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People see what they want to see and what people want to see never has anything to do with the truth.

—Roberto Bolaño, 2666




ACRONYMS



BNDD—Bureau of Narcotics and Dangerous Drugs

DEA—Drug Enforcement Administration

DFS—Ministry of Federal Security (Mexico)

FBN—Federal Bureau of Narcotics

ICE—Immigration and Customs Enforcement

PAN—National Action Party

PGR—Attorney General’s Office (Mexico)

PJF—Federal Judicial Police (Mexico)

PRI—Institutional Revolutionary Party




A NOTE ON NAMES



Spanish names comprise first names (e.g., Joaquín) and then two surnames (e.g., Guzmán Loera). The first surname is the patronymic of the father (Guzmán) and the second surname is the patronymic of the mother (Loera). Normally, to reduce repetition, writers use simply the patronymic to refer to the person in question. However, occasionally with certain common first surnames, both the first and second surnames are used (President Ávila Camacho, the trafficker Caro Quintero). Just to confuse matters, because traffickers usually live in the shadows, sometimes we have confirmation of their first but not their second surnames.

Finally, the world of Mexican drug trafficking is rich in evocative nicknames. However, unless they are short for proper names or infamous on their own, such as “El Chapo,” I have translated them into English.




Prologue

The Lookout





Cruz never wanted to be in the narcotics business. But he had little choice. The youngest of eleven children, he was born in Carácuaro in 1989. Once the base for Mexico’s nineteenth-century Independence army, now the small, nondescript village in the Michoacán hot lands boasted few opportunities. Most villagers produced agricultural goods for the local market or—if they could afford to pay for passage—migrated north to find work. It was one of the poorest townships in one of Mexico’s poorest states. Four in every five families lived in poverty. Cruz’s family was one of them. “We didn’t have a TV or a car or anything. We just had a house with a dirt floor and that was only because my father left to be with his other woman.”

Cruz’s hometown, however, did have one advantage. It lay on a beautiful, winding road that ran up from Mexico’s west coast to the center of the country and from there to the United States. By the mid-1990s the road was a major drug highway.

Cruz learned the business young. Five of his brothers drove narcotics from the coast to the state capital of Morelia. So did three of his brothers-in-law and all his cousins. “They were all involved. I didn’t know anyone who wasn’t. But no one said anything. It was just a job.” Even his mother was drawn in. She stored guns and narcotics in a wooden hut overlooking the small ranch on which they all lived. And when Cruz was seven years old he also started to work as a halcón, or lookout, for the stash.

In his decade in the drug business, Cruz demonstrated a singular lack of ambition. As his brothers moved up the hierarchy from transporters to gunmen to local chiefs, they often mocked their shy, diminutive sibling. But Cruz didn’t mind. He liked being a lookout. The job allowed him to wander the stunning, rolling landscape above his ranch. It allowed him to look after his ageing mother. He also showed a complete lack of interest in experimenting with any of the drugs. He never opened the packages, never looked inside, and certainly never used them. “They were for the gringos.”

He did, however, notice that the mercancia—the merchandise—changed. At first, in the mid-1990s, it was cocaine. “When I first started, my brothers used to bring in loads of perico [“parakeet,” but also the slang term for cocaine]. It was wrapped tightly in cellophane packets with names and numbers on the side. No one ever told me what they meant and I never asked.” Then by the end of the decade, his brothers also brought in weed. Marijuana was Cruz’s least favorite narcotic. “I had to carry it up to the hill to the hut in these massive sacks. It was so heavy … and it stank.” Then, at the turn of the century there was another change. “It was all hielo [“ice,” or methamphetamine] and chiva [“goat,” or heroin]. They said it all came from down the mountains around Zihuatanejo and Petatlán.”

He also observed the changes in the trade’s local protection rackets. At first, it was the state cops who were in charge. When Cruz was just a child, they would come up to the ranch, sling a few packages of cocaine into a squad car, and then drive back to the state capital. “A local politician even came once. He wanted to thank my brothers for their work.” But by the turn of the century it was traffickers themselves. “When the Zetas came, they demanded that we work for them now. If you didn’t, they just killed you. Just like that.”

Violence accompanied these changes in the protection rackets. In just three years two of Cruz’s brothers and four of his cousins were killed; another brother disappeared together with one of his brothers-in-law. The genealogy he sketched looked like a family tree from the plague years.

At this point, Cruz’s mother decided that she needed to protect at least one of her children. So in October 2007, she put Cruz on a bus to Morelia. From there he took another bus to Tijuana where he had the address of more family. Eventually, in early 2008, he managed to cross to the United States and lived with extended family in the Northwest. He got married, had three children, and started to work picking fruit. He was safe for a time.

In 2018, Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) agents raided Cruz’s place of work in Middleton, Idaho. They bused him four hours to the nearest detention facilities in Weber County, Utah. It was here, as he awaited deportation, that I first spoke to him. His lawyer had asked me to work pro bono as an expert witness in his case.

Talking to Cruz on the crackly detention center phone line, he seemed quiet and thoughtful. He was devoted to his wife and kids, and scared about the future. He feared that if he was returned, the government officials and cartel hitmen that had wiped out half his family would come after him.

In the end he was right to be afraid. After a decade of watching America’s changing narcotics needs, he now witnessed its grinding mechanisms of narcotics prevention. ICE lawyers used Cruz’s testimony to portray the slight, nervous farmhand as a hardened narco—a violent psychopath bent on feeding drugs to America’s vulnerable youths. They knocked his claims of forced recruitment, questioned his tale of family tragedy, and intimated that he had actually come north to sell drugs. They were playing on a set of common assumptions and stereotypes. It was enough to persuade the judge. Two months after the hearing, Cruz was put on a plane back to Mexico.

Over the past decade, Cruz’s story has become depressingly common. Myths about the Mexican drug trade have become one of the twenty-first century’s most persistent narratives. Beyond the narrow world of cops and traffickers, such myths provide the scripts for TV series, the stock characters for action flicks, and the prejudices underlying a thousand lawyers’ arguments and judges’ decisions.

Such myths started over a century ago. In the same breath that American moralizers lauded the prohibition of narcotics, they started to accuse the Mexicans of providing them. And as these myths took hold, they started to shape popular culture. They provided the backdrop for Dashiell Hammett’s detective fiction and 1950s teen exploitation flicks. Mexican traffickers supplied the cocaine for Billy and Wyatt in Easy Rider and played the bad guys in Evel Knievel’s first excursion on the silver screen—Viva Knievel!

Though the drugs have changed and the slang modified, these myths have remained disconcertingly constant. (“Mexican Cartel Threatens to Drown El Paso in Dope,” reads a strangely timeless 1932 headline.)

They tell simple stories of a war between north and south, between white and brown, between noble and well-intentioned cops and a threatening cabal of vicious kingpins, simpering gangsters’ molls, corrupt Mexican politicians, and shadowy, powerful cartels.

Such myths serve a purpose. They demonize the drug traffickers and cement the narrative of the drug war as a struggle between good and evil. They legitimize official violence. Drug cops carry guns because they must fight well-armed traffickers; they shoot but only when shot at; they torture but only because pulling some farmer’s fingernails prevents some conveniently vague future death.

Now drug war myths provide the essential background for the upsurge in U.S. nativism, the expansion of a massive deportation industry, and the popularity of Trump’s demands for a wall.

Unpacking these myths and discovering the real story of Mexico’s drug trade has not been easy. These stereotypes are firmly entrenched; they configure the way documents are written; they structure the way we read them; and they shape the way we have told these stories in the past.

Together with a handful of colleagues, I have spent nearly a decade tracking down narcos, narcotics, and the police that pursued them. I have visited over thirty archives, ranging from grand, air-conditioned national collections to the dusty, scorpion-infested cells that pass for municipal depositories. I have applied for a plethora of classified documents in the United States and Mexico. Some, I have received. Others have been refused or redacted to the point of incomprehensibility.

Private collections, in particular, have proved a boon. Friends and contacts have lent me classified documents, grand jury transcripts, the Drug Enforcement Administration’s (DEA) in-house review of the famous international smuggling ring known as the French Connection, the photo album of a Sinaloa kingpin, and the sole known snapshot of the legendary trafficker Pedro Avilés Pérez. He lies on a mortuary slab with half his head missing.

Over the past decade, I have also talked to dozens of DEA officers who worked in Mexico during the 1970s and 1980s. They introduced me to the murky world of overseas U.S. drug policy—the characters, the clashes, and the cavalier attitude to lives and laws. I have also talked to those involved in the other side of the business, from 1960s weed smugglers to the poor, mostly rural drug workers like Cruz who populate the very lowest rungs of the trade.

Some of these sources are disconcertingly blunt. DEA agents, in particular, are often upfront about the amount of violence they and the Mexicans deployed against the traffickers. The unapologetic use of force is testament to how powerful drug myths have become. It is also a measure of how these myths have insulated federal agents (and, perhaps most important, their pensions) against legal challenge.

But most sources only tell a fraction of the truth. They inflate the numbers, exaggerate the threat, and weave what happened into recognizable tales of good cops and bad traffickers. To draw out the history of the trade has taken constant fact-checking, triangulation with other documents, and a persistent cynicism about the motives underlying what appear to be factual statements.

The stories these sources reveal cover a century of Mexican drug production. They recount the shifting organizations that have specialized in growing, processing, and transporting narcotics from the small, mountain clans of the early twentieth century to the so-called cartels of today. They offer snapshots of many of the characters involved, from Mexico’s first heroin chemist to Ciudad Juárez’s legendary queen pin to right-wing hitmen turned cartel mafiosi. And they pull back the curtain on the U.S. and Mexico’s counterproductive attempts to limit a flourishing market.

This history presents, I believe, four distinct findings.

Least surprising is that the driving force of the drug trade is and always has been economic. America has an enduring and enormous appetite for narcotics. In the late nineteenth century, according to some estimates, between 2 and 4 percent of the U.S. population was addicted to morphine. A century later, America was consuming up to 70 percent of all the world’s cocaine.

The American hunger for intoxication has always dwarfed that of Mexicans. In the 1970s, for example, the CIA conservatively estimated that there were around 450,000 heroin addicts in the United States. (Other reports claimed over 600,000.) In comparison, there was “almost no evidence of heroin use” in Mexico. At the time, Mexico’s largest survey of recreational drug use struggled to find any individuals who had even tried opiates.

Marijuana did have a Mexican market. (The name itself is probably Mexican in origin.) But after a brief surge in popularity during the Mexican Revolution, the herb rarely penetrated beyond a small, bohemian subculture. During the 1970s, when 40 percent of U.S. high schoolers were using marijuana on a regular basis, barely 4 percent of Mexico City’s kids had smoked the herb even once. Outside the capital’s student hipsters, rates of usage barely climbed above 1 percent.

This ceaseless U.S. demand has merged with the persistent poverty of the average Mexican. Even during the middle decades of the twentieth century—when Mexico was riding an unparalleled wave of economic growth—average wages rarely reached 10 percent of those to the north. Now, after two decades of economic turmoil and a further two decades of stagnation, they barely reach 6 percent of those in the United States. You can earn the average annual Mexican wage by working for fifteen days in the United States.

This combination of high demand and low wages has generated enormous incentives to produce and traffic drugs. There is no established way to assess these incentives. (One suspects that the World Bank’s economists are rarely asked to measure the intersection of salaries and drug prices.) So, I have come up with my own: an estimate of the quantities of various narcotics a Mexican would have to sell wholesale in the United States to earn the average annual Mexican wage.

This calculation is not meant to mirror real life. Few individual Mexicans have had the wherewithal to sell the drugs that they grew on their own land directly to American users. (Though some have. As journalist Sam Quinones discovered, in the early 2000s a handful of enterprising Mexican poppy farmers started to sell their homemade black tar heroin directly to U.S. OxyContin addicts.) The figure does not take into account the (comparatively minimal) costs of drug production and processing or the (less minimal) costs of networking and bribery. Instead, what it does is suggest why the drug trade has been so attractive to so many Mexicans.

The results are telling. Over the past fifty years, to earn the median wage, a Mexican has had to sell an average of 700 grams of marijuana, 18 grams of heroin, or 66 grams of cocaine on the U.S. streets. It amounts to weed weighing two cans of soup, coke weighing a tennis ball, or smack weighing just three U.S. quarters. And this is only the average. During the economic collapse of the mid-1980s, it took only 280 grams of marijuana and 4.8 grams of heroin to make the annual wage. You could earn as much growing a single marijuana plant or a window box of poppies as driving a cab for a year.

The second—perhaps more surprising—finding concerns the relationship between the drug trade and the authorities. Since governments prohibited drug trafficking in the 1910s, many Mexican politicians have sought to harness the income from the illegal trade. As long as the drugs went north, the trade caused limited social or political fallout, and no one blamed the politicians—who cared? In general, these politicians have taken a cut by instituting what we might call drug “protection rackets.” They have charged certain favored wholesalers or traffickers a fee or a percentage of profits to protect their enterprises and not to apply the law. Those that have refused to pay, they have arrested or—at times—murdered. To put it another way, state agents were Mexico’s mafia, trading protection for a cut of narcotics proceeds.

For over a century, observers deemed this system corruption. (“Corrupt officials are in league with the traffickers,” reported the same 1932 El Paso newspaper.) Yet corruption is an imprecise and unhelpful term. Such a blanket expression obscures what has always been a subtle and shifting set of arrangements. Up until the 1970s, these protection rackets were controlled by state governments and manned by the state police. (Mexico, like the United States, has a federal system.) Though many of these officials got very rich, there were limits. Authorities sought to distribute at least some of these funds either through official state programs (like school- or road-building) or individual philanthropy. And they sought to check violent disputes associated with the trade. To do otherwise was to risk U.S. or Mexican federal intervention.

During the 1970s, national institutions—in particular the Federal Judicial Police (PJF)—took over these local protection rackets. And they referred to their regional protection rackets as their plazas. Corruption changed from a mechanism that greased the wheels and oiled the machine to what political scientists now term “grand corruption.” These new racketeers no longer hailed from the region they controlled; they had no links with the communities they extorted. So they stole more, they distributed less, and they became increasingly casual about the use of violence. They, after all, were the highest authorities in the land. This scaled-up corruption started to undermine the functioning of the state.

Since 1990, corruption has shifted once more. Increased drug profits and declining state power have upended the old protection rackets. In many regions of Mexico, the traffickers still pay the authorities. But now the traffickers are in charge; they control the protection rackets and decide the rules of the game. Political scientists have come up with a term for the new arrangement. They call it “state capture.” (Though it should be said that they have only captured a small part of the state—the part that used to run the protection rackets.)

Mexican corruption has attracted headlines and oversimplified cultural explanations. “It is as eternal as the Aztec sun,” declared one Mexico foreign correspondent. And it has become firmly entrenched in the myths surrounding the drug trade. Yet, as I also discovered, corruption never stopped at the border. Stories of hard-nosed sheriffs and principled drug agents mask similarly entrenched corruption on the U.S. side. Just as in Mexico, the enormous profits from the drug trade have been tough to resist. And they have persuaded many agents from local law enforcement, Customs, the DEA, and the CIA to either look the other way or overtly protect the trade. However, unlike in Mexico, American observers have been resistant to investigate these claims or declare any systemic fault.

The third finding relates to counternarcotics policies. Drug myths suggest that punitive policies are logical and necessary responses to genuine threats. Policy hawks target kingpins or peddlers or cultivators because they believe this is the most efficient way to stop Americans injecting or smoking or snorting drugs. But studying a century of south-of-the-border counternarcotics efforts reveals that such policies are rarely implemented for their effectiveness. They are driven instead by invented panics, the need for bureaucratic fundraising, and managerial scapegoating. They target whatever group is deemed easiest to cow, capture, and sell to the public as a victory. And they are supported by the relentless manipulation of facts and figures through administrative sleight of hand, the deliberate distortion of evidence, or straight out lying.

Furthermore, these policies never actually fulfill their aims. Cutting supply never raises prices and lowers U.S. addiction rates for more than a few months. American drug demand is simply too large; the incentives are too great. And patterns of drug-taking are broadly independent of supply. In fact, the two “successful” campaigns against Mexican drug production—which did genuinely bring down narcotics production in the late 1940s and late 1970s—were followed by a massive rise in U.S. heroin addiction and a huge escalation in U.S. cocaine addiction respectively.

What unforgiving counternarcotics policies do cause, however, is increased violence. This brings me to my fourth finding, which concerns the connection between the drug trade and the use of force. Many commentators argue that the narcotics business inevitably generates violence; it is “in the DNA of the trade.” They give many reasons for the inevitability of violence. The stakes are high; the trade attracts criminals and sociopaths; and without official regulation, disputes are decided by force. Over the past fifteen years, at least in Mexico, this has not been a difficult claim to make. Yet it is important not to let contemporary horror obscure both the history of the trade and the origins of the violence.

Up to the 1970s, violence was rarely employed to sort out disputes between drug traffickers. The trade was relatively peaceful. Cooperation was the rule. Deep ties of blood, marriage, friendship, and neighborhood, which linked many of the traffickers, prevented the frequent use of force. In general, so did the local protection rackets. Both state governors and state cops were keen to avoid conflicts that risked exposing their own ties to the traffickers.

Instead, the causes of violence were twofold. These causes originated not from inside the drug trade, but from inside the state.

Occasionally, new state authorities attempted to overturn the old protection rackets and institute their own. To do so, they frequently tracked down powerful traffickers and arrested or killed them. They then placed their own compliant traffickers in their place. New state authorities could claim to the U.S. and Mexican federal authorities that they were taking serious action on counternarcotics while also capturing the protection racket for themselves. Yet the strategy was high-risk. If the new authorities failed to control or eliminate the powerful traffickers, the attempted takeover could develop into a bloody conflict.

Such conflicts over drug protection rackets dot the early years of the trade. There were outbreaks of violence in Ciudad Juárez in the early 1930s, in Sinaloa in the 1940s, and again in Sinaloa in the late 1960s. Yet such conflicts have become more frequent. Over the past forty years, increasing numbers of groups have vied for control of the drug protection rackets. They no longer comprise just warring local politicians, but also federal cops, secret service agents, and the drug traffickers themselves. What is described as a conflict over the drug trade is often a conflict over the control of the protection racket.

Furthermore, over the past fifteen years, many gangs have attempted to extend these protection rackets from narcotics to other commercial enterprises. It is these attempts that have spread violence beyond the areas where drugs are traditionally grown and smuggled. Criminals now demand protection money from everyone, from car thieves and human traffickers to local businessmen, truck drivers, and avocado farmers. These new victims might be different. But the rules are the same. Pay up or get killed.

The other principal cause of the violence has been the war on drugs itself. In Mexico, aggressive counternarcotics policing was slow to take off. U.S. diplomatic bullying forced law changes in the late 1940s. And by the early 1950s there was a relatively forceful militarized eradication campaign. Conflicts increased. But for the most powerful traffickers, punishments were rare. And there were multiple ways to avoid capture or long imprisonment.

In the early 1970s, Nixon’s drug war transformed counternarcotics policing south of the border. U.S. drug agents, Mexican cops, and Mexican soldiers descended on areas of drug production and trafficking like an invading army. They arrested tens of thousands; they tortured thousands; and they killed hundreds. They racked up their own body count. There were similar rapid U.S.-backed escalations of drug policing after the murder of DEA agent Enrique “Kiki” Camarena in 1985 and again with the election of President Felipe Calderón in 2006.

Yet, beyond the direct victims, such uncompromising policing also had a crucial secondary effect. As the risks increased, drug traffickers turned on one another to avoid the threat of capture or worse. The cooperation that had marked the first half-century of the trade decreased and then evaporated almost completely. Traffickers gave evidence on each other to escape long sentences, avoid torture, or save their families; and traffickers killed anyone they suspected of being a police informer.

Nowadays there are plenty of other underlying causes for Mexico’s spiraling murder rate—the explosion of other forms of crime, the expansion of Mexico’s own retail drug market, the ongoing smuggling of guns from the United States, and the almost complete collapse of the country’s judicial system.

Yet these two causes, which have marked the history of the Mexican drug trade, remain important today. Struggles over the control of drug protection rackets still generate conflicts among diverse state institutions and their allied traffickers. Aggressive antidrug policing still produces state-backed murders and divides drug-trafficking networks against one another.

Violence, then, is not so much in the DNA of trading in narcotics as in the DNA of prohibiting the trade.

It was something that Cruz, the teenage lookout, grasped effortlessly. Looking back on his decade in the Michoacán drug trade, he recalled two moments when violence spiked. The first was when a new cartel—the Zetas—arrived and attempted to take over the protection racket from local officials. They murdered a handful of local traffickers (including Cruz’s relatives), kidnapped the others, and then forced them to pay a fee for moving the narcotics through Carácuaro. The second was in 2007 when the army arrived in response. “They just made things worse. They didn’t care who they killed.”

This book, then, is the story of how America’s unending demand for narcotics first shaped, then transformed the economy, social makeup, and politics of modern Mexico. It is a story that starts in a minor key with the small-scale networks of pharmacists, criminals, farmers, and merchants that teamed up to sate U.S. needs in the wake of the first drug prohibition decrees. These networks were limited in scope and based on cooperation, not conflict; they were protected by local politicians; and at least some of their profits were distributed to broader society.

Yet from the 1970s onward, these networks started to expand and these arrangements between traffickers and the state started to break down. First there was the spiraling demand for marijuana, then heroin, then cocaine, then meth, and then heroin again. Next there were the attempts to curtail supply through harsher laws, more aggressive policing, and military force. Together such changes beefed up the power of the drug-trafficking networks, allowed them to take over chunks of the state, and set these networks against one another. The Mexican drug trade had become the Mexican drug war.

It is a reality that Mexico still lives with today.
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Chapter 1

The King of the Grifos

MEET MEXICO’S FIRST NARCO. FOR PUBLIC ENEMY NUMBER ONE, JOSé del Moral, was a bit of a disappointment. As the police dragged him out of his house on Calle San Jeronimo in the center of Mexico City on July 20, 1908, he cut a disheveled figure. Grimacing from his toothless mouth, he was in his late fifties, grey-haired, and dressed in a tattered waistcoat and trousers. Of course, the tabloid press of the time didn’t call him a narco. They had yet to come up with such convenient shorthand. Instead, he was “the capital’s poisoner in chief” and “the king of the grifos [stoners].”

Del Moral was not royalty, but he was the capital’s biggest marijuana wholesaler. Three days earlier the police had raided his warehouse south of the city. Here they had discovered thousands of marijuana cigarettes. The newspapers had reacted with full-blown hysteria. “Marijuana factory” with enough marijuana “to poison the whole capital” ran El Imparcial. “The terrible cannabis indica of the healers is the opium of our lower classes,” opined the slightly more cerebral El País.

Mexico’s first narco—meet Mexico’s first drug panic.

Tabloid censure brought swift justice. Within a month, Del Moral was tried and sentenced to five months in jail. His crime was a new one—selling marijuana without a proper license.

Del Moral might have been Mexico’s first bulk dope slinger but he was not illiterate. “The king of the grifos” was something of an autodidact. And his appeal letter—written from inside Mexico City’s notorious Belén prison—outlined rather neatly the tension between this first drug panic and his and many others’ more reasoned appreciations of the drug.

Doctors, he claimed, had denounced marijuana while knowing nothing about it. They quoted no studies and ignored the everyday application of the drug. Instead, they simply adopted the popular prejudices of women and children, he said, “who run when they hear its very name and believe the herb has come from hell.” The tabloids were even worse. They parroted the doctors’ lies and added to them, making up tales of marijuana-induced madness and weed-fueled murders. “How,” Del Moral asked, “can marijuana be considered dangerous for health … when it is used as a medicine for infinite ailments?” Surely Mexicans should trial the drug rather than rashly condemn it?

Lost for over a century beneath a stack of case files, Del Moral’s appeal letter now seems oddly prescient. Two years after his imprisonment, the outbreak of the Mexican Revolution would drive thousands of his countrymen to start using marijuana both as a medicine and as a relaxant. It was a trial—albeit a wild and impromptu one. Marijuana would go from a rarely used herbal remedy to the drug of choice for the Revolution’s soldiers. After the Revolution, it would gain an audience among urban bohemians and the city’s poor.

Yet, the marijuana craze was never more than a subculture. It was localized, short-lived, and by the 1930s had started to fizzle out.

In contrast, the panic that Del Moral described did not go away. It proved much more enduring. It was one of the world’s first drug panics. It was an important moment, a turning point in Mexico’s attitudes to narcotics. It would provide the template and many of the stories for subsequent panics, including America’s own terror over marijuana use during the 1930s. And it would inspire a set of laws and prejudices against marijuana that would shape a century of Mexican drug policing. To this day, Mexicans hold some of the least progressive attitudes in the world to marijuana. Sadly, the first marijuana panic had little to do with the drug’s actual effects. It had much more to do with prejudices about the people involved in the trade.

As Del Moral was keen to point out, he was not the instigator of marijuana use. Mexicans had been using the drug’s healing properties for well over a hundred years. The Spanish had originally brought cannabis to the country in the sixteenth century. Their idea was to make hemp. But it soon escaped. A hardy plant, it sprang up on the edge of cornfields and dotted the hills of Mexico’s dry Sierras. Around the end of the eighteenth century, Mexicans discovered its calming properties. And within a few decades it was a medicinal staple. In the countryside, many people just self-medicated, using recipes passed down from parents or grandparents.

But in the towns and cities, wholesalers like Del Moral usually sold the narcotic to herbolarias or traditional healers. These herbolarias were a common sight in nineteenth-century Mexico. Most were indigenous women. They sold their advice and their bewildering array of herbs, barks, and potions from mats strewn on the floor of the country’s hundreds of markets. Snooty health inspectors were not impressed.


Their ignorance is enormous, they don’t know how to read or write, the Spanish they talk is very poor and the sicknesses and the herbs they know by their indigenous or vulgar names. Their business is mostly done on the outskirts of the markets on the edges of the pavement, setting up their wares on shabby blankets and separating them in vague overlapping piles. Their measures are handfuls and branches and their prices always extremely low.



What they lacked in formal training, they made up for in price and choice. Their “shabby blankets” were piled with an A to Z of powders and leaves from achiote (seeds from the Bixa orellana shrub for measles) to zoapatle (Montanoa tomentosa for abortions).

Marijuana was one of their most versatile remedies. It was rolled up and smoked to cure asthma, bronchitis, and laryngitis; it was pounded into a powder, dissolved in alcohol, and rubbed on rheumatic joints, hernias, or the stomachs of women struggling to give birth; and its seeds were dissolved in water and used for urinary infections and bladder pains. Popular prescriptions included marijuana dissolved in water combined with jimson weed and butter to make “a calming pomade” and boiled in water to produce a rough form of hash and then mixed with cinnamon syrup. Tasty and relaxing.

If marijuana was most often employed as an herbal remedy, two groups also occasionally smoked it as a narcotic—soldiers and prisoners.

Most of the early references to marijuana concern soldiers. As early as 1846 as the Americans threatened to bombard the port of Veracruz, one worried newspaper reported that Mexican troops had been struck down “by a strange sickness.” “They are without strength, languid, confused and often end in a profound stupor.” The cause of this strange illness—“marijuana, which the soldiers smoke as if it was tobacco.” By the 1870s, the weed-addled soldier—stuck in his barracks or on the prowl looking for trouble—had been a stock character in the Mexican imagination. In fact, one of the most persuasive theories for the origins of the very word marijuana reflects this use. Juan was the name given to the average Mexican soldier. His camp wife was often termed María. María-Juan became Marijuana.
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Herbolarias or traditional healers were held to be ill-educated indigenous women prone to poisoning their clients. Their use of marijuana simply confirmed this prejudice.

The second group that smoked marijuana was prisoners. They shared many of the soldiers’ experiences. They were locked indoors for long periods of time; they were bored; and they were looking for some form of escape. Again marijuana provided the answer. It was smuggled inside food, beneath women’s plaits and underclothes, or grown openly on the roof of prisons. In 1895, a journalist of the demimonde, Heriberto Frías, was jailed for exposing a vicious military campaign against peasant rebels. He described the poor men he met inside. They included a luckless thief who was busted every few months and returned to jail, where he would survive by selling marijuana cigarettes. And they included a wife beater who had been arrested for hitting his errant lover and who calmed his pain (if not hers) with the herb. “With marijuana he felt happy, the smoke of the cigarette bathed his brain, killed his memories, and submerged him in shadowy oriental ecstasy.”

At the end of the nineteenth century, then, marijuana consumption was minimal. It was relegated to a corner of the healers’ stalls. And it was contained in barracks and prisons. Places you might expect to find mentions, like criminology books, anthropology texts, and folk literature, barely mentioned the drug. The 600-page Diccionario de Mejicanismos (Dictionary of Mexican Slang) included only two words connected to weed—marihuano, or marijuana smoker; and grifo, or stoned. (In comparison, there were thirty-five colloquialisms for “drunk.”)

So the roots of the panic lay not in the level of marijuana’s use. Del Moral’s warehouse—with its thousands of cigarettes and piles of weed—probably accounted for most of the capital’s sales. Rather, like the roots of most drug panics, they lay in the type of people that used it.

By the 1890s the ruling dictator Porfirio Díaz (in office most of the years 1876–1911) was trying to modernize Mexico. Foreign capital was flowing in. Railways and roads were being built. Entrepreneurs were reopening mines, extending sugar, cotton, and wheat plantations over peasant lands, and sending their goods north. Mexico was going places. And there was no room for an embarrassing lumpen proletariat of Indian healers, drunken soldiers, and stoned criminals. Marijuana—the medicine of the poor and the stimulant of the downtrodden—started to represent everything that was wrong with Mexico.

Doctors began the campaign. They argued that marijuana smoking produced hallucinations, temporary insanity, and, if smoked for long enough, full-blown dementia. They argued that mixed with booze or tobacco it could also cause outbursts of stunning violence. They also attacked the principal vendors of the drug—the herbolarias. “How many lives has your ignorance cost? How many pounds of marijuana have you sold? How many times have you given a poison rather than a cure?”

Because it was the late nineteenth century, they overlaid this intolerance with the vacuous veneer of race science. For Mexico’s elites, anyone indigenous (like most healers and soldiers) was at the bottom of the racial pyramid. Their habits and customs risked polluting the country’s population. So soldiers shouldn’t smoke it and healers shouldn’t sell it, not because it harmed them (who cared?), but because its cumulative use risked “degenerating the Mexican race.” Who better to blame for Mexico’s lack of progress than the dope-smoking, baby-bearing poor themselves?

If doctors started the myths, Mexico’s new tabloid press popularized them. From the 1890s onward, stories of prisoners, soldiers, and criminals attacking their fellow citizens under the influence of marijuana became widespread.

February 1894, Alberto Guttman robs a man and slices him with a machete. The cause—“the excitation that this powerful narcotic produces.” December 1899, former soldier Eulalio Andagua comes back to the barracks to visit friends, “turns into a madman after smoking marijuana,” attacks a guard, is placed in a holding cell and then tries to kill himself by beating his head against the wall. January 1901, Margarito Trujano punches a passerby, tears off his clothes, and gnaws at his arm before he is finally placed in a straitjacket. As the paper explained, “Trujano was not crazy … he was crazy under the influence of the marijuana which he smoked in large quantities.”

Though strict prohibitions against marijuana would come later, this first panic also caused a crackdown. Suppression started in the barracks, where sergeants threatened soldiers with court-martials. It moved into the prisons, where weed-smuggling visitors were caught and thrown inside with their relatives. Finally, by the turn of the century, it extended to the markets, where health inspectors now demanded a license for the sale of weed. And if you were poor, a woman, and without any letters after your name, your chances of getting one were basically nil. Inspectors scoured the stalls of the capital’s markets for the drug. If they found it, they busted the offending healer for dealing in harmful medicines. Then they moved on to the wholesalers like Del Moral.

No doubt the first marijuana panic was influential; it put hundreds behind bars; and it established the template for thinking about the drug for decades. Yet, initially at least, it was unable to hold up weed’s use. In the short term, tabloid alarm was little match for the forces of Revolution.

In 1910, after two decades of declining democracy, sliding wages, and aggressive land takeovers, Mexico’s masses rose up against the dictator. Within less than a year they drove him from power. On departing, Porfirio Díaz allegedly whispered that the revolutionaries “had unleashed a tiger. Let’s see if they can control it.” On this, at least, he was right. They couldn’t. And the conflict rolled on for another decade. Different armed groups stressed different aims. Some, like the followers of Emiliano Zapata, wanted the return of stolen lands. Others, like the more middle-class followers of Venustiano Carranza, demanded political power. Others still, like the supporters of the charismatic former bandit Francisco “Pancho” Villa, coupled both calls with demands for higher wages.

In peak years—like 1914, when a right-wing general attempted to install a military regime—army numbers soared to around 250,000. Add to this the thousands of irregular rebel militias, local defense units, and robber bands and there were around double that number under arms at any one time. Some of these revolutionaries were rather puritanical. (Pancho Villa—whose face now adorns dozens of brands of tequila—was actually a teetotaler.) Yet many were not. The Revolution proved a boon for the booze business. Domestic beers and cactus-based liquors like pulque, tequila, and mezcal soaked the nights, numbed the pain, and fueled the fireside songs of the Revolution’s soldiers.

But also, as soldiers left the barracks, so did marijuana. What had been a drug for the few became a solace for the many. Writings on the Revolution, from autobiographies to thinly veiled fictional accounts, point to the drug’s everyday use. Cannabis became campfire consolation. Perhaps the most famous account was in former soldier Francisco Urquizo’s tale of army life, Tropa Vieja. Urquizo described the military authorities desperately searching camp visitors for liquor and drugs. In a passage that would echo with any contemporary prison officer, their searches were in vain. Visitors hid firewater in the chorizo sausages, mezcal in their bras, their underskirts, and the nappies of newborns. They put black dye in the tequila to make it look like coffee and hid marijuana inside sandwiches and tortillas. Trumpeters hid the drug in their instruments. Soldiers secreted it in the linings of their jackets and in the barrels of their guns.

Inside camp the drug functioned as both medicine and narcotic. Camp wife Chata gives marijuana to one injured soldier to stop the pain. “Here’s a marijuana cigarette to suck on, let’s see if it can stop your agony and you can cope with the journey … he took a few puffs and was calmed.”

But it was also a drug for the downtimes. For the wannabe poet Jacobo Otamendi, it was blessed relief; alcohol was nothing in comparison.


Liberating herb! Consolation of the overwhelmed, the sad and the afflicted. You … can make us forget the miseries of life, the pain of the body, and the malaise in our heart. You shake up the weight of time, you make us take flight and dream in what could be the supreme being. You are the consolation of the imprisoned, the music of the heart that sings a song for the free man, free of other men, free of the body, absolutely free.



The poet’s paean was not a solitary one. The revolutionary corridos, or songs, that passed news from town to town also testified to marijuana’s extensive consumption. Most famously, revolutionary troops changed the lyrics of the popular ditty “La Cucaracha” (The Cockroach) to infer that the cockroach in question—the famously immoderate dictator Victoriano Huerta—“didn’t want to walk, because he lacks, because he lacks, marijuana to smoke.” But beyond the greatest hits, there were other mentions. In “Imprisoned they take me north,” the prisoner claimed that he was being dragged away “for my love of Juanita.” It wasn’t a girl; it was a slang term for marijuana.

But perhaps the most telling testament to the army’s drug use was the flood of stories about military marijuana smoking after the Revolution. Doctor’s accounts, medical theses, and judicial trials all pointed to the popularity of the narcotic. As late as 1938, a doctor asked battalion medics to fill in a questionnaire on camp marijuana use. No doubt harsh penalties had decreased smoking. But in some barracks—especially in weed-growing areas—the practice was still endemic.

In fact, this later study highlighted one of the key aspects of military marijuana. It was a balm and a way to relax. But it also had a practical use for battalion brass band players. The reason, one doctor explained, was simple. Weed dried the palate. So brass players smoked it to “lessen their secretion of saliva and hence play well.” Perhaps “the cockroach” of the corrido had no marijuana because the band playing the tune had smoked it all?

The Revolution was a truly transformative event. Over a million were dead; Mexico was changed forever. Revolutionaries now took control of the country. Change was often conflictive and painstakingly slow. But improvements were made. Farmlands were handed out to the peasants. The oil and rail industries were brought under public ownership. And the new Constitution of 1917 introduced a bill of workers’ rights so radical it would only be surpassed by the Russian Bolsheviks.

The Revolution also brought cultural change. Deference diminished; standards of behavior altered. Women chopped their hair short and wandered the streets alone at night. Men—some from the lowest social ranks—now walked with the confidence of soldiers that had fought a dictatorship in the front lines. Among some of the popular classes, attitudes to marijuana also changed. Weed gradually became a drug for literary bohemians and the urban poor.

A subculture was born.

In 1920, the year the Revolution ended, we catch a glimpse of this new subculture from a rather strange source. Eugenio Gómez Maillefert was not a journalist or an anthropologist or a poet of the Mexican underground. He was a bureaucrat and a posh one. But he had a keen eye for a good story. And his article—“Marijuana in Mexico”—was revelatory.

In it he claimed that marijuana smoking now spanned the capital’s society. There were former prisoners and soldiers (of course), thieves and sex workers (expected), but also workers, artisans, youths, and even professionals from the middle classes. Though it was officially illegal, “you can basically say it is tolerated because of the ease in acquiring it.”

A new market brought new vendors. Market healers now competed with street dealers, newspaper vendors, and sandwich sellers. They bought the weed wholesale, then rolled cigarettes for sale at around 10–20 centavos each. It was an easy and relatively risk-free income. Perhaps the capital’s most famous marijuana sellers were a husband and wife team called Cockerel Face and the Little Cockerel. Officially, they were candle makers, but the business was just a front. At the back of the shop they produced the best-quality weed in Mexico City—“pure sheep’s tail,” or marijuana exclusively drawn from the bushy top of the plant.

Market growth also opened up new spaces for smoking. There were high-class joints like the old convent where poets read out their reefer-inspired poems surrounded by papier-mâché skulls and other macabre decorations. And there were down-at-the-heels cafés off Plaza Garibaldi where thieves, ruffians, and youths added a few shots of firewater to their coffee and puffed on marijuana cigarettes.

This subculture also started to generate its owns rituals and language. Joints were wetted before smoking; they were passed around in a circle; and smokers often chewed sweets after taking three drags on the herb. There was even a song that the stoners sang: one wit termed it the Marijuana Marseillaise.


I’m a marihuano and I can’t

Even lift up my head

With my bloodshot eyes

And my mouth dry, oh so dry

Here comes the devil

With his twenty-five brothers

He says that he’s going to take away

All the marihuanos



If the rituals were rather formulaic, the language surrounding marijuana was ostentatiously jokey and imaginative. There were multiple words for weed—grifa, mota, and shora, which could be combined into a real postsmoking tongue twister, Motishorigrif. There were words for being under the effects of marijuana—vacilar (to dither or stumble) and ahuitarse (to be disturbed). There was even a word for the roach, the tecolote (owl, or a colloquial term for policeman). And there was a whole series of games of verbal jousting, punning, and wordplay that went along with the experience.

It was this wordplay—what we might term this “gramática grifa”—that moved marijuana culture into another arena: music hall theater. It was this connection that cemented the changing meaning of marijuana in the popular imagination. For the music hall audiences of workers, youths, and partygoers, it was an antidote to all the deference and daintiness of the dictatorship. It was a mirror—albeit a distorted one—of a new, revolutionary Mexico.

Music hall, and particularly satirical music hall, was as much part of the Revolution as campfire songs or Diego Rivera murals. Big theaters like the Apolo and the Lírico shared the center of Mexico City with hundreds of cabarets and bars. Outside the center, dozens of tents put on satirical romps that mixed dances and stock characters with political lampoons. The plays were strong stuff. U.S. ambassador Josephus Daniels was shocked to witness satirists holding up “public officials to devastating ridicule” and compared Mexico’s comedic candidness favorably with that of the United States.

These music hall productions reflected the new openness of revolutionary Mexico. The big battles were over. Now it was time to remake national culture and, perhaps more important, enjoy it. Music hall, together with drinking at a cantina and taking in a late-night cabaret, became a weekend for all but the most uptight.

Marijuana was central to this. During the Revolution, playwrights had started to frame the chaos of the civil war as some kind of hallucinatory marijuana dream. And by the end of the conflict, the idea had taken hold. The weed smoker was a stock character—revolutionary Mexico’s version of the medieval jester—whose comedic wordplay, staggering gait and intoxicated condition not only made people laugh but also allowed the actor to speak truth to power. Half a century before Cheech and Chong, the stoner comedy was born.

Perhaps the first actor to really nail the role was Lupe Rivas Cacho, who regularly played the role of “La Grifa” or “The Stoner.” She started in the cheap cabarets but soon made it to the high-profile theaters. In 1919 journalists applauded her talent for playing “a neighborhood woman.” She drank pulque, smoked “that pestilent herb,” and declared—in a garbled way—what all the audience was thinking.

The shift in marijuana’s meaning was perhaps best expressed not by the jumbled argot of the comedy stoner, but rather by the brilliant Jewish intellectual Anita Brenner. With an ear for street talk that bypassed most foreign observers, Brenner explained that what best summed up the mood of postrevolutionary Mexico were not the self-important speeches of the politicians or the art of the muralists, but the predominance of the vacilada or the semidemented laughing state caused by smoking marijuana. For Brenner, for the playwrights, and for their audience, it acted as “a simile for a strain, a tone, an attitude that runs through Mexican life.”

It meant laughing at the solemn, mocking the pompous, and ridiculing the pious. It reflected contemporary Mexico. After the Revolution, the country was a world turned upside down. Or for a moment in the 1920s it seemed so. The rich of the dictatorship were cowed or had fled. The crowd and its populist representatives now ruled. It was carnival. The jesters were in charge. What better way to indulge in this, describe it, and maybe even memorialize it than the laughter produced by the revolutionary soldiers’ drug of choice?

As the meaning of marijuana changed, new adherents emerged from among the Revolution’s more bohemian artists. They did not include La Grifa’s sometime boyfriend, Diego Rivera, at least not for long. Sometime around 1923 he declared that he and his fellow painters should attempt to channel the energies of their forebears and “officially smoke cannabis indica.” This was no idle trial and they even invited in a “professional” weed smoker, Chema, to guide them. Chema clearly recognized his audience, and his sales pitch was pure pretention. Opening his briefcase, he claimed that inside was “the only transcendental value that Mexico, our country, has given the world…. Marijuana.” Here, he claimed, pointing at the contents, “is science, love, politics, everything that you need to construct the monumental art that you dream of.” After taking a few puffs, Rivera declared that the drug had little or no effect. Mexico’s muralists were natural marihuanos. They didn’t need the drug.

Others, however, did. Perhaps the most prominent was the poet and journalist Porfirio Barba Jacob. Barba was an exile from Colombia who wandered Mexico from the 1910s on as a pen for hire. He claimed that he first tried the drug in Monterrey during a torrential storm. It was love at first puff. And that night, as he put it, he “celebrated his nuptials with the Lady with the Burning Hair.” He even celebrated her in a poem of the same name. According to one of his friends, he used to hang around shabby cafés with “counterfeiters, marijuana sellers, criminals and killers.” By the 1930s, he was smoking more than ever. The soirées at his apartment at the Hotel Sevilla were legendary. They included journalists, poets, artists, and even (allegedly) the future president Adolfo López Mateos. His rooms were always thick with marijuana smoke. And at one particularly wild reading of “The Lady with the Burning Hair” one guest took it rather too literally and set fire to his wife’s locks.

Marijuana now had a market; it had sellers; it had rituals; it had a lingo; and it had a distinct set of acceptable venues from hole-in-the-wall bars to the Hotel Sevilla. It was still very much a subculture. But it demanded more intensive production than picking random hillside plants or investing in a few patio flower pots. Now it needed agricultural land outside the city. And soon a few villages started to specialize in growing the weed.

In San Mateo Otzacatipan, a predominantly indigenous village some 50 miles west of the capital, it was the crop of choice for the revolutionary peasants that had taken over the big landlord’s farm. In September 1928 a sanitary agent tried to enter the village and collect what he described as “enormous quantities of cannabis indica.” He was met by its armed and “aggressive” new owners. The local army commander was no fool and refused to intervene. As a result, the agent got only a sample of 10 kilos to send back to his superiors. It was a gift from the local teacher who felt sorry for his powerless federal colleague.

Another key growing zone surrounded the beautiful colonial town of Atlixco, in the foothills of the volcano Popocatépetl. Its reputation for fine marijuana would last decades. Rarest of accolades, it even got a hippie nickname—Popo Oro or Popo Gold. Informants estimated that the village produced around 500 kilos, which they delivered to a female wholesaler from the western fringes of Mexico City.

Mexico’s marijuana subculture made for entertaining anecdotes and financed a small circle of suburban villages. And a dampened version of it would go on to inspire American Beat poets and protohippies during the 1950s. But it failed to penetrate much beyond the capital’s partygoers. And as the initial enthusiasm for the Revolution diminished, use waned. By the end of the 1930s, users were limited to a few army regiments and the capital’s lower classes. Mexico would have to wait another century for the return of widespread recreational drug use.

What did stick, however, was the panic over the drug.

The Revolution’s leaders were—in general—more middle class than the armies they led and the crowds they addressed. And among many of the leaders, the panic that linked marijuana to violence died hard. In fact, to make matters worse, it now combined with a U.S.-influenced temperance movement in vogue at the time. (Pancho Villa was not the only dry revolutionary at the party.) It would take another twenty years for revolutionary thinking to reform the drug laws.

So while the capital’s theatergoers smoked and partied, doctors continued to produce hysterical articles listing the drug’s dangerous effects. And the tabloids continued to print imaginary stories of marijuana-induced murders.

Now to cap it off, the Mexican authorities introduced a series of punitive laws against marijuana. In 1920, the government prohibited the “cultivation and commerce of all products that degenerate the race.” It included marijuana. With a stroke, the herb—in all its forms—medicinal or narcotic—was banned. Mexico had prohibited marijuana seventeen years before the United States. And further laws backed this up. The penal codes of 1929 and 1931 stipulated sentences of up to ten years for growing or trafficking the drug.

Soon the new laws brought seizures and arrests. In Mexico City the authorities created a new sanitary police. It was their job to prowl the markets and backstreets looking for illegal dealers. The Del Moral bust now looked trifling in comparison. In 1925 they seized over 4 tons of marijuana in the capital alone. Two years later they confiscated 27 tons. In the early 1930s they trawled the city’s nightspots, arresting hundreds of small-time peddlers and giving them fines and six-month sentences.

Up on the border, local cops were also clamping down on everyday use. In just eighteen months in the early 1920s they indicted 559 people for drugs in the cities of Mexicali and Tijuana alone. A lot were Chinese opium addicts and U.S. visitors, but there were also many Mexican marijuana smokers.

Though it was stuttering, underpowered, and rested uneasily on a prerevolutionary racial panic, the war on drugs had begun.




Chapter 2

White Lady, Black Market

IT WAS SEPTEMBER 1924 AND JOSé MASCORRO WAS AT A LOW EBB. HE WAS a secret service agent. He should have been infiltrating counterrevolutionary sects or hunting down bandits. Instead, he was stuck in the bowels of the capital. Two months ago he had been charged with investigating the Mexico City heroin trade; it was not a glamour job. His days were full of backstreet meetings with desperate addicts, slippery dealers, and bent cops. He was bored and frustrated.

On the upside, he had recently made a useful informant—a chauffeur and heroin addict called Juan Hernández. Mascorro liked Hernández. Hernández wanted to get clean. And Mascorro had promised him a free stint in a government hospital if he coughed up what he knew. Hernández was more than forthcoming. Driving Mascorro around in the back of his cab, he started to point out the network of criminals, doctors, and pharmacists who channeled Mexico City’s dealers large quantities of morphine, heroin, and cocaine originally registered for medical use.

But the double act didn’t last long. Hernández had continued to buy and shoot heroin. And soon he fell ill from blood poisoning. His arm went purple, then black. Mascorro called a doctor, but the prognosis wasn’t good. Ten days later Hernández was dead. In a letter to his superiors Mascorro raged against the trade that had claimed his contact. He raged against the dealers who “were killing people with their drugs, not just this victim, but many others.” And he raged against the officials that were protecting them.

Anger bred action. And over the next six months Mascorro would start a one-man crusade to unmask Mexico’s first drug-trafficking ring. It was an investigation that would take him into the worlds of organized crime, professional medicine, and corrupt cops. It would lead him from the capital’s notorious Lecumberri jail, to squalid morphine stash houses, upscale pharmacists’ labs, and the Caribbean port city of Veracruz. It was an inquiry that demonstrated the sources of Mexico’s early trade in hard drugs and the strange alliances that these produced. It was also one that was meticulously recorded in Mascorro’s increasingly outraged letters to his secret service bosses.

Without Hernández’s help, Mascorro struggled to reenter the world of Mexico’s drug addicts. It was, as he knew, a fairly narrow world. Morphine, heroin, and cocaine were European and American vices. They were expensive medicines; they were prescribed by doctors; and morphine—in particular—was used to combat World War I field injuries. By contrast, Mexico’s soldiers either relied on booze and marijuana or died in pain. As a result, even in the wake of the Revolution, addiction to morphine, heroin, and cocaine was extremely low. And it would continue to be so for the next century. Experts observed that even on the border very few Mexicans aped their U.S. neighbors. “The poverty of the patients and the disinclination of Mexican physicians to prescribe narcotics makes for a very low … per capita use.”

In Mexico City, abuse was also limited. The most comprehensive medical study of heroin and morphine addiction counted only 458 cases in private hospitals, the general state asylum, or the city jail between 1920 and 1924. Though it was the epicenter of Mexican addiction, there was an average of less than one case every thousand inhabitants. By comparison, in some U.S. cities, addiction could be as much as ten times as prevalent.

So Mascorro started his inquiry in the one place where he knew there were addicts—Mexico’s City’s imposing new jail—the Lecumberri prison. Hard drugs had started to blight the prison in the late 1910s. Morphine and heroin, in particular, had started to contend with marijuana as the prisoner’s preferred release.

Prison doctor Dr. Juan Peón del Valle was there at the beginning and described the drug’s gradual incursion into everyday life.


At first the traffickers didn’t have an important market in this penitentiary. But little by little it grew to become one of the biggest subjects of commerce…. Soon we realized that around Cell Block F there were drug traffickers. First it was hidden in a milk bottle with a false bottom, then a few morphine capsules lodged in the nasal passages of a woman wearing a veil, then in the hollow of a wooden leg, then behind the photo of a girlfriend, then stuck behind the stamp of a letter, until
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