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PROLOGUE: SEPTEMBER 2016

PEACE! PEACE! PEACE!

You couldn’t walk anywhere without tripping over the word. It was all people spoke of, all they thought of. That this wonderful word “peace” was on the lips and minds of men and women carrying AK-47s, “terrorists” in the eyes of the world … well, that was beautiful! Half a century’s worth of fighting was about to come to a glorious end, something that many of us in Colombia never thought we would see.

And yet here we were, gathered in the middle of Colombia’s nowhere, as the FARC, the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia, held its Tenth Conference. More than two thousand guerrillas had marched for weeks, AK-47s slung over their shoulders, across misty mountaintops and wet jungles to get here. The comrades had come to vote on whether to accept a peace deal with the Colombian state.

The FARC was the biggest, deadliest rebel army in the Americas. Battle-tough, they’d been fighting the Colombian state, US spies, and military advisors for more than five decades, the world’s longest-running insurgency. Their goal: a violent revolution to install a Marxist-Leninist dictatorship of the proletariat. The civil war had killed more than 200,000 people. And the rebels had been mainly funded by the cocaine industry.

FARC negotiators had spent four years quibbling every comma, period, and word of a 297-page document with a government team. The result? A blueprint for a new Colombia, a long-needed peace deal, government investment in the countryside, education, social policies, building roads and bridges. (That the state needed pressure from violent insurgents to provide these basics, made clear exactly how abandoned parts of rural Colombia has been.) And central to this vision was a plan to end the cocaine industry, the root of so much of Colombia’s devastation.

For years, the FARC had been one of the key figures in Colombia’s massive cocaine industry, doing business with farmers cultivating the crops as well as with cartels and traffickers who were exporting it. They’d used the hundreds of millions to grow and expand their bloody mission of violent revolution. In return for the money, the FARC had protected the fields of coca, the bushes that are turned into cocaine. This deal would put an end to all that. With the FARC out of the cocaine business, Colombia would have a once-in-a-lifetime chance to eradicate coca from the country, ending the drug business that has haunted Colombia for the past four decades.

Now hundreds of reporters from across the world were here to watch and see what the rebels would do. If the rebels voted yes, they’d lay down their weapons. They would become civilians, ending a war started by their grandfathers. Vote no? Another generation will know war.

I was one of the journalists, here hoping to see my adopted home grasp its chance at peace. I had reported on the never-ending wars of Colombia’s cocaine industry for fifteen years, making and losing friends in the bloodshed. I’d seen too many seduced and corrupted by cocaine, too many slums kids die pointless deaths, too many driven mad by the violence. This peace deal, I hoped, could begin to end the cocaine industry here. I wasn’t alone.

Millions watched, praying for a Colombia in peace. These rebels couldn’t let us down. Colombia deserved peace. And that’s the history we all felt in the air. The earth told you: Take a moment, breathe it in, this is history unfolding before your eyes.



THE CONFERENCE WAS TO LAST ten days and was being held in the Plains of Yari. It’s about 190 miles from the capital, but it’s a hard twenty-four-hour drive through cloudy mountain passes and tracks so muddy they swallow motorbikes. The guerrillas had set up six camps for the thousands of guerrillas in the jungle that surrounded the open plains. They built cambuches, skeletal wooden huts, black plastic sheets providing the roofs. Beds were raised so the countless snakes wouldn’t climb in searching for human warmth in the misty mornings. Men, women, we all bathed in the dark waters of the cool river.

An army of rebels built large tents, where after debating the peace process in the day, we drank beers, the rebels always with their automatic rifles and in their camouflage uniforms. Journalists took selfies with the top rebel commanders, who are as famous in Colombia as pop stars. The top guerrillas each carried $5 million bounties on their heads, offered by the State Department. Many were wanted in US courts for cocaine-trafficking and kidnapping of US citizens. But here they drank beers and cracked jokes, confident in their reign of the wilderness. Above us hung huge banners of the FARC’s logo: two AK-47s crossed beneath an open book (symbolizing the guerrillas’ dedication to violent revolution and their self-education).

It was a time to meet old acquaintances from the battlefield. In years past, women and men of the FARC’s Sixth Front rained mortars down on me among other civilians. The Eighteenth Front had treated me as a guest of honor in secret rebel camps as we dodged army patrols and attack helicopters. The guerrilla known as Kunta Kinte once told me: “If you want to see weird stuff, go to war. You see strange things in war.”

A guerrilla sat down next to me. Her eyes big and dark, her long black hair flowed from under a red beret with a patch of Che Guevara. Like all rebels, she was trained to start shooting at any moment. The FARC was one of the only rebel groups to let women fight on the front line. She laid her AK-47 across her lap and sipped her beer. On her nails were painted little Colombian flags, the red, blue, and yellow. She had the guerrillas’ dignity, her head held high.

“Can you tell me … what does peace feel like? How do you live … in peace?”

Peace! It’s obvious, isn’t it? It’s the absence of war. Then I thought of when people ask me: What’s war like? It’s so much more than just the absence of peace.

She looked to be twenty-five and had only ever known war: the terror, the hatred, the frenzy of combat. She and her country would need to learn peace. Hundreds of thousands had died in this war. Millions had fled. It made Colombia the kidnap capital of the world. The worst human rights landscape in the Western Hemisphere. For what? A war that lost any honor or reason long ago.

The Plains of Yari itself had been the site of decades of war. Soldiers, rebels, death squads, cocaine cartels: they all had killed and buried their dead in this landscape.

Each night huge salsa concerts blared out from a massive stadium-like stage constructed by the rebels. Beneath flashing red and blue lights, we danced with the rebels. Even in their camouflage uniforms and dancing in knee-high rubber boots, the guerrillas spun and twirled with grace.

Rebels looked at each other with eyes of love and sex. We baptized the conference FARCstock. Later, there would be a bumper harvest of babies—peace babies, they’d call them. A new country was to be born. Yes, there would be problems, but anthills compared to what we had already survived. The feeling was new, something here that I’d never seen in Colombia before: optimism. Planning for a beautiful future. Counting on the good.

And the peace process was already paying off—a ceasefire between the FARC and the government had seen deaths related to the civil war fall close to zero. The military hospital was almost empty; admissions had fallen by 97 percent over five years.

And South America needed good news, a continent stagnated. Next door Venezuela was imploding, a once oil-rich country sunk by mismanagement and corruption. Its people hungered and died in the absence of basic medicine. Millions would literally walk out of the country, searching for a better life here in Colombia.

The unspoken reality behind this optimism was that the problem of cocaine would finally be dealt with; everyone knows that with cocaine, Colombia will not know peace. Cocaine, the drug of glamour. The champagne of narcotics, the drug of the wealthy and those who aspire to be. Exclusive and promiscuous. Cocaine follows the money. It was there for the bankers of New York and London in the 1980s and the Russian oligarchs of the 1990s. Now Colombian traffickers target China’s new entrepreneurs. Nothing tells the young millionaire they’ve made it like a couple of extra grams of cocaine in their pocket on a Friday night.

The drug war is lost and the world knows it. President Richard Nixon declared the War on Drugs in 1971. And since the 1970s, Colombia has been trying to eradicate cocaine with American military expertise and billions in aid. The results? More cocaine than ever. Former Colombian president Juan Manuel Santos tried to discuss cocaine honestly with the world. The drug war is like riding an exercise bike. “We make a huge effort, we sweat and suddenly I look left, I look right and we are in the same place, the business continues.” He was met with an awkward silence across the globe.

The FARC entered into the cocaine business protecting plantations of coca bushes. Initially, they “taxed” drug sales in their territory. And over the years, they began exporting the drug. And as guerrilla movements across Latin America faded away in the 1990s after the fall of Soviet communism, the FARC grew more powerful than ever. The FARC became wealthy and cocaine had bought herself a bodyguard, an army that would protect her.

Now, as peace became a possibility, the amount of coca was skyrocketing. The government had suspended aerial fumigations of coca crops, capable of killing hundreds of acres of the bushes a day. Rebels had told their supporters in the countryside: “Plant more coca and when peace comes, the more coca you have, the more post-conflict aid you’ll get from the government.”

And as the FARC prepared for a newly legal life, they were rumored to be furiously selling off their last stocks of cocaine before laying down their arms. It was their final chance at grabbing cocaine’s billions. It was understandable, but they were planting the seeds of a bitter harvest.

If the FARC laid down their weapons, who would take over the territory they’d controlled for decades? In any other country, the answer would be obvious—the government, and that was the plan. In theory. But Colombia is not any other country. Throughout its history, Colombia has always been too much for the Colombian government. Its jungles are too dense, its mountain ranges too vast ever to be tamed by the polite gentlemen and ladies in the capital. In most of Colombia, the state exists largely as a rumour. All that territory, filled with record amounts of coca. If the government didn’t take control, the FARC’s enemies would: cartels and economies. And they would slaughter each other to control these lands and the riches at stake. A new round of bloodletting would occur.

That was the nightmare scenario to lose this historic moment.

This is what happened.

Instead of being the start of a new story, September 2016 merely turned the page on a different chapter in the old one. The treaty was signed amid great celebration by the guerrillas, the leaders, the officials, and the journalists. But this peace that arrived with the best of intentions and genuine seeds of hope was brutally damaged before it began. Peace threw the countryside into chaos.

With the deal signed, the FARC’s exit from cocaine became the industry’s biggest upheaval since the death of Pablo Escobar, way back in 1993, millennia in the accelerated world of cocaine. Only the Colombian government missed its moment to turn the tide in the war on cocaine. The government didn’t take over the coca fields, encourage farmers to give up growing coca, or fill the void left by the FARC—the opposite occurred. Narco-militias, heavily armed men and women in uniform devoted to producing and exporting cocaine, claimed the territory once controlled by the FARC. A new round of violence was unleashed as they fought to control the coca the FARC themselves had helped grow. Unarmed FARC fighters, brave men and women who laid down their weapons for a new Colombia, were murdered. Some FARC fighters abandoned the peace process and created dissident groups to keep fighting, to keep trafficking. The villages most battered by the war begged the government to fully implement the peace treaty and secure the countryside. As the cartels and narco-militias moved through the country taking over more territory, they slaughtered hundreds of human rights activists and social leaders. The billions to be made propelled these militias and cartels to more strength and power. Suddenly Colombia was back where it started, only now there were new masters of cocaine and violence, a more diffuse group of players who were more ruthless and more determined to see cocaine production grow than the FARC had been. This peace will be very bloody.

The peace process delivered a record harvest of cocaine. A tsunami of cheap, pure cocaine flooded the planet. What happened in these fields of Colombia was felt in the neighborhoods of Stockholm, Beijing, Lagos, Tokyo, Anchorage, Melbourne. After this peace, the United States recorded its largest-ever cocaine bust. Germany captured more than $1 billion worth of cocaine in one raid, its own record. Cocaine overdoses rocketed in the United States. Cocaine fueled violence across the United Kingdom. Cocaine inflamed a bloody Mexico and caused a spike in violence across Brazil.

Colombia failed the world; cocaine production will flourish. And the world failed Colombia—it will fail to curb the motor of the cocaine industry: the demand for the drug from Europe and the United States. Colombia produces cocaine because the world desires it, and will pay billions for it. The war on drugs and the demand for cocaine are dumping gasoline on a Colombia already aflame.

In the aftermath of this failure of peace, this failure to end cocaine, a failure to seize the future, I set out to understand the why of it—not just the failure but the drug itself. Like so many, my time in Colombia had left me cynical and cautious, and yet, also like so many others, I’d allowed myself to be carried along by the optimism of that September in 2016. The hope would slowly die as the extent of the chaos unfurled. Cocaine was killing the hope.

From years of reporting in Colombia, I knew cocaine’s power. Co-caine. The name alone echoes Cain and would mark the business from the start, brother slaughtering brother. A business that corrupts countries, distorts economies, employs hundreds of thousands, and makes monsters into multibillionaires. I had seen the attraction that a life in cocaine offered: thrilling, sexy, exciting, uncountable riches. And that such a life would be short was part of the deal, all those who worked in cocaine said yes.

I had seen the causes of cocaine: money, greed, power, ideology, its seductive corruption. But it was more than that. In a conflict unlike any other on earth, it was all of those and it was none of them.

Now in the absence of the FARC, realities had been laid bare: cocaine always finds a way to survive. Today there is a new supply chain, with new players. Like evolution fast-forwarded, cocaine has evolved in this new world. To hear the men and women at each step of the chain is to understand this reality. More than a million kilos to more than satisfy the world’s demand for the most glamorous of drugs. Each kilo will pass through the cocaine chain, from the fields to the cities where ecosystems of cocaine flourish and out onto the oceans of the world to reach the real cause of the drug: the consumer. And to reach that Friday night gram of fun in London, New York, Tokyo or Lagos, it will pass through a world of sex, riches, betrayal, and murder.

The why of cocaine isn’t any single person or stage; it’s all of it. And it begins with a lowly plant growing in the ground, waiting to be harvested.
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CHAPTER 1

THE LAND OF LIGHTNING

IN THE ABSENCE OF EVERYTHING ELSE, you understand why cocaine. With every step of this journey forward, another layer of society falls by the wayside. The last hospital, the final supermarket, no more libraries. They flow past us as we drive ever toward the jungle. The paved roads come to their end and still we press on. The final military checkpoint, soldiers with darting glances and worried eyes. The last glimpse of the state, the end of government. The badlands. Cocaine country. All that remains is a motorbike, the dirt track, and a jungle that embraces, that swallows. I’ve reached the beginning of the cocaine trade. This is where the kilo of cocaine is born.

I roll into the Land of Lightning with a honey bear under my arm and a storm at my heels. Some might call her a kinkajou, and she’s the perfect companion for Colombia’s jungles; agile as a monkey, playful as a puppy. I’ve carried my kinkajou in her tiny cage through the countryside on a bumpy bus, a boiling truck ride, and a canoe trip, wading through knee-high flooded tracts and clouds of mosquitos. Now it’s time to set her free.

I bought my kinkajou hours earlier from an animal trafficker in a lawless town. Behind his glasses, he leered like a pimp. Sitting at the top of the fleabag hotel’s staircase, he squinted at every guest walking up, asking if they wanted a pet. He kept her in his hotel room, locked in a rusty cage. If anyone approached her, she hissed and edged away.

I decided to buy her to set her free in the jungle before he sold her to some family of brutes. He wanted thirty-three dollars. I pushed lower. He dropped to twenty-three—reluctantly. Outside came the long, jarring horn of my bus, warning departure was imminent.

After a four-hour bus journey, I sat at a lonely, dusty crossroads waiting for a truck to take me deeper into the jungle. The truck should have passed by forty-five minutes ago. All my kinkajou and I could do was wait.

With smooth coats of deep gold, kinkajous are mistaken for monkeys and ferrets. Here in the Colombian jungles, they’re called “cuchis” or “macos.” I named her Manuela.

An old woman looked sadly at the cage.

“It’s a sin for her to live like that,” she said. “It’s like when they put you in prison.”

Gently, she shared her banana with a grateful Manuela. Her paws held the banana piece as she nibbled it down. The truck arrived.

I could feel myself growing attached to the poor thing. She shivered and with each jolt of the truck she buried herself in the blanket. They’re night creatures and the harsh sunlight scorched her. The midday sun was baking our truck and Manuela rolled on to her back and gasped, succumbing to the heat. I filled her water bowl, but each dwarf-sized pothole heaved the bus and spilt the water.

For all the strange looks, Manuela was a good omen. This is Marxist guerrilla country and they like to leave car bombs along these roads. Sometimes they set up checkpoints to kidnap civilians, burn some vehicles, kill a few drivers and split before the army arrives. They say it’s for the revolution. Truth is, it’s just more madness.

Still, could the guerrillas handle this scene? Imagine a guerrilla checkpoint, taking in the sight of a gringo wandering a war zone carrying a mysterious golden animal in a cage. What good is an AK-47 when you can’t wrap your head around the scene in front of you?

From the truck, we transferred to a canoe, and I was nearing the end of my journey. And now it is time to set her free in the jungle.

We rest at the general store next to the river, at the rain-forest’s edge. The jungle is ominous. I look at Manuela. Light rain tinkles on the plastic roof and thunder rumbles toward us. I ask for water. They’re out. Only beer and Gatorade.

The storekeeper looks at Manuela kindly. I drink my beer.

“She must be six months old. That’s too old for the jungle. The jungle will eat her alive,” he says. I look at the wall of jungle at the edge of the clearing. Out there roam leopards, pumas, snakes, caimans. Slicing claws and gnashing jaws. She’s out of her cage, happily eating another banana and playing with everything around her. She is too trusting, too playful, too happy for this world.

“Hunters probably killed her mother and stole her when she was a baby. Then they sold her. She’s too used to people now. Won’t be able to survive, defend herself.”

I’m surprised by the violence of my emotions for Manuela. Right now, nothing is more important to me than making sure she will have a happy, safe life. She could live for another twenty years. Cats, dogs, and parrots happily wander through the store.

I ask if the store owner wants a cuchi. He nods.

We use pliers to cut off the collar the animal trafficker had put on her. Manuela takes to the family immediately, scaling up arms, curling around necks. This family will look after her. She would have been a faithful companion, but she’s too innocent for the madness that lies before me.

It’s dusk when I set out again, a kindly gasoline smuggler driving me at breakneck speed on his motorbike along the dirt track. So far, we’re outrunning the incoming barrage of lightning strikes. This is Catatumbo, northeastern Colombia, along the border with Venezuela. It’s a terrain of jungles, mountains, war, a resilient people, and magic. And guerrillas, cocaine, poverty, and a people abandoned by their government.

The first men and women to step through these tremendous mountains, the old indigenous, they understood this territory—hundreds of years ago they named it Catatumbo. Land of lightning, house of thunder. The land is drenched in blood. The indigenous remember—memories of horror handed down through the generations, carried in their DNA. The Spanish invasion: genocide, mass rape, slavery, bloody baptisms, entire civilizations destroyed, ancestral dreams snuffed out. Annihilations so complete entire civilizations were erased, with no survivors left even to remember them. The Spanish conquest of the Americas, history’s greatest atrocity. So grotesque, so obscene it damned this continent. Five hundred years later, the curse lives on and dooms these countries to corruption, bloodshed, stagnation. The past is never dead in these lands.

The rain comes down harder. A lightning strike juicing me with a billion-volt jolt is edging from possibility to probability. We can’t stop for shelter. There are appointments to keep. Each thunderous flash illuminates my surroundings, friezes of massive fields of coca bathed in white electricity. I’m where I need to be.



COCAINE’S BILLIONS BEGIN IN THE GRINDING POVERTY of Colombia’s countryside. The sex and glamour of the most sophisticated of drugs, all that comes later. Right now, it’s coca, the humble green bush that likes the mountains and jungles of this country.

The vast majority of Colombia is free of coca. It’s a country of coffee fields, coal mines, oil fields, beaches filled with European tourists. This is the other Colombia, the one left behind. Here coca is a way of life.

Coca is a crafty bush; it hides its prize beneath a plain appearance. Standing about three feet high, its twiglike branches aim up, grasping for the sun. Gray-green branches offer up oval emerald leaves. In short, it’s a bush you wouldn’t look twice at … unless you knew of the precious alkaloid hidden in the leaves.

Twenty-five farmhands move through a field, harvesting the crops. A wall of tall, dark jungle looms at the field’s edge, leaning in over the crops and the pickers. That line separates the field and the jungle, civilization and nature’s chaos.

REEEK! REEEK! The sound of coca leaves ripped from their branches. Coca pickers glide, quick as whips, stripping the bushes’ leaves in seconds. It’s a quick all-in-one movement: grab the branch at the base with two hands and rip upward. It’s the sound of tearing material, the sound of a field ripped in half. Fistfuls of leaves are dropped into the large sacks tied to the picker’s belt. Leaf separated from the bush, the first stage of cocaine is complete.

Cocaine is its own world, its own language. To harvest coca, the verb is “raspar,” making coca pickers “raspachines.”

The two seasons here in the Catatumbo are torrential rains and grueling sun. Some days you get both. Today, the raspachines wear hats and long-sleeved shirts. How do you get through the heat? Fool around all day.

“If they ever ask about Bigfoot in your country, tell them you can get one here in Colombia. He’s a Bigfoot, but we civilized him.”

“Watch out, he’ll rape you. He’ll rape you. I’m glad journalists are here to record this and denounce it. This rapist should be reported to the human rights commission, the United Nations.”

“He looks like a terrorist.”

“Maria, you ever fucked a gringo?”

“Shut up.”

“Carlos, you are the ugliest man I’ve ever seen. Did they shave you to help you escape from the zoo?”

The raspachines start every day at first light, 6 A.M., and advance as much as possible in the early-morning coolness. A spectral mist hangs in the dawn, memories of the night’s downpour. It makes some of us think of ghosts.

Once, this was all jungle. Refugees from other parts of Colombia, so-called “colonials,” arrived about a hundred years ago and fought the indigenous and stole their land. Indigenous communal lands became individual farms of the colonials. The slashing and scorching of the jungle created fields like this one. Yet, here at the edges of Colombia, these are young lands, societies still in formation. A region where your grandfather may have killed someone for the land you live on today.

Still, the jungle remains vast and regal, sitting at the edge of our civilization watching us, ready to reign again. The rainforest bursts with life. Billions of birds, insects, reptiles, and mammals teem throughout the vegetation that stretches a hundred feet into the sky. Walking through the tangles, you feel like the first human to ever step foot here. Every leaf you pass feels like it holds a billion years of creation within. You can smell the vegetation grow. It’s an endless, claustrophobic landscape of greens and browns and little else. Made up of countless creatures, the jungle feels as one. And that it wants to kill you, consume you, make you part of it.

The minute you step out of the jungle, all these sensations fade away, to be remembered like a blurry dream. The jungle spooks some. I like it.

A wilderness so dense can make you think you’re more alone than you are. In southwest Colombia, there are the “Lost Cities.” These are farms that are invisible by day, but the lights used to grow the marijuana crops are turned on at night, visible from miles away. In that rural whim, the farmers string the lights out in patterns, so massive hearts and huge dogs shine from the mountainside.

The deeper you get in to the rainforests, the roads disappear and travel is by river. Or air. A fleet of beautiful old DC-3 airplanes connect these tiny jungle outposts. The silver planes were built during World War II but are still in use here. Every flight, the mechanic is on board. Beautiful flights on a clear day allow you to watch the sea of jungle beneath you. But when those storms clouds gather and the sky turns a thick grey, I skip the flight.

So vast are these jungles, they still house uncontacted indigenous tribes. Just a decade ago, coca farmers slashed and burned ever deeper in the rainforests, outrunning the government’s antinarcotics operations, when they came upon the nomadic Nukak tribe. The hunter-gatherer Nukak, who had never touched coca, streamed out of the jungle as refugees. Many of the Nukak settled in the jungle town outpost of San Guaviare. Once the roaming people of the jungle, now they sit on the town’s unpaved roads begging for money. Every day the Nukak lose more of their culture. They’ve swapped their traditional loincloths for secondhand jeans. Their jungle diet of monkey has been changed for beer and Coca-Cola. Some of the young men idolize the devil-may-care raspachines who whirlwind into town every weekend to spend their paychecks on booze and prostitutes. Some of the Nukak women “drink beer with white man,” the Nukak term for prostitution (“white man” is a term that applies to whites, mestizos, Afro-Colombians, anyone not purely indigenous).

Other Nukak saw the annihilation of their customs and returned to the rainforest. But our culture had infected them—even back in the jungle, they want our trinkets. In isolated farms deep in the jungle, the former nomads pick the crop that drove them from their homes—coca. A day’s pay? A family-size bottle of Coca-Cola, the first Western product that seduced them. Another victim of the drug war.

Out here in the coca field, some of the raspachines have small speakers tied to their belts and reggaetón—it’s always reggaetón—drifts over the field. Sweat drips from their faces onto the naked coca bushes. The oldest man here is thirty-five. This is no job for old men.

Half the people who pick coca find their hands swell up with ugly-looking blotchy bumps. They keep picking because there’s nothing else to do. The pickers bandage their hands like boxers. Still, coca cuts. After a week, every picker’s hands are callused, crisscrossed with nicks and gashes. Yet there are no complaints for the only work there is. Work or starve. This is the Colombian countryside.

Seeing these twenty-five raspachines, working out in the open, is the first hint of how normal coca is in much of Colombia. And you might say it’s treated like any other crop, but it’s not. It’s the only crop. Coca is the economy. These fields are illegal, but in these lawless lands, no one looks twice. And there’s more coca than ever. More here in Colombia, more here in Catatumbo. Today the raspachines are clearing about two and a half acres of coca. Across the country, there are at least another 422,000 acres.

Colombians themselves don’t consider the farmers or the pickers criminals. Everyone understands the hardship of the countryside. The land is concentrated in the hands of the country’s richest. Life is close to feudal outside the cities, farmers scrabbling to survive on tiny plots of land as the wealthy acquire ever more tracts. At one point when the narco-militias were buying up land on behalf of corrupted politicians, they would offer a ridiculously low price for the land, with the final question: “Do we have a deal or do I buy from your widow?”

When the prices of legal crops, such as coffee, collapse, the farmers turn to coca. And that’s the most obvious thing to explain cocaine—our legal commodities markets drive production of the drug. It haunts Colombia every time a coffee farmer rips out his crops to plant coca. Coffee is what Colombia wants to be and how it wants to see itself, laboring to make a world-famous cup of coffee crop that delights millions every day. Coffee is the crop that helped build the nation. Coffee is the crop that could sustain a future Colombia.



FOR THE PAST FORTY YEARS, the raspachines have all been Colombians. It’s a rite of passage for men in the coca zones, the beginning of a career in cocaine. Today, here, they’re almost all Venezuelan. The border is a twenty-minute motorbike ride away. Venezuela’s economy is sinking and its people are emigrating at shocking levels. Despite having the world’s largest reserves of oil, a socialist government riddled with corruption and mismanagement and now slapped with US sanctions has run the economy into the ground. Venezuela is unable to feed its people, who die of hunger and for lack of basic medicine. And millions are walking out to find new lives.

Maria is the only woman in the fields. She looks to be around thirty, with brown hair and white skin, and doesn’t talk much. She’s the butt of jokes: who did she sleep with last night, who will it be tonight. When she gets in a good comeback, a well-timed “Eat shit,” the raspachines point and laugh at the man vanquished, who can do nothing but shut his mouth and pick his coca.

“It’s good to have this job. Pays well. It’s hard but stable,” Maria says. She receives $2.50 for every eleven kilos of coca she picks.

Maria remembers a life in Venezuela of going to bed hungry, of waking up to see her mother crying. As her family lost weight, she was literally starving when she walked across the border into Colombia. She kept walking and kept asking for work until a farmer nodded and sent her to the coca field.

She supports her family with the coca money. Throughout the day, the Venezuelans explain everything by “the crisis” or “the situation,” as if everyone knows. And everyone in this continent does know.

I ask what was her job before this. She says she was in school—she’s only eighteen. Jesus, Venezuela’s collapse is prematurely aging everyone.

“It’s like exercise. You get better every week. I’ve seen fat people arrive to the field and after two weeks, they’re skinny,” says Maria. “You should try it.” She smiles and nods to my belly. Great, I’m getting dunked on by teenage raspachines and it’s not even 9 A.M.

It’s a ragtag collection: Carlos worked in a bank, Maria was a school pupil, Jonathan was a constructor, Freddy was a policeman. What unites them is that they have all given up hope of making a living in Venezuela. From the fields, all day long we see groups of skinny Venezuelans walking the dusty path looking for work.

The Colombian peasant is quiet, and humble with those he doesn’t know. Soft handshakes, a stare that avoids the stranger’s eyes. He wears cloth trousers, a shirt tucked in, rubber boots, and a cowboy hat. He dresses and eats as his grandfather did fifty years ago. The Venezuelans are loud and tropical, an urban culture in the coca fields: fake brand-name jeans, fake Nike caps, fake Adidas T-shirts. And all in Crocs for the puddles and streams.

The Venezuelans spend all day laughing and cracking jokes. They’re happy with the job. Earning around 50,000 pesos a day, or $17, is a good income for them compared to back home.

Carlos is so tall, I know he’s Venezuelan. Sweat trickles down his face as he rips the coca leaves and drops them into his sack. It’s a quiet moment across the field; there is little chatter from the coca pickers, only the insects chirping. He’s twenty-five years old and until three months ago he worked as a bank teller. It makes sense; he has a politeness and a formality lacking in the others. I can imagine him helping old ladies with their savings accounts. Now he rips coca leaves and is the foundation for the international cocaine trade.

What did he think of the coca farmers before this job?

“I thought the pickers were criminals. Poor and without opportunities, but criminals …”

And now?

“This life.” He laughs. “Life gives you surprises. My parents think I’m working on a pineapple farm. I’d like to, but I couldn’t find any pineapples!” And he laughs. “Only coca.”

How long will he stay in Colombia?

“I’ll keep working here until Venezuela recovers …” he says, his smirk sarcastic. There is no hope Venezuela will return to normal anytime soon.

The field has been picked to the branch. The naked bushes look like hundreds of boney fingers grasping for the sky. The coca leaves will grow back and the raspachines will return in two and a half months for the next harvest.

Today, each raspachin has picked as much coca as they can carry. Because carry it they must. The raspachines pack the leaves down into sacks the size of chubby children. A man hefts one sack as large as himself onto his shoulder.

How heavy is it? I shout.

“Ninety kilos, I guess. Yep, around ninety kilos.” And he smiles—it’s that common smile here that says: “All this, absurd, isn’t it?” He sets off for the thirty-minute walk.

Maria sits on the ground as a friend straps the sack to her back, ropes crisscrossing her chest like a mule. Like a turtle on its back in the hot sun, Maria can’t get to her feet—her friend shoves the sack from behind, pushing forward Maria, who scrambles to her feet to lurch ahead. She relies on that first push to carry this sack, only slightly smaller than herself, hoping forward momentum will get her home.

Coca is on the move. Cocaine will eventually make it to every corner of the world and Maria is the first one pushing it forward.

There are no clouds and the sun bakes the air. The stillness of the midday heat, with only the sound of the insects and Maria’s grunts. The naked fields of coca shiver in the sun.

After fifteen minutes, Maria stumbles in the dirt. She catches herself before she falls, but it’s close. Her legs are jellifying. She’s doubled over, her eyes focused straight ahead. Total concentration: left foot forward, right foot forward, left foot forward, right foot forward.

After twenty-five minutes, her face is covered in a sheen of sweat. She’s bent over at nearly a right angle now. Finally, she reaches the edge of the jungle, and precious shade. She stands still and stares forward, breathing deeply, her eyes unfocused. From somewhere, a nest of mean mosquitos awakes. They surround us as a mist. She’s motionless, too tired to bat them away. With a grunt, she starts again along the jungle trail.

We walk the dark path that twists and turns through the undergrowth. Finally, a clearing. It stinks of gasoline and noxious chemicals. Here stands the laboratory, and here collapses Maria.

A line of raspachines stagger in, hunchbacked with their sacks. Tossing their sacks to the floor, all sit down hard. The laboratory workers impale each sack on a meat hook that hangs from a scale. Pedro, one of the laboratory workers, shouts out the weight of the sack. The picker watches the scale as well—to know how much they’re going to earn. Sometimes they smile, sometimes they’re disappointed. But there’s no grumbling. The raspachines treat the lab workers with respect. There’s a hierarchy in cocaine and the raspachin is at the bottom.

There’s a stream of weights: “Eighty-five kilos!” “Eighty-five kilos!” confirms Libardo, the bookkeeper. He’s a young man, dressed in a baseball cap, rubber boots, and shorts, and that’s all. He takes notes in a child’s exercise book.

“Thirty-seven kilos!” “Thirty-seven!” “Ninety kilos!” “Ninety!”

Maria hands over her sack. It’s hooked and Pedro shouts: “Forty!”

“Forty!” replies Carlos. Maria’s eyes dart from the scale, confirming what Pedro says immediately with what Carlos is writing down. Only fools trust. At least today it’s not raining: they pay 25 percent less to offset the wet leaves. Rules and regulations of cocaine.

Maria will take home 40,000 ($13) pesos today. It’s minimum wage for Colombia—but a good earn for Venezuela.

She has handed off the coca to the next link in the chain of cocaine.

Everyone takes a break for lunch.

Maria walks back to the farmer’s house, where tonight she’ll sleep on the farmer’s patio in a hammock. She’ll pick coca until these fields are clean and then she’ll return to Venezuela with a little cash in her pocket. She’s one of the lucky ones, someone who walks away from cocaine. From now on, the noose tightens.

The coca is about to be transformed.



THIS COCA IS A PRODUCT OF WILD LANDS, long forgotten by the rest of the country. Traveling through these jungles, you pass settlements with whimsical names: Puerto Machete (Port Machete), Filode Gringo (Gringo Ridge), Felicidad (Happiness), Las Muñecas (The Dolls), La Sombra (The Shadow). It’s the sense of humor of the farmers. But behind it there’s a sadness—you’re not expecting a visit from the pope if you name your town the Donkey.

From the nearest town, it’s a six-hour odyssey to get here. Three hours on a beat-up highway, hoping to avoid guerrilla bombs or checkpoints. Two more hours down an unpaved road that can only take motorbikes. Reaching a river, only a ferry service crosses. “Ferry” is a grand term for planks of wood strapped onto six large barrels to keep it afloat. And “service” is generous way of saying: if the man is around. The raft holds four men and four bikes and is pulled across along a fixed rope. When it rains too much, the ferry is out.

The farmers—not the government—built this ferry to get their produce out to the world. Once across the river, it’s another hour on a motorbike or a mule into the wilderness. Along the path, farmers—not the government—built small log bridges to cross streams. As I come to one of these bridges, an old woman gingerly steps on rotting logs. She looks up at me. “And they call us drug traffickers? What drug trafficker do you know lives like this?”

Finish this exhausting six-hour trip and check the map to see how far you’ve traveled: thirty kilometers (eighteen miles), as the crow flies. Imagine the cost of dragging a ton of pineapples along this route.

The center of life here is the general store. Coca farmers come from their isolated farms for a cup of coffee, a beer, to pick up supplies from the only store around. Out here, there is no plumbing. You shower and wash your clothes and dishes in an open-air shack that holds a huge barrel of water that’s brought from the stream. You scoop out the water to pour over yourself with the jungle staring at your bare ass. Need a piss, step into the jungle. Need a shit, take a few more steps into the jungle.

Everyone here is self-sufficient, able to be vet, mechanic, doctor, cook, electrician, or farmhand as the moment demands. A lifetime of abandonment by the government has made Colombia’s rural people a resilient breed.

Farmers trot by on handsome horses on their way to tend to their coca fields. A line of ten children in school uniform, sons and daughters of coca farmers, walk up the dirt track to the school. They’ve walked for hours to study and are excited to learn. One teacher will educate twenty students—from eight to fifteen—all at the same time. The girl at the head of the line tries to open the door. The door is locked.

“School is closed, kids. River is flooded, teacher couldn’t cross!” shouts Carmen.

The children visibly deflate and start the three-hour walk back home.

Farmers set up a toll along the dirt track to fund this school at a cost of $12,000. It took years to raise the money but they finally built the school from the ground up. And where did the money for the toll fares come from? Coca sales. Why didn’t the government pay for it? Good question.

“Coca farmers don’t ask for anything. They just want to be left alone. If they decided to quit coca and demand their rights, for health services, education, the government wouldn’t have the money to pay for it. Colombia needs the farmers to stick with coca, because if they go
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