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Introduction


Lectori salutem! My most sincere greetings to the reader.

First of all I am grateful you picked up this book. I hope it provides new insights and will reach a wide audience, from the interested “layman” (by the way, what an arrogant term), to aid workers, policymakers, drug users, authorities, and anyone with an interest in the geopolitics of narcotics and the current state of humanity. Drugs, both the disruptive consequences of their use and the huge cash flow that accompanies them, are no longer local, isolated phenomena; they are dark global forces that mostly operate underground and invisibly but manifest themselves aboveground in very shocking and graphic ways, be it socially, economically, or politically.

Some may wonder why I have an interest in drugs, and why crystal meth in particular. It’s a rather long story. In 1990, I started working as a war reporter and photographer with a background in cultural anthropology. As a student, I spent a lot of time in Latin America. I traveled to Colombia in 1990 when the Medellín cartel was at the height of its power and visited the country again in 1997 when the civil war was in full swing, fueled by the cocaine trade. These trips aroused a lasting interest in the sociopolitical consequences of the drug business. During my research on the so-called tunnel people, the underground homeless in New York in 1994 and 1995, I was confronted with the ambivalent character of drugs: The outcasts eking out a subterraneous living were hooked on crack cocaine;1
 hitting the stem—slang for smoking a pipe of crack—was their only reprieve from a bleak existence that most often led to a path of self-destruction. Meanwhile, white elites on Wall Street indulged in powder cocaine and kept their consumption reasonably under control, except for becoming narcissistic pathological egotists2
 damaging the economic environment, and, as Geraint Anderson suggests in the Guardian,3
 causing a global banking crisis.

In 2007, I photographed gang violence in Honduras, where drugs were also the main factor causing death and destruction. Two years later, in 2009, I visited Ciudad Juárez, the epicenter of Mexican drug violence. At that time, it was the most dangerous city in the world, with aproximatley 10 drug-related murders a day. It fascinated me that a modern and highly developed civilized state could simultaneously have such a dark side: extraordinary brutality, unimaginable impunity, and rampant corruption. Still, Mexico was not a failed state but more like a Jekyll-and-Hyde state, amazing and enchanting sometimes, brutal and cruel at other moments. I came back to Mexico many times and this resulted in a photo book and eventually a PhD dissertation on the drug violence. In Mexican Drug Violence: Hybrid Warfare, Predatory Capitalism, and the Logic of Cruelty, I looked at the dynamics of the drug war, the ultracapitalist nature of the cartels, and I wondered how people could commit “monstrous” atrocities that were in fact human acts.4
 It was actually in Mexico, in the state of Michoacán, when I first came across crystal meth. When I was in the state capital Morelia in 2009, the army invited the press corps to accompany them on a mission to “dismantle” some labs. By the way, dismantling entailed burning the places down—the rest was left to nature.

In 2018, when I was writing the conclusion of my Mexico study in my hometown of Antwerp, a hand grenade exploded 40 meters from my kitchen window. It was a settling of scores in the drug world: Antwerp is probably the largest port of entry for cocaine in Europe. Curious again, I started to focus on the drug problem in Belgium and this interest led me to the Netherlands, where the drug business had taken on gigantic, let’s say disastrous, proportions. I did a study for the city of Antwerp, the research for which appeared in my book Drugs: Antwerp in the Grip of the Dutch Syndicates. For this book I also talked to some meth users in the so-called chemsex world, a subscene in the gay world where drugs such as crystal meth are used for sex parties that sometimes last several days.

The actual trigger for my meth fascination was the discovery in 2019 of a boat in the Dutch town of Moerdijk, in the rural province of Brabant. The river barge harbored a hidden crystal meth lab operated by three Mexicans. “Breaking Bad in Brabant” was the obvious headline in the newspapers. I was flabbergasted: Mexican cartels in my beloved Brabant, where I was born and raised! In a short time more meth labs were found in the Netherlands. I managed to get a research assignment from a government agency. After writing the report, I still had many unresolved research questions. My interest only grew and I was unstoppable. I applied for a grant from the Special Journalistic Projects Fund, which would allow me to partially finance my research and the associated travel to the United States, Mexico, the Czech Republic, Thailand, Kabul, and last but not least Brabant.

The world of crystal meth is surrounded by ignorance and hysteria. I have tried to paint a portrait of the problem that is as realistic and balanced as possible. The present book covers many sides of the story. I look at the big picture and include the cultural and historical contexts. I also discuss the chemical and pharmacological dimensions. I zoom in on a few geographical zones and talk to as many actors in the field as possible: users, authorities, aid workers, dealers, producers, and international experts. The swift rise of crystal meth is the result of a complex interplay of factors, many of which I would have loved to explore further. But at some point the book has to be finished. And then it is a snapshot of developments up to that point, developments that will continue to unfold while this book is at the press.

I don’t pretend to have written Everything You Always Wanted to Know about Crystal Meth. This book is a modest introduction to the enormously complex problem of methamphetamine. I am a scientist, but also a journalist. My good old father, who sadly passed away in 2022, always said, “It is an art to explain difficult things in an easy way.” I stand by his credo and I am allergic to pompous and pretentious language, which is often a disguise for a lack of interesting content. I have written my book as simply as possible without compromising any intellectual depth. With notes and an extensive bibliography, I offer readers the opportunity to delve deeper into the issue. This book is also written from the point of view of an engaged citizen who is concerned about an extremely destructive drug that is spreading like wildfire. I don’t want to make moral judgments about users. Anyone familiar with my work knows where I stand in the drug debate. I have spoken to many users and addicts. Some call them zombies or junkies, but I’ve tried as much as possible to give them a human face.

I want to say a big thank-you to a lot of people. I have changed names and details of some respondents for their privacy and security. But you can safely assume that I am indebted to everyone who appears in this book.

Teun Voeten, Antwerp, March 2024



Chapter 1


 The Bizarre History of Meth


From State-Approved Energizer to the Underground


Methamphetamine is produced in a laboratory setting, but just as most current synthetic drugs, it is actually based in a natural plant. Often these plants, like khat, marijuana, coca, and poppy, are traditionally used by local populations. In their organic, natural forms, they have mild, stimulating, or soothing effects and are often used as traditional medicine for a host of ailments. The organic precursor of crystal meth and amphetamine-type stimulants is a plant called Ephedra sinica, a shrub native to the mountainous and rocky areas of China, Japan, Siberia, and Afghanistan. In China it is called ma huang and locals have been using it for thousands of years in the form of tea made from the branches as a traditional remedy for asthma, hay fever, and the common cold. In Europe the related species Ephedra distachya grows. In the Netherlands, it is possible to order seeds from the plant at certain websites. One advertises as follows: “The effects of the plants are rather nice. You will get energy and your hunger will disappear. That is what you want to experience, don’t you?”1


In 1885 the Japanese chemist Nagai Nagayoshi identified and isolated the active ingredient from the plant and called it ephedrine. In 1893 Nagayoshi synthesized methamphetamine from ephedrine. A Japanese colleague named Akira Ogata managed to crystallize the substance with the aid of phosphorus and iodine in 1919. It was actually the first batch of crystal meth ever. Initially, methamphetamine was only used for medicinal purposes. In 1931, the American pharmaceutical firm Smith, Kline & French introduced a nose spray containing methamphetamine to treat congestion and asthma. Soon another meth-containing medicine called Benzedrine was introduced for narcolepsy. People started to notice the energizing side effects and these pills would later become popular as stimulants with the street name bennies.

It was in prewar Germany that crystal meth really took off. Germany had a long-standing pharmaceutical industry producing all sorts of drugs. In the same way that Silicon Valley these days is the center of IT, at the end of the nineteenth century Das Rheintal, the Rhine Valley, was the global center of pharmaceutical research and innovation. In 1827, German scientists managed to isolate morphine, and in 1897, Felix Hoffmann, the inventor of aspirin and affiliated with Bayer, produced the drug diacetylmorphine. It was called heroin, after the adjective heroic because it was so powerful and could be used against a host of afflictions such as asthma and bronchitis. Researchers however soon warned of the risk of addiction that was called heroinism.

After World War I, the drug industry as well as consumption was expanding. Norman Ohler in his bestseller Blitzed: Drugs in the Third Reich (2015) describes the rise of crystal meth during the Nazi regime. Germany was stripped of the few colonies it possessed after the Treaty of Versailles. Contrary to colonial powers such as the United Kingdom and France, it had to find and produce Ersatzmittel, substitutes, for commodities that used to come from its colonies. These were not only consumables such as coffee and tea but also raw materials such as oil and rubber. This quest resulted in a significant boost for the chemical industry. At the same time, a disillusioned population that had never processed the shock of losing World War I sought to escape in drugs. The production and consumption of heroin and cocaine rose exponentially. By the end of 1920, Germany produced nearly 50 percent of the global market share of heroin. The pharmaceutical giant Merck produced cocaine on a large scale: the raw coca paste was imported legally by the ton from Peru. In the end, Merck produced 80 percent of the world’s cocaine. Berlin became a decadent night spot of that period notorious in the Weimar Republic for its mundane nightclubs and cabarets where people snorted, injected, and partied all night long.


When the Nazis seized power in 1933, they initially saw drug use as a despicable phenomenon: it was a filthy blemish on the purity of the German people, “alien to the country and the race.” Just like the international Jewry, it had to be banned, verboten, and eventually exterminated. Ohler explains how the Nazis viewed drugs not only as a substance subverting life but also as a vehicle to other realities, while in fact only one was tolerated: the world of National Socialist ideology. Consumers and dealers alike were not only criminalized, they were seen as depraved, entartete individuals, enemies of the people, and they were subsequently sent off to prison camps.

This antidrug attitude made a remarkable turnaround after the Nazis were in full power and trying to transform the impoverished country, plagued by unemployment and equipped with only a ragtag army, into a military and industrial superpower. The new German empire needed an energizer. The curiosity of German chemists was triggered when they heard how American athletes at the Olympic Games in Berlin (1936) performed incredibly with the aid of Benzedrine, as at that time doping was still legal in sports. They rediscovered the work of their Japanese colleagues Nagayoshi and Ogata, who had pioneered the synthesizing and crystallizing of the first methamphetamine.

Dr. Fritz Hauschild managed in 1937 to produce methamphetamine in another, less complicated process. It was named Pervitin. In the current Czech Republic, where meth is made in small kitchen labs, it still has the same name. Pervitin was promoted as a miracle cure in a large publicity campaign. Doctors received free samples to distribute among their patients. Soon it became a Volksdroge, the national drug, taken by housewives, students, factory workers, phone operators, and lawyers alike to set off the Wirtschaftswunder, the booming economic recovery. “We live in an energy-tense time that demands higher performance and greater obligations from us,” a German doctor wrote. Others stated that with the aid of Pervitin, even “shirkers, malingerers and whiners” could be fully integrated into the labor process.2


Pervitin definitively terminated the depression of the Weimar Republic and gave the German people the energy, self-confidence, and resolve it needed to rebuild the country and start a war. Eventually, Pervitin found its way to the army ranks thanks to the efforts of a medic from the Defense Academy who performed experiments on a class of young officers and was amazed by the results. Although he warned of side effects such as physical depletion and severe withdrawal symptoms, the use of Pervitin spread like wildfire in the German Wehrmacht. It provided soldiers the energy and stamina to advance for days in a row and transformed fear into courage and self-confidence. Chocolate laced with Pervitin and called Panzerchokolade became part of their food rations.

It was thanks to methamphetamine that German troops were able to pull off blitzkriegs in which they sometimes marched three days and nights without pause and managed to occupy Poland and large swaths of France. Slowly, experts started to become aware of the undesirable sideeffects such as exhaustion and severe fatigue, but its use among soldiers continued. Factory workers as well continued to boost their energy to produce ammunition and other military equipment.

In Japan, Germany’s ally, the substance was also popular. There it was supplied under the brand name Philopron (street name hiropon) to pilots and workers in the military-industrial complex. The notorious kamikaze pilots who dove their planes into American warships performed their suicide missions doped up from meth. According to Nick Reding,3
 the use of amphetamine-type substances was equally popular among pilots of the Allies who performed the bombing raids on German cities.

Eventually, Germany collectively undermined and depleted the health of its people. Adolf Hitler personified this narcotization. Like some sort of Elvis Presley, he was injected from early morning till late night with a cocktail of stimulants and tranquilizers by his personal doctor, Theodor Morell. Hitler not only used crystal meth, he became heavily addicted to Eukodal (oxycodone),4
 an opioid that has soothing as well as euphoric effects and became in the twenty-first century notorious in the US opioid crisis. The use of narcotics in the Third Reich grew completely out of control and was, according to Ohler, one of the reasons for the demise of the Nazi empire.

After the war, the use of Pervitin and other forms of methamphetamine decreased. In the 1950s it resurfaced, this time in the United States. The substance was very popular among housewives, not only as a medicine against fatigue but also as a weight-loss drug. Magazine ads showed radiant women vacuuming their homes. In the song “Mother’s Little Helper,” the Rolling Stones sing about an overstressed housewife popping pills, although it is not clear if she is taking valium (diazepam) or Benzedrine. Bennies became popular in the Beatnik culture and according to legend, Jack Kerouac wrote On the Road (considered by some to be a literary masterpiece) in a few days during a benny-fueled frenzy on a roll of wallpaper and an old typewriter.

By the end of the 1950s, the use of Benzedrine slowly dwindled, especially among the creative avant-garde. According to Alan Jacobs, who observes this trend in his article “The Lost World of Benzedrine,” this was because a new generation of artists discovered new drugs such as heroin and marijuana. They had a soothing “cool factor” that fit the zeitgeist of the new era better than a nervous amphetamine-type stimulant. Jacobs writes, “The high-speed, high-energy way was being replaced by something slower, cooler.”5
 Furthermore, people started to realize the long-term destructive effects of bennies that manifested after years of intensive use.

In Japan there was also a temporary postwar surge of methamphetamine consumption. In the last years of the war, hiropon consumption was widespread among factory workers to speed up industrial production for the military. After the war, the huge stockpile of hiropon, initially meant for military purposes, found its way to the civilian market. According to Miriam Kingsberg, who in 2013 wrote the seminal article “Methamphetamine Solution: Drugs and the Reconstruction of Nation in Postwar Japan,” the population turned en masse to hiropon after the humiliation of the lost war. Not only needed by the Japanese as a stimulant to facilitate postwar reconstruction, it was also a means for the disillusioned and demotivated population to escape daily misery and depression. The addiction problem worsened when, in 1949, hiropon in the form of pills and powders was banned. It was however still available in liquid form that could be injected. Hiroponism became an epidemic posing a serious threat to public health. A specially formed task force made a brutally honest and crystal-clear analysis: “After the end of the war, people lost their spirit, the country was catapulted into extreme economic disorder, and both hope for tomorrow and the dreams of the past were lost; so students drifted into nihilism and decadence, and turned to the powder that could make them forget [hiropon].”6


The Japanese authorities started an intensive campaign focused on prevention of consumption, treatment of addicts, and disruption of the trade. They used the same scare tactics used later in the “before and after” series of portraits in the notorious American Faces of Meth campaign. Newspapers published sensational horror stories of bloody crimes committed by flipped-out addicts, and slickly designed, spine-chilling posters depicting the dangers of hiropon appeared all over. Jeffrey Alexander in the article “Japan’s Hiropon Panic: Resident Non-Japanese and the 1950s Meth Crisis” notes how the campaign had certain xenophobic elements, because dealers with a Korean or Taiwanese background were pointed out as the real culprits.

Thanks to the campaign, but also improved living standards and a slowly awakening optimism, Japan managed to eradicate massive use of the drug by the end of the 1950s in what later became known as the hiropon era. This is in fact a remarkable period, because according to Kingsberg, it was a “virtually unparalleled triumph in the global war on drugs.”7
 It needs to be said that currently crystal meth has become rather popular again in Japan, as will be explained later.

In the 1970s the drug popped up in a completely different place, this time in communist Czechoslovakia. According to addiction expert David Pešek, with whom I spoke in Prague in 2020 and 2021, drugs like cannabis, LSD, and heroin were readily available in the hippie age in the West, but not behind the Iron Curtain. There is an urban legend that someone found the old Nazi recipe. With ephedrine, retrieved from legal medicines, Pešek started to produce Pervitin in small kitchen labs. To this day, crystal meth is the most popular drug in the Czech Republic, as I will describe in a later chapter. On a map of crystal meth use and production in Europe, Prague is a deep, dark red circle.

In the 1980s, crystal meth made a comeback in the United States. Crystal meth, once available as Benzedrine, a medically prescribed substance, became an underground drug, now produced by biker gangs and outlaw chemists in small illegal labs. Eventually, meth became a chronic epidemic in the United States. Especially in the American Midwest, many economically depressed communities slowly disintegrated because of production and consumption of homemade meth. This development was dramatically depicted by Nick Reding in his bestseller Methland: The Death and Life of an American Small Town.

The consumer base consisted mostly of blue-collar workers that needed meth to get through days of backbreaking labor. At the same time, there was a severe agricultural crisis and thousands of farmers in the Midwest could barely survive thanks to globalization and fierce competition from abroad. A true meth crisis was in the making. In 2005, the number of labs discovered in the Midwest peaked: nearly 1,400 in Iowa, 1,100 in Illinois, with Missouri topping the charts with nearly 2,100 labs.8


According to Reding, there are may be dozens of social and economic factors to explain the surge in meth use, but the bottom line is simple: meth makes people feel good.9
 With ingredients that were readily available, over-the-counter medicines, cough syrup, painkillers, and chemicals available at most hardware stores, everybody could make their own stock of meth in a soda bottle with the so-called shake-and-bake method. In this way, crystal meth became an easily accessible drug—just like GHB in the countryside of Holland—and had a destructive effect, especially on those of the lower socioeconomic strata.

Early twenty-first-century authorities started to realize the seriousness of the meth crisis. Sales of over-the-counter medicines containing possible precursors such as ephedrine and pseudoephedrine were regulated. Home production in kitchen labs went down, but this opened the gates for the Mexican cartels that had lost a major part of their income because of the legalization of marijuana in many states. These days, most of the meth available in the United States is produced in Mexico. Reding mentions the advance of Mexican meth early this century, called Red-P, a reference to the production process in which red phosphorus was used, as seen in the cover photo of this book. The initially small-scale American production these days is “dwarfed by industrial-size laboratories,” according to a report from the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC).10
 Production takes place mostly in the state of Michoacán, the cradle of the Mexican meth industry, as well as Sinaloa and Baja California, with state capital Tijuana bordering San Diego as one of the biggest transport point of narcotics in the Western hemisphere. Currently, on top of the ongoing meth crisis, the United States is experiencing an opioid crisis. In 2022, fentanyl produced in Mexico caused 110,000 deaths. Sam Quinones explored this double crisis in The Least of Us: True Tales of America and Hope in the Time of Fentanyl and Meth. In a later chapter, I will cover the fentanyl crisis.

In Europe, the Netherlands is an important production hub, as I will explain later. Another major production center is the Golden Triangle, the lawless border region of Myanmar, Thailand, and Laos. Millions and millions of pills are made there that are called yaba, which translates as “the drug that renders you crazy.” In Southeast Asia, there is a potential market of hundreds of millions of people in the lower economic classes who use the drug as a stimulant to survive in a harsh capitalist society doing monotonous work. Meth has now also penetrated homeless populations in the urban centers of major US cities. Alcohol used to be the drug of choice for the homeless. In the late 1980s, this became crack. Now meth is the most commonly used drug among the urban underclass, not only in the United States, but also in the slums of Kabul, Harare, Baghdad, Tijuana, and Cape Town.
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