded by the crowd, is in front of the funeral car with a large Colombian flag waved by a pedestrian over its roof.]
Fans mob the funeral car containing the body of murdered footballer Andrés Escobar as it drives through the streets of Medellín.

[image: René ‘El Loco’ Higuita in front of a goal on a football pitch with the crowd out of focus in the background. He is in an inverted position with his hands barely touching the ground and his feet heading upwards to kick over his head, forming a scorpion shape with his body.]
René ‘El Loco’ Higuita wows the crowd with a new, unique trick move – dubbed the ‘scorpion kick’ – in Colombia’s friendly game against England at Wembley, clearing the ball (out of shot).

[image: Miguel Rodríguez Orejuela walks across a runway flanked by police officers in brown uniforms and and several other men. He has a goatee-style beard and is casually dressed in a navy blue cardigan and trousers. There is a green and white POLICIA NACIONAL plane visible in the background.]
Miguel Rodríguez Orejuela is escorted off a plane in Bogotá following his capture in Cali.

[image: A section of the fan stands in a football stadium shows a sea of yellow shirts and Colombian flags. A large neon sign shows COPA AMERICA in the middle of the stand.]
A riot of colour: Colombia fans at the 2001 Copa América – the first and only time they have won the tournament.
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In the process of researching Narcoball I read many fascinating books, watched numerous documentaries and listened to several podcasts in order to get an overview of the life and death of Pablo Escobar, to uncover his true love of Atlético Nacional and the beautiful game itself, and to chart the rise and fall of Colombian domestic and international football. As with any historical story as long, complex and contentious as that of Pablo Escobar there are numerous versions of ‘the truth’ out there, and we will undoubtedly never know all that really came to pass, but here are just some of the sources I relied upon, and which I offer here in case you wish to further explore the tales laid out in these pages:

BOOKS

Mrs Escobar: My Life with Pablo by Victoria Eugenia Henao (Ebury Digital, 2019)

Escobar: Drugs, Guns, Money, Power by Roberto Escobar and David Fisher (Hodder & Stoughton, 2010)

Manhunters: How We Took Down Pablo Escobar by Steve Murphy and Javier F. Peña (Headline, 2020)

Killing Pablo: The Hunt for the World’s Greatest Outlaw by Mark Bowden (Atlantic Books, 2012)

The Ball is Round: A Global History of Football by David Goldblatt (Penguin Books, 2007)

DOCUMENTARIES

The Two Escobars (Dir: Jeff & Michael Zimbalist, 2010)

Escobar by Escobar (Dir: Thomas Misrachi, David Périssere, 2021)

The Rise & Fall of Pablo Escobar (Dir: Michael Driscoll, 2018)

Diego Maradona (Dir: Asif Kapadia, 2019)

Higuita: The Way of the Scorpion (Dir: Luis Ara, 2023)

PODCASTS

Real Narcos (Noiser, 2020)

ARTICLES

https://blogs.elespectador.com/cultura/el-magazin/el-informenacional

https://english.elpais.com/usa/2021-12-24/pablo-escobar-unseen-portraits-of-a-drug-lord.html

https://www.thedailybeast.com/the-sicarios-tale-part-4-the-cuckold-who-brought-down-the-cartels

https://www.theguardian.com/football/2015/jul/30/oscar-pareja-fc-dallas-colombia-pablo-escobar

https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/sports/2002/05/11/ecuadors-berth-of-a-nation/2dc1825a-4ce6-4a05-a5db-4b63e8f12124/

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2010/dec/28/colombia-football-drug-cartels
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If you enjoyed reading Narcoball you might like these titles:

Read Searching For Novak here
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Read It’s Always Summer Somewhere here
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Read Basta: My Life, My Truth here
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