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Author’s Note

If you drink the water in Ciudad Juárez, there you stay, goes the saying – Si bebes agua de Juárez, allí te queda. It’s not a reference to the quality of the drinking water, about which polemic abounds, but addiction to a dusty and dangerous but strong and charismatic city. In fact, it’s a dictum that describes the mesmeric lure of the whole 2,000-mile borderland, of which Juárez and its sister-city on the US side, El Paso, form the fulcrum. I did drink the water, and although I didn’t stay, I return over and over again.

The body of this book was published a decade ago, mostly written after a summer of reporting in 2008, then a gruelling but thrilling full-immersion five-month journey in 2009, along, across and around the frontier. Although I knew Ciudad Juárez beforehand, I was for the most part an explorer across strange land, an insatiably curious visitor, a traveller-with-notebook through a full-blown ‘narco war’, whatever that means now, raging across terrain of breathtaking beauty, and among the kindest, funniest, friendliest people in the world. I was bedazzled, bewitched, beguiled and appalled, and the book’s strengths and weaknesses lie in the fact that so much of this was new to me.

I wanted to write one of the first books on this enthralling territory since the latest, present incarnation of the ‘narco war’ began, in December 2006. I knew from my work on the Italian Mafia that narco traffic was the best lens through which to measure much about the world we live in, and since those days of the late 1980s and early 1990s, the critical mass of international drug dealing had shifted to Mexico, and with it the violence narco traffic entails. Accomplished writers like Charles Bowden and Luís Alberto Urrea had by then written about drug war on and migration across this land, but not since President Felipe Calderón sent the Mexican army into Nuevo Laredo in 2006, detonating the present war. When I wrote Amexica four years later, one had to explain who Joaquín ‘El Chapo’ Guzmán, leader of the Sinaloa cartel, was; since which we’ve had a TV series about El Chapo, several seasons of Narcos on Netflix, plus a number of feature films, such as the awful Sicarios 1 & 2. There’s been some wonderful writing and filmmaking too, and the trial-as-theatre of the man himself in New York. There’s even an El Chapo leisurewear line in Mexico now, and licensed El Chapo craft beer.

Journalists are supposed to be ahead of the curve – that’s our métier – but it’s a bad place to be; the curve overtakes you in the outside lane. Those lonely desert byways a decade ago are now traffic jams of reporters and TV crews, quite rightly, as the border becomes a place of humanitarian disaster and – at the time of writing – mainmast of President Donald Trump’s hateful lexicon, policy and re-election campaign. Hence this new edition and material, to bring Amexica up to date.

The frontier is still at once porous and harsh, a dichotomy that was the book’s driving theme. Communities live across its cities and towns, like pairs of lungs, and a million people traverse it every day, legally, as do hundreds of billions of dollars’ worth of goods annually ($614.5 billion in 2019). But tens of thousands are trapped at the frontier, trying to cross; thousands more die or disappear trying to do so. The border is also a front on which President Trump has fixated, presenting the borderline as a rampart against ‘invasion’, pledging his new wall to run its length.

For all the trans-border porosity, one crosses the line southbound, and, as Jack Kerouac wrote in On the Road: ‘Just across the street, Mexico began. We looked with wonder. To our amazement, it looked exactly like Mexico.’ Similarly, crossing the bridges northbound, one can leave places of palpable danger for the relative calm of Chula Vista in California, or El Paso, McAllen and Brownsville in Texas. And yet, in August 2019, El Paso lost its status as one of the safest cities of its size in America, not to any incursion by drug traffickers or migrants from Ciudad Juárez across the border, but to bullets fired by an anti-Hispanic racist from Dallas, who massacred twenty-two people out shopping at Walmart on a busy weekend before school term began.

The official militarisation of the frontier described in Amexica ten years ago has accelerated and entrenched, drawing an ever-harder line in the desert sand or along the Rio Grande. Ten years ago, the administration of Barack Obama continued the build-up of law enforcement and ‘border protection’ begun by his predecessors, Bill Clinton and George W. Bush, and clamped down on criminal immigrants, accelerating deportations to record levels. Now, Trump shocks his own country, collides with federal courts, and outrages the world with policies separating children from parents, appalling conditions of incarceration, wholesale round-ups of immigrants without papers – or criminal records. Some 59,000 asylum seekers (at the time of writing) have been sent back under so-called Migrant Protection Protocols and must ‘Remain in Mexico’, as the new policy is also known, to await their ‘credible fear’ interviews. Less than 1 per cent are successful.

The world has changed over the last ten years – Syria, climate change, disease – and on this border, yes and no; the more it changes, the more it stays the same. Since this book was first published, the primary, propelling narrative has shifted from narco traffic to migration. Ten years ago, the driving story was drug smuggling (and emergent domestic consumption), to which the theme of migration played an accompanying role, as cartels moved in on human trafficking.

But now hundreds of children are separated from their parents; the world is on the move, and much of it has converged on ‘Amexica’. While ten years ago, most migrants were Mexicans in flight to the border from violence and poverty, now tens of thousands flee gangland violence in Guatemala, El Salvador and Honduras. In Ciudad Juárez, a ‘little Havana’ of Cuban migrants is established; Venezuelans crowd the bridges at Nuevo Laredo. People converge from Asia and Eastern Europe; Haitians arrive in Tijuana, fail to cross and settle; an encampment is established in Ciudad Acuña from the Great Lakes, Horn and Western countries of Africa, hoping to cross to Del Rio, Texas.

But violence, the cartels and their conviviality with government remain perennial, and ubiquitous. Not much along the frontier has really changed thematically – only the faces and names. Ten years ago, the task was to report on how Guzmán’s Sinaloa cartel supplanted rivals along the border west of Juárez, for export mainly of cocaine, then, less successfully, confronted the Zetas and Gulf cartel further east. Now, with Guzmán jailed and his cartel fragmented, the ‘plaza’ is unquiet again, as the Cartel Jalisco Nueva Generación, CJNG, stakes its claim, based mainly on synthetic drugs and fentanyl, to fill a vacuum left by the claw-back on prescribed opioids in the US. Violence increased when the plates shifted ten years ago, and does so again.

The book was published as murder rates hit the highest since the Mexican Revolution of 1910; Juárez became the most dangerous city in the world in 2010, with Tijuana second. The homicide rate waned as Guzmán’s cartel secured the border’s western smuggling ‘plazas’, and Los Zetas those to the east, only to spike again since 2016. The year 2019 was the bloodiest yet in Mexico’s recent history, counting 34,582 officially registered murders – a significant increase on the figure of 29,100 for 2018.1 Ten years ago, Ciudad Juárez was murder capital of the world; now it’s Tijuana. Five of the world’s six most murderous cities in 2018 were in Mexico.2 This is due substantially, but by no means only, to drug smuggling or dealing at some level, however great or small, its impact on society, and to impunity from justice for those who kill. The ravages of Covid-19, felt worldwide, impacted Mexico in singular ways during spring and early summer 2020, exposing a brutalised society. While crime rates plummeted around the world, in Mexico they soared, as cartels took advantage of distracted authorities to fight one another.3 The month of March saw an average of ninety-eight murders every day, and April ninety-nine; nineteen people were killed in a single gun battle in Chihuahua on 3 April. As well as kill, the cartels tightened their grip on civil society by stepping into a vacuum of provision by the state. Images emerged of masked men from the Gulf cartel and CJNG distributing boxes of food and essential supplies to needy citizens, labelled as gifts from the cartel, as would be aid from an NGO or charity; other cartons of aid were stamped with the image of ‘El Chapo’ Guzmán.4 Domestic violence and femicide, which increased worldwide during coronavirus, worsened so badly in Mexico as to count the murders of 964 women during the first three months of 2020. Opposition congresswoman Martha Tagle said that ‘the deadliest pandemic for women in our country, more than the coronavirus, is femicidal violence’.5 The oppressive culture that pertains in American-owned assembly plants along the border, so-called maquiladoras described in the ensuing chapter ‘Eat off the Floor’, reached a grotesque low during coronavirus, when – with most production across the US and Mexico ceased for safety reasons – employees in these factories were ordered to continue working, in close proximity to one another, and with no protective gear. In Tijuana and Ciudad Juárez, some workers went on unofficial strike, demanding social distancing and apposite protection, and risked losing their jobs.6

Ten years ago, the worst of the femicidio – mass murder of women – in Juárez had focused on young factory workers, abducted, violated and killed because they were what they were, women. Now, a horribly mutated femicidio appears also to target young, politicised and educated women because of what they do.

So why can’t I stay away? Mainly for personal reasons that make the borderland and its people irresistible – friendships forged through and since Amexica.

But there are other, journalistic, reasons. The border was and remains a prism through which to examine our world, wherein the illicit economy bleeds into the supposedly legal one as high street banks launder profits of drug traffic with impunity. As the great anti-Mafia writer Roberto Saviano wrote, the Colombian narco lord Pablo Escobar was ‘the Copernicus’ of the narco traffic because he was ‘the first to understand that it’s not the world of cocaine that must orbit around the markets, but the markets that must rotate around cocaine’.7

Amexica ended with the story of how the Wachovia bank moved at least $373.63 billion of wired money from Mexico, plus $47 billion in cheques and $4.73 billion in cash, much of it proven to come from the Sinaloa cartel, without adequate checks. Europe and Britain’s biggest bank, HSBC, was mentioned in the book, in the very early stages of a scandal that ended up with it too being caught moving El Chapo’s money, without anyone from Wachovia or HSBC arrested, let alone jailed.8 Following Guzmán’s conviction in 2019, the US government’s attempts to retrieve forfeiture of his alleged $14 billion value ignores the billions of his blood money sent swilling around the ‘legal’ economy by Wachovia and HSBC. These connections were made in Amexica, and they are starker than ever now – I call it the lie of legality.

Mainly, though, the border calls me back because of something newly disquieting and disturbingly hard to define that is happening in this place. As I wrote in Amexica, the violence, although extreme, has no ‘cause’ as such, beyond money and kudos. It is nihilistic and post-political, stitched into – and thereby brutalising – normal existence. I described Amexica ten years ago as ‘a battlefield wrapped in everyday life’, and that is all the more stark now. The jury at the 2018 Bayeux Awards – the ‘Oscars’ of war reporting – debated coverage of Mexico, with some experienced journalists, including the veteran of twenty conflicts Patrick Chauvel, insisting that ‘this is not war’. But if not, what is it?

We have here the phenomenon of a new kind of twenty-first-century war in – apparently and supposedly – ‘peacetime’. I cut my teeth as a war reporter in Bosnia and Iraq: ‘real’ wars with front lines and shells and bombs falling on besieged cities and towns; ‘ethnic cleansing’ and villages incinerated into the dust of their own stone. Yet the death toll in Mexico since 2006 – some 300,000, excluding the disappeared – is treble that of the war in Bosnia (though their respective populations are incomparable). The outrageous number of disappeared, officially 61,637 by the end of 2019, is 50 per cent higher than in all the Balkan wars between 1991 and 1999 – a theme inadequately treated in the original book, rectified here after remarkable changes in the way the disappeared are sought and identified.

Yet pulsating Juárez is not besieged Sarajevo. Part of the book’s aim was to describe unspeakable violence in places where life goes on and quotidian encounters are generally a delight. I wrote then that the darker the shadows fall, the more lambent the colours, and this is all the more true now: the violence becomes unrelenting and unspeakable, yet in no place I know are the ready smile, the unnecessary chat, the twinkle-in-the-eye so pervasive. This carnage unfolds in places where the people go to school, to Mass and to market; the soccer league functions well, universities are generally good, shopping centres are open; street burritos and bakery pastries are delicious, restaurants are full again – and the vast majority of people are the most heart-warming you could hope to meet. We need a word for this, and perhaps, rather than exclude this kind of violence – like that in Northern Ireland for thirty-five years, Colombia for sixty-two – from a definition of ‘war’, we need to rethink what warfare is.

Since 2010, I’ve spent more time in Mexico as a friend to the people I met on the slipstream of Amexica than I have working, and this is both a joy and liberation, not least from the book and its story. It feels surreal, sometimes, but what fun to go with friends to watch ‘El Tri’, the national football team, or the Bravos play in Juárez, in their stadium a stone’s throw from the border, all fun and food, passion and beer, or FC Tijuana Xoloitzcuintles de Caliente – try singing that when you’ve had a few – the ‘Xolos’. There is no awe like confrontation with Mexico’s past and the beauty of Mexico’s landscape; and no better way to savour life than on Mexican time in the Mexican present with the right people, listening to Mexican music with Mexican tequila in a Mexican mood. I allow myself to feel as though I know the country a little better now than I did then.

But when it comes to the war, it is a vanity to say one ‘knows’ Mexico. As Bowden said, in his 2010 book about Juárez, Murder City, Mexico’s war has no control room in which people know or direct what is happening. We will never really know what is going on, because no one does. I use the term ‘black box’ – there is none, no space or place wherein the answers lie. Mexico’s war has no bottom, apparently no foreseeable end – and no ultimate explanation, which is why this book feels at once ten years old, but of yesterday and today.

I was chatting into the early hours during October 2019, at the home in Ciudad Juárez of reporter and author Sandra Rodríguez Nieto, who has covered the bloodletting at very close range and written a book about impunity. Also round the table was anthropologist Cecilia Ballí, who wrote the definitive academic thesis on femicidio in the city during the 1990s and 2000s; both writers feature importantly in what follows. With the tequila low in its bottle, Cecilia asked whether we’d ever been really happy. Sandra replied: ‘Yes, my city makes me happy. I love Juárez; it kills people, but it also gives me a sense of life, unconnected to the killings, to do with its complexity, and its people.’ I understand her entirely – ugly, strong, scary, marvellous Juárez. That’s the point: Amexica looks normal, but it’s not.

Los Angeles / Ciudad Juárez / London,

May 2020
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PROLOGUE

Amexica

As dawn breaks over the vast desert, the body is hanging from a concrete overpass known as ‘Switchback Bridge’. It has been there for two hours – decapitated and dangling by a rope tied around the armpits. The sun begins to throw its rays across the busy intersection, with its rush-hour traffic and former American school buses carrying workers to sweatshops. It is still there an hour later, this grotesque, headless thing – swaying, hands cuffed behind its back – in the cold early-morning wind that kicks up dust and cuts through the Mexican border town of Ciudad Juárez, the most dangerous city in the world.

Next to their prey this morning – left hanging just as the factory shifts were about to change – the executioners, or sicarios as they are called, have hung a sheet, on which they have painted a message: ‘Yo Lázaro Flores, apoyo a mi patron, el monte perros’ – ‘I, Lázaro Flores, served my boss, the dog-fucker’. ‘Atte. (Atencion), La Línea’ – ‘Look out, The Line’ – it concluded. A crowd assembles to watch in unsurprised silence. The straps underneath the corpse’s armpits creak, and its feet flap in the wind, but the crowd remains gawping at this hideous, buckled thing, perhaps fearing, if they leave, they might take with them the curse of that which was done. So that before they could go, it must be dealt with, erased from view and from the morning. Finally, after three hours, firemen arrive and erect ladders in order to take the carcass down, wrap it in canvas, put it in a red van, and drive it away to the morgue, to be examined and ‘read’ for any message contained in the mutilations. And so Juárez could get on with a day that would see another four narco murders before it was out. Which was an unusually low count: with the year 2009 but a month old, 227 people have already been killed in this city on Mexico’s border with the United States.

La Línea is a recent mutation of what was once the Juárez narco-trafficking cartel run by Amado Carrillo Fuentes, known by the nom de narco ‘Lord of the Skies’, so called because of the fleet of Boeing planes that was at his disposal for smuggling cocaine from Colombia. But La Línea is now just one of the miasma of factions and interests – cartels, street gangs, corrupt police units, military detachments – fighting with ever more inventive twists of violence for the ‘Plaza’, the river of drugs running north through Juárez into El Paso and from there across the US. Fighting, too, for the resultant plazas of Juárez and northern Mexico themselves: for where the river runs through, people will drink, and as a direct consequence of the Mexican cartels’ near-monopoly of the supply of narcotics to the United States, northern Mexico is ravaged by crack and methamphetamine addiction, and by the bloody battles for terrain on which to sell them. The sheet, known as a narcomanta, and its message, known as a narcomensaje, are common features of the executions, designed to charge the slaying with menace or even opacity: Lázaro Flores was not the dead man’s name, but that of a prominent local businessman – something for the city, and indeed Mr Flores, to ponder.

This macabre, barbaric execution, in November 2008, took the number of murders in the anarchic city of two million people to about 1,300 that year. The toll would cap 1,700 before the end of December. The national figure of those killed across Mexico reached over 5,400 in 2008. In 2009, despite successive waves of military re-enforcements and a promise by Mayor José Reyes Ferriz on 1 January that Juárez ‘cannot have another year like that’ the toll was even higher: 2,657 people murdered, making Ciudad Juárez the world’s most murderous city, with 192 homicides per 100,000 citizens. The total of those murdered across Mexico in 2009 reached 7,724.1 This means that by the end of that year, more than 16,000 people had been killed since Mexican president Felipe Calderón launched a military offensive against the cartels in December 2006, with many of the victims mutilated, like this man, horribly and carefully, then exhibited to convey some message or threat. By summer 2010, the total killed since December 2006 had exceeded 24,000. The killing is everywhere across Mexico, but concentrated along the border with the USA – 2,100 miles long, the busiest border in the world and a place that belongs to both countries, and yet to neither.

Ciudad Juárez lives cheek by jowl with the United States and its ‘twin city’ El Paso, on the other side of the frontier. Sometimes the proximity is surreal: from the campus of the University of Texas in El Paso, one sees, in the foreground, the diligent enjoyment of life – students strolling to and fro. Across mid-distance, less than half a mile away, runs the border in two forms: an articulately harsh wall decorated with barbed wire and the trickle of the Rio Grande. And beyond the boundary, one of the poorest barrios – or colonias as they are called here – in Mexico: a bleached, ramshackle shanty town called Anapra, thrown up out of wood and corrugated iron on the edge of a burgeoning city. The desert dirt and dust on which Anapra is built are criss-crossed by outlaw electricity supply cables to the barrio huts. El Paso and Juárez form the heart of, and midway point along, this singular strip of land conjoining two countries. The borderland is a place of paradox: of opportunity and poverty, promise and despair, love and violence, beauty and fear, sex and church, sweat and family. Even the frontier itself is a dichotomy, simultaneously porous and harsh. The US border patrol recognises the contradiction in its recruiting billboard on Interstate 19 north of Nogales, Arizona, advertising ‘A Career in Borders, But No Boundaries’.

The frontier itself can be brutal. In 1994, the United States initiated ‘Operation Gatekeeper’ in San Diego, ‘Operation Hold the Line’ in El Paso and another similar operation in the Rio Grande Valley. Since then, under five administrations (Bill Clinton’s twice, George W. Bush’s twice and now Barack Obama), the border has become a military front line, along which runs more than 600 miles of fence enhanced by guard posts, search-lights and heavily armed patrols. In places where there is no fence, there are infrared cameras, sensors, national guard soldiers and SWAT teams from other, specialist law-enforcement columns, like the Drug Enforcement Adminstration and Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives, plus the newly empowered border patrols and their own special forces, called BORTAC and BORSTAR. From the other side, apart from the tidal wave of drugs and migrants smuggled across the border, there are the killings: of Border Patrol agent Robert Rosas in Southern California in August 2009, shot when he tried to interdict an armed incursion; and of the respected rancher Rob Krentz near Douglas, Arizona, when he chanced upon what were believed to be smugglers moving across his land.

There is a striking contrast between the asphalt of the United States and the instantaneous jumble and tumble of Mexico. When you fly over the border, you see streets arranged in a grid on the US side give way suddenly to those, if arranged at all, like a crazy-quilt. And the discrepancy is even greater between poverty on the US side and poverty on the Mexican side. One is struck by a stark, brazen inequality of wealth and power as one crosses the line, be it through the busy, click-clunk-click-clunk of turnstiles between sprawling Mexicali and tiny Calexico, or along the remote desert road between Lukeville, Arizona, and Sonoyta, Sonara; or over the trickle of the Rio Grande from El Paso into the cauldron of Juárez; the lustier flow between Eagle Pass and Piedras Negras or the last remaining cross-border ferry, between Los Ebanos, Texas, and Díaz Ordaz, Tamaulipas.

But the border is, as I say, porous. The more the United States builds its fence, enhances its technological stockade and empowers its patrols and customs officers, the more people cross the border legally – currently about a million of them every day. Families live astride the frontier; workers, shoppers, relatives and schoolchildren commute across the line; it takes twenty minutes to walk from downtown El Paso to main-street Juárez, from what is supposed to be the First World into what looks like the Third, yet is not. More commercial traffic crosses the US–Mexico border than any other in the world, currently worth some $367.4 billion a year.2 Five million trucks cross the border annually, and thousands of freight train wagons each day, carrying goods from across the Americas into the USA, and from China via the Mexican port of Lázaro Cárdenas – as well as southwards, bringing exports from the United States. A necklace of thousands of sweatshop assembly plants, called maquiladoras, has been established all along the border to provide the US with cheap labour just across its own frontier. American and Mexican fire services answer each other’s calls and, during 2008, more than fifty victims of the drug violence in Ciudad Juárez were treated for multiple gunshot wounds at Thomason Hospital in El Paso. The border country has its own music, ‘norteño’, and its own Spanglish slang spoken on both sides of the frontier, a lexicon that sometimes just jumbles the two languages together, as on the door of a bar in El Paso: ‘Minores and Personas Armadas Strictly No Entrada’. Friends may address each other as ‘Mano!’ mixing ‘hey, man’ with the Spanish ‘hermano’ – brother. Across Mexico, a bicycle is a ‘bicicleta’, but on the border it can be a ‘baica’. Someone’s wife can be his ‘waifa’ rather than ‘esposa’. In the US, a Chicano gangbanger is a ‘vato’, but on the border he’s a ‘cholo’.3 Then there’s the word for diarrhoea: ‘turista’ – tourist, for obvious reasons. Perhaps the most useful border term of all is rasquache or rasquachismo, defined by the writer Tomás Ybarra-Frausto as being ‘to posit a bawdy, spunky consciousness, to seek to subvert and turn ruling paradigms upside down. It is a witty, irreverent and impertinent posture’, and if it doesn’t define the borderline, there is certainly no shortage of it.4

The borderland is a territory in its own right, astride the line, estranged from both Washington and Mexico City, the centres of power whence decrees about its daily life are issued often without much understanding of how the borderland works or fails to work. There is as much seamlessness across the border as there is contrast. There is as much that bonds the two sides of the frontier as there is that divides them, though these adhesives and points of commonality are being tested and strained by the narco war. Gloria Anzaldúa, who revolutionised the Chicana writing of her generation, called the border ‘una herida abierta – an open wound – where the Third World grates against the First and bleeds. And before a scab forms, it haemorrhages again, the lifeblood of two countries merging to form a third country – a border culture.’5 The borderland has an identity and flavour of daily life that spans the frontier, and I call this land – 2,100 miles long and about 50 miles wide, from the Pacific to the Gulf – Amexica. Now, because of the flood tide of narcotics running through and along it, Amexica is a battlefield, but a battlefield wrapped in everyday life. And for all its inquietude, the border is every bit as charismatic, complex and irresistible as it is fearful and terrifying.

‘Amexica’ is not just a play on words. The original and proper term for the Náhuatl-speaking Aztec people who migrated south to build their great city at Tenochtitlán – later Mexico City – and found their empire is ‘Mexica’ (pronounced ‘Meshica’), and they came from just north of the border, around the so-called ‘Four Corners’ where New Mexico, Colorado, Arizona and Utah meet. The Chicano consciousness movement of US Latinos during the 1960s resurrected the notion of a cradle land of the Mexica people – in the northern (or south-western, to the Americans) deserts – called ‘Aztatlán’, or just ‘Aztlán’. This land was important to Mexica creation mythology, based, like the border today, upon a concept of duality and complementary opposition. The creator God Ometeotl incorporates both male and female, and his/her children, Quetzalcoatl and Tezcatlipoca, are both allies and adversaries, representing harmony and conflict, balance and change.6 According to some accounts, it was from Aztatlán that the primary God, Huitzilopochtli, led the Mexica south to what would become their imperial capital.7 It was in what Mexicans now think of as the northern desert borderland that Huitzilopochtli was born to his mother, Coatlicue, primal mother and principal goddess of fertility and destruction, womb and tomb, who wore a skirt of serpents and a necklace of human hands and hearts.

The Spanish word for a border is La Frontera, with all the intended connotations of the word ‘frontier’ – as in the American ‘Last Frontier’. While the south-western USA is ‘the frontier’ in American parlance and nineteenth century folklore, so El Norte – the same terrain, through Mexican eyes – struck a similar chord of mystique in the lore of both Spanish conquistadores and Mexicans after them. Before it actually became a border, what is now the borderland was a territory charged with the myth of exploration, risk, opportunity, outlaw glamour and danger. ‘El Norte’ was symbolically charged in ancient Mexica legend: according to the Aztecs’ coloured system of the flat world’s four directions, north was white: its stone was white flint, and the white Ceiba tree, the tree of abundance, was said to grow there. But north was also associated with death and winter, and was the way to the underworld. More recently, while the Americans had Billy the Kid, Mexicans had El Zorro; to Americans, the cowboy is in the south-west; to Mexicans, el vaquero is in the north – they are the same personage in the same place, on La Frontera. Miguel Olmos Aguilera, a quietly spoken musicologist who directs the Cultural Studies Department at the Colegio De La Frontera del Norte in Tijuana, posits, in conversation, that ‘the “Frontera” has always had an imaginative and emotional meaning, as well as a geographical one. Since pre-Hispanic days, it has been a place in the imagination of death and fame, suffering and heroism, as well as a reality which kills people.’8

To citizens of the United States the word ‘America’ usually refers only to that country. To the rest of the continent, though, it refers to the entire continent – as well as to Mexico City’s most famous football team, Club América. Mexico’s powerful and ubiquitous symbol and icon, the Virgin of Guadalupe, is the Mother of God and Queen of Mexico – but she is also Empress of the Americas, all of them. There is, furthermore, academic debate about how and whence the masculine word ‘Mexico’ emerged – ‘Mexica’, like ‘America’, having been initially feminine.9

The border was created by the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848, which ended the US–Mexican wars, after which the Gadsden Purchase of 1853, known in Mexico as the Sale of La Mesilla, pushed what is now Arizona and New Mexico south of the Gila river to the present frontier.10 Ever since, people have kept arriving on the border, not just to cross it, but to remain by it. The more the populations grow, the more each pair of twin cities is bound together, the closer the two countries have become – an adhesion now challenged by the narco war. The demographics of migration across the border are, meanwhile, astounding: one in five Mexicans either visits or works in the United States at one time or another in their lives.11 But Amexica is not about (to use that dreaded shorthand expression) ‘the Hispanicisation of the USA’, or that moment in 1996 when salsa overtook ketchup as the United States’ favourite condiment. True, the Hispanic population of the United States now takes Amexica to and beyond the Canadian border, and especially to such places as Los Angeles of course, and thence Chicago, New York and the Carolinas. But this book is not about the estimated twelve million Mexicans and 28 million Mexican Americans living legally in the United States nor (probably) another 28 million illegal Mexican residents. It is about the quintessence of ‘Amexica’, the borderland itself.

Amexica found me as much as I found it. For years, I have worked along the borderline: narratives about international trucking and sweatshop factories, abducted women and the breathtaking desert, all set against a backdrop of adventure and hard grind, love and lust, achievement and tribulation, scintillescent light and occult shadows. This is a place of impenitent heat by day and bitter winds cutting through the darkness of night. I have been a war reporter on many battlegrounds, yet nowhere has violence been so strange and commanded such revulsion and compulsion as it does along the borderline. War deepens the dichotomies, intensifying Amexica’s magnetic field. It darkens the already opaque shade, making the colours even more lambent. The edge gets edgier but the ready smile more winning; the danger deepens but the welcome becomes warmer. The perversion of values makes the everyday more valuable; the feral physical cruelty of the slaughter accentuates the borderland’s spirituality and its sensuality. The narco war has a suffocating claustrophobia about it, in counterpoint to the unique beauty and infinite scale of the landscape – the eternity of desert and sky that form its backdrop. The distances are all the more liberating but they are deceptive, and savage also: something is always about to happen in Amexica, hence the dread and expectation, apprehension and tenterhooks of every moment.

This is not a story with a beginning, middle and end, it is a slice of very recent, unfinished history. Or to take from Brian DeLay’s introduction to his greatest of all books written about the border, War of a Thousand Deserts: ‘This is a shared story. This is American history, Mexican history and Indian history.’ This book is not so much about a war as it is a view of a singular place in time of war. It is about the ways in which war impacts Amexica, but it also shows how the war is a consequence of other – mainly economic – degradations and exploitations, quite apart from drugs, from which the border’s people have suffered. A suffering due not least to the fact that narco cartels are corporations like any other, applying the commercial logic and following the same globalised ‘business models’ as the multiplicity of legal enterprises that have wreaked a different kind of havoc along the borderline. Indeed, the drug violence is in many ways a direct result of the deprivation and misery caused by the legal globalised economy. The cartels are not pastiches of multinational capital – they are pioneers of it, integral to it, and apply its rules and logic (or, rather, lack of rules and logic) to their marketplace just as would any other commercial enterprise.

The book is also a journey from west to east, Pacific to Gulf. It begins in Tijuana, opposite San Diego, where two cartels are locked in battle. Thence into the deserts of Sonora and Arizona, and the deadly trails followed by half of all illegal migrants into the US across the border – a business being commandeered by the narco cartels. The kernel of the voyage is Ciudad Juárez, where the idea of a war between cartels implodes into criminal anarchy and terrible suffering from violence, addiction and deprivation. The road then winds through breathtaking country, on the US side in Texas and on the Rio Grande’s right bank into cities like Ciudad Acuña and Piedras Negras, utterly transformed by the arrival not so much of drug cartels as maquiladora factories. Next is the border’s main trade corridor and temple of its commercial porosity, from Nuevo Laredo into Laredo, Texas. This is the truck route between Mexico and the USA: it is also where the latest drug war began, for the trade is contaminated by a river of smuggled drugs. The journey ends in the border’s richest and most complex territory in terms of history and identity: Tamaulipas on the Mexican side and the Rio Grande Valley in Texas, between which the cartels’ drugs flow north – and the guns run south across the borderline to the terrifying ‘Zetas’, a paramilitary cartel.

The voyage will not only be a geographical one. It will afford a glimpse behind the insistently glamorous associations which the drug business enjoys. When the narco trafficker looks in the mirror, he sees not a criminal, but a romantic bandit. As Roberto Saviano, author of the remarkable book Gomorrah, about the Neapolitan Camorra syndicates, put it in conversation: ‘They love to think of themselves as Scarface; it’s their favourite movie.’12 But because of the singular product in which the narco traficante deals, the media and society also see in the narco more than a little bit of Scarface, thanks to the packaging of drug culture by our media and mass culture. We have become vogueishly obsessed with ‘fair trade’ consumerism to the point that supermarket chains compete with each other’s rhetoric about where and how the mange-tout peas are grown by happy African villagers. Multinational coffee-shop chains strive to make consumers feel good about the ‘sustainable’ Andean or Indonesian plantations their particular brand of latte comes from. But this pop-moral advertising lexicon does not apply to the origins of drugs: public fascination with celebrity drug-addiction has exempted drugs from the touchy-feely vocabulary of ‘ethical’ consumerism. For all the concern, however laudable, with the lives ruined to make cheap clothes or an unethical cappuccino, few ever stop to ask how many lives just went up a supermodel’s nose – the opposite, indeed: the same media that pontificates about ethical consumerism treats celebrity drug-taking as fodder for tittle-tattle gossip, laced with a giggly – only slightly disapproving – waggle of the forefinger. Or even excessive sympathy for the stars in rehabilitation, or admiration for gutsy appearances on reality TV. Amexica offers a backstage pass, access all areas, behind the celebrity gossip and those glittering cocaine nights in Los Angeles, New York, London and Madrid.

There is another way in which the narco war fits into our contemporary modus vivendi that makes it very much a war of its time. It is the first real twenty-first-century war, because it is about, in the end, nothing. Mexico’s war is a conflict of the post-political era. It is being fought in an age of belligerent hyper-materialism as an ideology in itself, the leading exponents of which run their corporations or banks with personal greed as their sole credo, and their brands as icons of this post-modern religion. Until this hyper-materialist era, the human race has populated a world where, unfortunately, Muslims and Jews fight each other, communists and fascists, Serbs and Croats, Tutsis and Hutus, American or British soldiers and Islamic insurgents, and so on. We may all have different readings of why they do this, but they do so – at least nominally – for a cause, faith or tribal identity, however crazy. But Mexico’s war (some do not like calling it a war) has not even the pretence of a propelling cause. Mexicans are mutilating, decapitating, torturing and killing each other ostensibly over money and the drug-smuggling routes that provide it. Some would argue that all wars are fought indirectly over money and resources, be they wars of empire fought in the nineteenth century until 1918, or wars of ideology or religion in the twentieth century. But most of the savage violence in Mexico is for the smaller profits of the domestic market and local street corner, meted out for its own sake. There is no financial stake in killing a street addict. There are regional and clan identities, to the states of Tamaulipas, or Sinaloa, but they are fluid and subject to too many whimsical alliances and betrayals for the war to be defined as tribal as it is in, say, Rwanda. Mexico’s war has no ideological pretentions or window dressing – its only cover is that it was originally fought, like other, lesser, Mafia wars, over the now diversified product lines that get America (and Europe) high. But the casus belli is now even more vacuous than that. The narco war is fought for the accoutrements of a new post-modern social kudos, social performance, the ability to show off the right labels, brands and products in accordance with advertising; to wear the right clothes, to be accompanied by the appropriately desirable girl, chatter on the latest mobile phone with the latest ‘applications’, own the right gadget and drive the right SUV. For these definitions of status, thousands die. The narco war is fought on YouTube and mobile phones as well as in the streets and back-room torture chambers: cartels use YouTube to threaten rivals and public officials, boast of their killing and set up rogue ‘hot spot’ digital sites to broadcast their savagery and invite comments. One such site hosted from El Paso received more than 320,000 hits and posted more than 1,000 comments.13 Murders, mutilations and executions are posted on the Internet, themselves a blend of cyber-sado-pornography. Unlike the cyber-strutting of al-Qaeda, from whom it is sometimes argued they got the idea, the narcos use digital communication not as a weapon of insane Holy War, but with something approaching a sense of humour with which to goad and boast across cyberspace – gift-wrapping their real-life bloodlust in the electronic ether of titillation and non-meaning.

The post-moral vulgarity of ‘mainstream’ capitalist culture from which these digitally-savvy narcos get their ideas in turn rises to meet them in its own product lines, demonstrating, reciprocally, just how ‘mainstream’ the narcos themselves are; how much they belong to, and are symptomatic of, the contemporary cultural-economic landscape, rather than estranged from it. In summer 2010, the MAC cosmetics line, owned by Estée Lauder, was set to launch a new couture and make-up range inspired by young girls working in the maquiladoras of Juárez, with an ‘outre’ edge provided by the fact that – as everyone knows – hundreds of these girls have been abducted, violated and murdered – a kind of ‘Feminicidio Chic’. The lines, designed by Laura and Kate Mulleavy, sisters behind avant-garde fashion label Rodarte, was to feature off-white chiffon and lace garments, lipstick and nail polish in shades such as Sleepwalker, Juárez and Ghost Town, inspired by the ‘lines of women workers making their way to factory jobs in the middle of the night,’ according to a company press release. MAC’s proposal met, thankfully, with uproar from activist groups such as Women on the Border, whose Executive Director Elvia Arriola called the proposed launch ‘exploitative of women’s pain’. In July 2010, MAC mumbled that it would change the product names and donate $100,000 to a charity in Juárez, while the wretched Mulleavy sisters chirped that ‘We never intended to make light of this serious issue and we are truly sorry.’

At the time of writing, though, the Ubisoft company, which develops computer games, has no plans to cancel its launch of a rip-roaring new entertainment called ‘Call of Juárez: The Cartel’. Players are invited on the company’s website to thrill themselves by living out the city’s misery and carnage on their computer screens and ‘take the law into [their] own hands’ on a ‘bloody road trip from Los Angeles to Juárez’. Previewed graphics show gunmen dressed in Stetsons and flak vests roaming grim city streets toting shotguns and a Kalashnikov.fn1

One striking feature of the post-political war is that neither the political left nor right has managed to muster the slightest resistance. There is no significant trade union, nor any revolutionary or overtly workers’ movement against the narco cartels (though civil society organisations doing their level best tend to be of the left). Similarly, there is no sign of a rightist, fascistic or vigilante movement for law and order (at least not on the Mexican side of the border); the army’s role is a mercurial one, and no Mussolini figure to the right of President Calderón has come to the fore. Instead, a war that is quintessentially materialist and largely male meets resistance from two quarters that do not belong to conventional politics. The post-political, materialist war meets resistance from the ‘pre-political’ clergy and church groups more than any other constituency of society – both Catholic (though not entirely from the organised Church) and reformed. And the male war meets resistance from strong women, as individuals, organisations – and in the home. That these social quarters provide the only measureable, let alone cogent, counterweight to narco violence at street level is something with which a secular mass media, forever seeking policy options and conventional political or military ‘solutions’, is deeply and visibly uncomfortable, not least because they all, serially, fail.

This was the kind of war being fought by the cartels during the two weeks over Christmas in 2008:


	A man masquerading as a fisherman, calling himself Enrique Portocarrero, is arrested in Colombia for designing and building twenty fibre-glass submarines to bring cocaine ashore in Mexico. He was known as ‘Captain Nemo’14

	A sudden escalation of declamatory narcomantas in public places, usually naming and warning local police officials, reached a zenith in every sense, hung from Monterrey cathedral and ominously denouncing President Calderón himself for favouring the Sinaloa cartel over its principal rival, the Gulf cartel15

	A member of President Calderón’s personal and permanent bodyguard was arrested and charged for being in the employ of – and feeding secrets about the president’s policies and movements to – the Beltrán Leyva brothers cartel

	After five men were arrested and charged in El Paso alone for procuring firearms in Texas and smuggling them into Mexico, US Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice insisted that the lifting of a ban on semi-automatic weapons had nothing to do with the vast quantities of such weapons seized in Mexico16

	The decapitated bodies of twelve federal army soldiers are found in the southern state of Guerrero, the most audacious single execution of serving military personnel since the Mexican revolution of 1910. They are gagged by the arms and feet when executed, with a message reading: ‘For Every One of Mine You Kill, We Kill Ten’17

	The US National Drug Assessment Threat report for 2009 declares that ‘The Mexican drug-trafficking organisations represent the greatest organised crime threat to the United States’



During the first two weeks of the New Year, 2009:


	Twenty-one people are killed within forty-eight hours in and around Ciudad Juárez

	Twenty-seven people are killed within one week in Baja California

	A television station in Monterrey is attacked with grenades after reporting on narco murders18

	General Mauro Enrique Tello Quiñones, who left the army to work as a security consultant for the mayor of Cancún in his efforts against the narcos, is abducted, tortured and executed along with two adjutants. Among those arrested in connection with the murder are Cancún’s police chief and several of his senior officers19

	In Tijuana, Santiago Meza López is arrested, charged with disintegrating 300 bodies in acid

	Four decapitated seventeen-year-olds are among twenty-one people killed in Tijuana during the first week of the year20

	Twenty-one senior law-enforcement officers in Tijuana are arrested for protecting the Arellano Félix cartel. There is speculation as to whether this is a genuine offensive by authorities trying to clean up corruption, or said authorities working for the rival Sinaloa cartel



The transition from Christmas 2009 into the New Year, 2010, went thus:


	During the first four days of December, twenty-five are killed in Ciudad Juárez, as the city is blanketed by a rare snowfall, bringing the annual total of dead to 2,390 for a single city21

	It emerges that only 2 per cent of the much-vaunted $1.4 billion ‘Mérida Initiative’ of aid from the United States to Mexico to help fight the cartels has arrived in the recipient country due to bureaucratic problems, contracting rules and difficulties getting helicopters to Mexico22

	Thirteen Zeta gangsters are killed as Mexican marines burst through the gates of a narco compound outside Monterrey. Several passers-by, including a twelve-year-old girl, are injured by intense fire. The Zetas call for help, which arrives in the form of a dozen armed vehicles that then engage an army patrol it meets on the way23

	An American teacher and school district councillor from Southern California, Bobby Salcedo, is abducted and killed in Durango while visiting his wife’s home town of Gómez Palacio during a twinning celebration between his town and hers. Four others were also kidnapped and killed

	A special forces naval ensign, Melquisedet Angulo Córdova, was killed during the shoot-out that eliminated Beltrán Leyva. Two days after his official funeral, gunmen burst into the home of Angulo Córdova’s family, killing four of his immediate family, including his mother27

	The body of thirty-six-year-old Hugo Hernández, abducted in Sonora on 2 January, turns up in Los Mochis, Sinaloa, though not in one piece. His torso is in one location, his severed arms and legs boxed in another place, and his skull found in another. But his face had been flayed, left near the city hall of Los Mochis, sewn to a soccer ball28

	The death toll in Ciudad Juárez for only the first week of the New Year, 2010, reaches the abominable figure of fifty-nine29



On New Year’s Eve, a week before Mr Hernández’s face was discovered tied to a football in Los Mochis, the bound, beaten and tortured bodies of two men had also been found nearby, with their hands tied behind their backs. A message beside them read: ‘This Territory Already Has An Owner’. But the twist was this: these last deaths of 2009 were bodies hanging from an overpass, just like the headless man from ‘Switchback Bridge’ in Juárez.30




CHAPTER ONE

La Plaza

My friend Jorge Fregoso and I were drinking a beer at a bar in a labyrinth of quiet alleyways away from central Tijuana one Saturday afternoon in September 2008 when the shooting started. It targeted an art-deco mansion in the sedate Misión del Pedregal suburb. Federal army trucks arrived to its left, state police shock troops to the right. Few shots were fired from inside the building, it seemed, but a deafening fusillade of fire was aimed at the villa. Only next day was it revealed to have procured, for the authorities, Eduardo Arellano Félix – ‘The Doctor’ – chief of the clan trying to defend the plaza of drug traffic between Tijuana and California for his Arellano brothers syndicate from the raiding Sinaloa cartel. Misión del Pedregal is clearly marked as being, says the sign adjacent to Arellano’s house, a ‘Vecinos Vigilando’, Neighbourhood Watch, zone – yet, says a woman cleaning her porch opposite Arellano’s next day, ‘I didn’t think there was anyone living in that house.’ What followed the announcement were seventy-two hours of carnage even by Tijuana standards, which took the death toll for the city to 462 in the year 2008, and caused even the local El Sol de Tijuana newspaper, accustomed to such things, to run the headline ‘Baño de Sangre’, bloodbath.

Fregoso, a reporter for the local Síntesis TV news channel, and I receive our first alert shortly after 3 p.m. on the Monday when we are called to a colonia called Libertad, where a corpse lies slumped in the dirt beneath a rung of steps made of tyres. A crowd of young people arrives to observe the busy forensic aftermath in a disconcertingly knowing silence, punctuated by the odd giggly joke or mobile phone call, while some 30 metres away the iron wall that marks the border with the USA also looks on, the old fence made of metal landing sheets used by the US air force from Vietnam to Iraq in 1991.

Three young women from the forensic team (wearing identical grey shirts, black jeans and pony tails) take careful photographs and notes, then, like the accompanying trucks full of balaclava-covered federal police, speed off to a different location, Mariano Matamoros, and a major artery on the city’s outskirts where another corpse lies, visible by the green light of a Pemex gas station. The windscreen of the victim’s Ford Explorer (with California plates) is pitted with three bullet holes, and he seems to have made a run into the street, followed by twenty-five further shots, each shell casing marked by a blue number on a yellow card. Before the forensic women have even finished here, we are immediately summoned across dirt tracks – tearing, zigzagging, between cement buildings – to a crossing of back streets in the Casablanca district, and a lifeless body beside the doorway of a corner shop painted with yellow flowers. When the ninja-clad cops pull back the sheet, we see a teenager shot at point-blank range in the face, blood oozing onto the flagstones, and a watching girl turns away to weep into her mobile phone. But now the night really begins.

Fregoso, with his access to police communications, receives the news so fast that we hurtle our orange Volkswagen between the fourth and fifth jeeps of a machine-gun-toting police convoy (to the hooting fury of jeep number five) heading for the next slaughter. The cordon of plastic tape reading ‘Precuación’ is not even in place yet outside the 9/4 minimart in Villa Foresta, in theory selling ‘Vinos y licores’, where a blanket covers the remains of the security guard, with two more dead inside. There is wild wailing from the womenfolk as this body outside was revealed: his flesh has been grated into something like raw kebab meat by fire at point-blank range from a Kalashnikov, or cuerno de chivo – goat’s horn – as an AK-47 is known around here. Further screams follow the sight of those killed inside the store, brought out on stretchers and loaded into the white ‘DIF’ Forensic Department truck now carrying five former people. The shop, says the susurro – the rustling whisper through the crowd – was a stash for drugs being loaded for export aboard two cars, presumably intended to join the 65,000 that cross from Tijuana into San Diego every day, but which the police now tow away. Meanwhile, heavy-set men in sharp suits arrive to look from a slight distance, embracing each other in a way that suggested burdensome comradeship and solace, but little sadness. Any attempt to speak to them is rebuffed with menacing silence and a glare. One of them goes over to console a young woman clutching a baby, in paroxysms of grief, beneath a mural advertising Viper auto alarms.

Yonkes – repair yards for fixing up cars with second-hand parts – are a hallmark of Tijuana’s byways, and next morning another group of sicarios – or maybe the same squad – return to Villa Foresta in brazen, broad noonday light, past the mural of a girl in a bikini sprawled over an SUV and into gate number one of Yonke Cristal, killing one man whose body, wearing a red shirt, is visible through the bars of a red gate. Two other corpses are hidden behind a white van, the skeletal metal frames of the vehicles all around, detached wheel hubs like prying eyes, and the words ‘Jesucristo Excelsior’ carved into the hillside above. This is now Tuesday, and on Wednesday morning Tijuana awakes to the news that while the city slept, three more bodies were found in an abandoned van and another in a car. The van has been dumped in a quarter called Los Álamos, at a meeting point between ramshackle hillside colonias, a smart gated community and an electronics factory, and the dead men have been tortured, mutilated and strangled – one of them handcuffed. People killed and dumped in vehicles are known in this war as ‘encajuelados’, literally ‘entrunked’. The body in the car is that of a police officer called Mauricio Antonio Hernando Flores. It is his personal car, and the officer had parked beneath a great statue of an open-armed figure of Christ, presiding over Tijuana in imitation of Rio de Janeiro, with its engine running, just past 1 a.m. apparently awaiting someone. Whoever shot him, leaving his body to be discovered slumped in the blood-soaked driver’s seat, knew him, and was expected at the scene.

There are two kinds of cop-killings in the narco war. One was illustrated in January 2008 when the narcos crossed some line in the etiquette of drug warfare. The sicarios’ car pulled off a main road onto the dirt track into the wretched colonia of Loma Bonita. They would have parked next to the Swap Meet jumble-sale hangar and walked to what is now a vacant lot for sale, marked by a white wooden cross, where officer Margarito Zaldano lived. They entered the house and executed not only Zaldano but also his wife Sandra and twelve-year-old daughter Valeria. Zaldano’s crime? Being a cop and doing his job trying to arrest criminals who were protected by his own police force. The other kind of slaying of police officers – or la chota, as they are known on the border, the fuzz – involves those who become embroiled with the narcos, work for them or add to the income of their day job by moonlighting for the cartels, often with the same uniforms and weapons. These officers get caught out if they renege on a deal, charge too much for their services, oversights or information, or if their work for one cartel becomes irksome to another. Mexicans joke that a police officer is offered a simple career choice: plata o plomo – silver or lead – and many, while they can get it, inevitably opt for the former. After the killing of Officer Flores, the authorities, in contrast to their outpouring of tribute to Zaldano back in January, refused to fuss much over this latest execution of one of their colleagues by a single tiro de gracia – a ‘mercy’ shot to the head. In Tijuana, as elsewhere, the municipal police can be working for one cartel, the state police with another, and the Federales with yet another. None of this happens in a vacuum.

Like every war, this carnage has a history, and we need to understand the background to the narco cartels’ business, lest the war appear to be the senseless bloodletting it is not. Or, at least, was not at first. Indeed, one needs to know one’s Mafia history as much as that of any major player in the global economy and polity, because the syndicates are more powerful, more astute, and handle higher turnovers than most multinational corporations, as well as fuel our society with their products. The drug cartels were prototypes and pioneers of globalisation; the Neapolitan ‘Camorra’ was the first multinational into post-communist Eastern Europe, harvesting Kalashnikovs produced under Soviet licence. The Camorra was also among the first capitalist
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