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      The Narcos

      
      ‘El Chapo’

      
      Joaquin Archivaldo Guzman Loera

      
      Born on 4 April 1957 in La Tuna de Badiraguato, Sinaloa. The head of the Sinaloa cartel, he is Mexico’s most wanted man.

      
      ‘El Padrino’

      
      Miguel Angel Felix Gallardo

      
      Born in Culiacan, Sinaloa, on 8 January 1946. El Padrino – literally, the Godfather – is widely considered to be the founder
         of the modern Mexican drug trade.


      
      Rafael Caro Quintero

      
      Born on 24 October 1954, in Badiraguato, Sinaloa. Was a leading drug trafficker in the 1970s and 1980s.

      
      ‘Don Neto’

      
      Ernesto Fonseca

      
      Born in 1942, in Badiraguato, Sinaloa. Was a leading drug trafficker in the 1970s and 1980s.

      
      ‘El Guero’

      
      Hector Luis Palma Salazar

      
      A former car thief, reportedly born in California. El Guero began working for Felix Gallardo as a gunman. He is widely credited
         for having trained Chapo.


      
      ‘El Mayo’

      
      Ismael Zambada Garcia

      
      Born in El Alamo, Sinaloa, on 1 January 1948. El Mayo is a key ally of Chapo.

      
      Amado Carrillo Fuentes

      
      Born in Guamuchilito, Sinaloa. He became head of the Juarez cartel in the early 1990s. He has two brothers, Rodolfo and Vicente.

      
      ‘El Azul’

      
      Juan Jose Esparragosa-Moreno

      
      Born in Badiraguato, Sinaloa, on 3 February 1949. El Azul served as a senior adviser to Chapo.

      
      The Beltran Leyva brothers

      
      The five Beltran Leyva brothers, Marcos Arturo (‘El Barbas’), Alfredo (‘Mochomo’), Hector, Mario and Carlos, were all drug
         traffickers born in Badiraguato.


      
      The Arellano Felix brothers

      
      The Arellano Felix brothers, Francisco Rafael, Benjamin, Carlos, Eduardo, Ramon, Luis Fernando and Francisco Javier were born
         in Culiacan, Sinaloa, and later ran the Tijuana cartel.


      
      Juan Garcia Abrego

      
      Born in Matamoros, Tamaulipas, on 13 September 1944. Garcia Abrego founded the Gulf cartel.

      
      ‘El Mata-Amigos’

      
      Osiel Cardenas Guillen

      
      Born in Matamoros, Tamaulipas, on 18 May 1967. Cardenas Guillen became the head of the Gulf cartel in the late 1990s and created
         Los Zetas.


      
      Los Zetas

      
      A paramilitary wing comprising thirty-one former Mexican special forces soldiers who deserted to work for Cardenas Guillen
         and the Gulf cartel.


      
      La Familia

      
      A group of drug traffickers based in Michoacan, which rose to prominence around 2006.

      
      Jose de Jesus Amezcua Contreras

      
      Founder of the Mexican methamphetamine industry.


      
      Glossary of Terms

      
      Capo: 
         a drug kingpin


      
      Gatillero: 
         a gunman, sometimes written in other texts as ‘gavillero’


      
      Narco: 
         anyone affiliated with the drug trade, from couriers to kingpins. In this book, the term in its singular is largely used to
         denote a high-level narco.


      
      Narco-corrido: 
         a song commemorating exploits of drug traffickers


      
      Narco-manta: 
         a banner hung in public, either taunting rival narcos or denouncing authorities for complicity in drug trafficking


      
      Sicario: 
         hired assassin, or killer. Usually part of the capo’s inner circle, but sometimes contracted out.


      
      AFI: Federal Investigations Agency, Mexico’s equivalent to the FBI


      
      DEA: 
         US Drug Enforcement Administration


      
      CNDH: 
         National Human Rights Commission


      
      FBI: 
         US Federal Bureau of Investigation


      
      PAN: 
         National Action Party


      
      PGR: 
         Mexican Attorney General’s Office


      
      PRD: 
         Democratic Revolution Party


      
      PRI: 
         Institutional Revolutionary Party


      
      Sedena: 
         Mexican Defence Secretariat (ministry)


      
      SIEDO: 
         Organized Crime Investigation Unit


      
      SSP: 
         Public Security Secretariat



      
      Prologue

      
      ‘You tell everyone, you spread the word – Chapo is in charge here. Chapo’s the law. There is no law but Chapo. Chapo is boss.
         Not Mochomo, not El Barbas. Chapo is the law.’


      
      Carlos’s eyes glazed over as he spoke about his boss, Joaquin Archivaldo Guzman Loera, a.k.a. ‘El Chapo’. In the hills beyond
         the town of Badiraguato, Sinaloa, in the distance over Carlos’s shoulder, was Mexico’s most wanted man. Just over there, beyond
         the river, past the lush vegetation, perhaps a little further amid the green peaks covered in dark grey clouds, was the nation’s
         most powerful drug lord.


      
      Nothing but steep, rocky dirt roads lead from Badiraguato to Chapo’s mountain lairs; a grinning Carlos said he would take
         me to his boss. Then he thought better of it. He frowned. There was no way we’d be allowed to pass in a cuatrimoto, as all-terrain vehicles are known in this part of north-western Mexico, in the mountain range called the Sierra Madre Occidental.
         Riding a donkey through wouldn’t disguise the fact that I was a guero, or blond, either; they might just kill him for bringing me along, Carlos mumbled.


      
      It was only eight in the morning, and his breath reeked of beer and tequila from the night before. It looked like he had slept
         in the red plaid shirt, jeans and cowboy boots he was wearing, if he had slept at all.


      
      Carlos lit a cigarette. He appeared to be sobering up. He looked me in the eye, and continued in his gravelly monotone.

      
      ‘You really want to meet Chapo? Everyone wants to meet him. To find him. You won’t. They won’t.’

      
         *

      
      Since a dramatic escape from a maximum-security prison in the central Mexican state of Jalisco in 2001, Chapo, the head of
         the Sinaloa drug cartel, has been on the run.


      
      The US Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) is offering a $5 million reward for information leading to the whereabouts of
         the man it claims has built a multi-billion-dollar fortune through the drug trade since the 1990s, killed hundreds of enemies
         in the process, and earned the reputation as the most powerful capo, or drug lord, in Mexico and Latin America.


      
      The Mexican authorities want Chapo dead or alive. So does the United States. ‘They have him squarely in their crosshairs,’
         said former DEA Chief of Operations Michael Braun, who still maintains contact with his law enforcement counterparts in Mexico.
         ‘That will ultimately lead to his apprehension and his death. He won’t walk out of prison again.’


      
      Chapo’s enemies – of which there are thousands, working for rival cartels and upstart criminal organizations throughout Mexico
         – want him out of the picture, too. Since December 2006 the Mexican government has been engaged in a fully fledged battle
         with the nation’s drug traffickers, Chapo and his Sinaloa cartel chief among them. At the same time the ‘narcos’, as the drug
         traffickers are known, have been battling it out among themselves over immensely profitable smuggling corridors to the US
         – the world’s biggest consumer of illicit drugs – and the production of marijuana, methamphetamine and heroin on Mexican soil.


      
      Even Chapo’s former allies – the Beltran Leyva brothers, who also hail from the sierras of Sinaloa – have turned on him.

      
      The war’s toll on Mexico has been heavy: about 25,000 deaths since the end of 2006. Killings have always been common in Mexico,
         but the horrific brutality that has besieged the country is not. In Sinaloa it now costs a mere $35 to have a rival murdered.


      
      In September 2006, five heads were rolled on to a dance floor in the central state of Michoacan. By late 2007, beheadings
         had become commonplace, barely even making the evening news. Throughout 2008, innocents were being gunned down, addicts in
         rehab centres were being massacred, and dozens of bodies were turning up every day on Mexico’s highways and overpasses, mutilated,
         naked, humiliated.


      
      By 2009, when a man known as ‘El Pozolero’ – the Stewmaker – confessed to having dissolved more than 300 bodies in caustic
         soda for one drug cartel, the public had grown accustomed to horror, brutality and gore. There were more than 300 beheadings
         in Mexico in 2009 alone; there are still no signs of the violence ebbing.


      
      Chapo was responsible for starting the war.

      
      He grew up in the Sierra Madre Occidental of the north-western Mexican state of Sinaloa, in a small hamlet known as La Tuna
         de Badiraguato, about 3,000 feet above sea level and sixty miles from Badiraguato, the county seat. Born into a farming family
         in 1957, neither education nor gainful employment were options. But as a teenager he got a job working for a local drug boss,
         and, blessed with an entrepreneurial spirit and a penchant for sheer brutality, Chapo rose rapidly to become the head of the
         Sinaloa cartel by the 1990s.


      
      Today, he is considered one of the world’s richest men, and one of its most-wanted. In 2009 the leading wealth and business
         magazine Forbes included Chapo on its annual Billionaires’ List, provoking a fierce reaction from those who accused it of glamorizing drug
         smuggling.


      
      But later the same year, Forbes drew up another list – this time of the world’s most powerful people. The magazine considered several criteria – influence,
         control of financial resources, and power across multiple spheres. They had only sixty-seven slots: one for every 100 million
         people on the planet. At the summit was Barack Obama, with Rupert Murdoch and Bill Gates in the top ten. At number forty-one
         was Joaquin Guzman.


      
      Forbes wrote:


      
      
         Believed to have directed anywhere from $6 billion to $19 billion in cocaine shipments to the U.S. over the last eight years.
            His specialty: importing cocaine from Colombia, smuggling it into U.S. through elaborate tunnels. Diminutive nickname ‘El Chapo,’ or Shorty, belies fearsome behavior: as power behind struggle with government
            forces to control transport corridors to U.S., responsible for thousands of deaths. In 1993, arrested in Mexico on homicide
            and drug charges; escaped prison in 2001, reportedly through the laundry; seized back control of organization.




      
      Forbes would controversially include Chapo on its list again in 2010. This much we know: Chapo’s empire, the Sinaloa cartel, channels
         tons of marijuana, cocaine, heroin and methamphetamine into the United States each year. It operates in at least seventy-eight
         US cities. He is believed to control 23,000 square miles of Mexican territory.


      
      But Chapo’s reach is global. His cartel is believed to be increasingly responsible for the distribution of much of the cocaine
         consumed in Europe; Chapo’s organization is also thought to own properties and other assets throughout Europe, in a bid to
         spread the money-laundering base.


      
      Chapo’s organization is believed to own properties and other assets throughout Europe, too, in a bid to spread its money-laundering
         base. The cartel receives methamphetamine ingredients from Asia, and in recent years it has spread its tentacles throughout
         Latin America and all the way to West Africa.


      
      The Sinaloa cartel is the largest in Mexico and the oldest. It is a complex structure with many layers and levels of tens
         of thousands of operatives and gangs, but the man behind this vast empire is Chapo.


      
      And even though he is on the run from the law, most believe he still lives in the hills of Sinaloa or Durango, not far from
         where he spent his childhood. That part of the Sierra Madre – where the states of Chihuahua, Sinaloa and Durango meet – is
         known as the Golden Triangle. But when it comes to Chapo, it might as well be the Bermuda Triangle.


      
      Finding him and catching him have so far proven impossible.

      
      I spent a day and part of the evening wandering around Badiraguato, asking about Chapo and the drug trade as discreetly as
         I could. At night in the centre of town, a young man approached me; he told me he knew someone who knew Chapo.


      
      Carlos and I met at 7.30 the next morning, on the outskirts of Badiraguato. We sat on the back porch of a small one-storey
         house, looking out across the Sierra in all its splendour. Millions, perhaps billions, of dollars’ worth of raw drugs lay
         out there.


      
      Sinaloa’s mountains are home to many potential hiding places – if one can even get there. Clandestine landing strips in the
         area and a fleet of private planes and helicopters have made Chapo’s getaways that much easier.


      
      Badiraguato is effectively the last stop on the map of civilization before Chapo country. From this town of about 7,000 inhabitants,
         it’s a five-hour drive on steep, winding dirt roads to La Tuna and the other hamlets which he calls home. When heavy rains
         don’t make passage inaccessible (they often do between June and September), military roadblocks stand in the way.


      
      This is a land that is awkwardly – and often dangerously – inhabited by the forces of law and lawlessness. So there are also
         the checkpoints set up by Chapo’s own people, which are the most feared. After all, the gatilleros, or hired guns, don’t ask many questions. On the rare occasion an outsider ventures further than he or she should, they tend
         to shoot first.


      
      I met Omar Meza, a resident of Badiraguato in his thirties, in the town during Independence Day festivities. I was keen to
         learn more about the drug trade in the area, I told him, and to see more of the surrounding countryside, where Chapo roams
         and reigns. Meza, who goes by the nickname ‘El Comandante’, agreed to show me around. Proud of his county but, at the same
         time, well aware and honest about its reputation for drugs and violence, he would make a good guide.


      
      As Meza and I drove through a winding section of the Sierra Madre still accessible in a standard vehicle, the vegetation began
         to change. Pines began to replace the shrubs. There were no more real towns at this point, just a few settlements on either
         side of the road, by the river, each about five miles apart. One had been abandoned just a year earlier, after an hours-long shootout claimed the lives of nearly everyone who inhabited the area. We passed a
         row of houses, built out of wood and scraps of metal – nothing more than shacks.


      
      As we rounded another bend, avoiding rubble from a recent landslide, I saw a gunman standing in a clearing that had been carved
         into a hillside overlooking the road. Meza was eager for me to see more of the countryside. But upon my noticing the armed
         man, he realized it was best to turn around.


      
      ‘They don’t like us being here.’

      
      Meza knows the repercussions of treading on someone else’s turf. A few weeks earlier, a friend of his, also from Badiraguato,
         had been killed in Ciudad Juarez, near the American border. The friend worked in the drug trade, for lack of other options.
         He had gone to Ciudad Juarez to work on behalf of Chapo; Ciudad Juarez wasn’t Chapo’s turf, but the Sinaloan drug lord wants
         control of it. Meza’s friend quickly became just another casualty of war.


      
      His killers cut off his arms and legs, and chopped them up into small pieces. The authorities were kind enough to send the
         remains home to Badiraguato, where he was given a proper burial.


      
      The young men of Badiraguato have little choice but to become narcos, as there is legitimate work for only about a thousand
         people. Outside the county seat, there’s not much apart from marijuana, poppy and methamphetamine labs. Only the lucky few
         can find work in the local government, or health and education. Some head to the nearby city of Culiacan; most stay in Badiraguato
         and its environs and turn to drugs.


      
      Carlos from Badiraguato got a diploma in education, only to find there was no work available. So he turned to the drug bosses.
         ‘Everything is narco here,’ Carlos said, his eyes glazing over again.


      
      About 97 per cent of the county’s residents are thought to work in the drug trade, in some way or another. From the farmers
         and their families – even the kids – who cultivate the opium poppy and marijuana, to the young armed men who act as enforcers,
         the drivers and pilots who shift the product, and local politicians and police, almost everyone is involved.


      
      Residents of Culiacan talk about Badiraguato as if it’s the last place on earth they’d ever want to go to. Some, the curious
         few, say they’ve always wondered what it’s like ‘out there’ – but they’d never go themselves.


      
      I’d ridden the bus from Culiacan to Badiraguato without much ado. The scorching heat blasted through the open windows of the
         twenty-seater, and I got a few glances from other passengers – it’s not every day that a white man or any foreigner rides
         this bus into the hills; moreover, locals are generally wary of anyone from the city to begin with – but the two-hour trip
         went without alarms.


      
      When I had changed buses in the town of Pericos, a stout man in his forties wearing a cowboy hat had wandered over to a payphone
         near by. An informant perhaps, I thought. Or just a man making a phone call.


      
      By the time I hopped off the bus, I was sweating profusely; not really from nerves – it was over 90 degrees Fahrenheit outside.
         At least the humidity had dropped since we’d left Culiacan and the coast far behind.


      
      I walked into town, down a road lined with houses, into the main square. I made straight for the mayor’s office on the south
         side. I had been to the town before, uninvited, and felt that this time around it might be best to alert the authorities to
         my presence. I walked up the stairs to the mayor’s office building, the Palacio Municipal, just opposite the church. The door
         was open; a lone policeman leaned against the wall next to it, half asleep under the afternoon sun. I walked in.


      
      ‘How odd that you should come here to Badiraguato,’ said the mayor’s secretary, eyeballing me, as we sat down in his sparse
         office just inside the main entrance. I could hear laughter coming from the mayor’s door opposite.


      
      Here was another journalist, looking for Chapo, hoping to learn more about organized crime in the area, hoping beyond hope
         to nab an interview with the man himself, appearing to want to portray the positive side of this notorious region, but in
         reality, absorbed by its mystique as a hotbed of criminality.


      
      Badiraguato had never been so famous. Badiraguato – ‘rivers of the mountains’ – remains off the beaten path; it entertains
         few visitors. Most locals didn’t particularly like the attention Chapo and the drug war were drawing. We’ve got this bad reputation,
         they said, and it’s impossible to change that. Few wanted to talk openly about the drug lord – it was taboo, too dangerous.
         In 2005 one local official completely denied any knowledge: ‘We do not know in the slightest whether or not this famous Chapo
         even exists.’


      
      The mayor’s secretary was welcoming, however. He thanked me for coming to his town, and in that pleasant, traditional Mexican
         way, told me he was ‘at my service’.


      
      ‘How odd that you should come here to Badiraguato,’ echoed the mayor, or presidente municipal, Martin Meza Ortiz, just minutes after my encounter with his secretary.


      
      He smiled, ever so suspiciously. But when I explained that I was curious about the region, its history, its narco-lore, he
         opened up. His family – his mother, his wife and children, brother, cousins, everyone – sat down for an impromptu taco lunch
         around his big pine desk, while he explained how it all worked. Badiraguato goes about its own business, he said, while the
         Sierra remains under the law of the narcos. Although they are ostensibly in charge of security throughout the 3,500-square-mile
         county, Badiraguato’s thirty or so policemen do not leave the town – ever.


      
      Neither do the politicians. Portraits of every mayor of Badiraguato line the walls of a dining room adjacent to the mayor’s
         office; many of them look just like the sort of pendejo (ass) a party leadership might hire ostensibly to maintain order in a region where order is an impossibility. Meza Ortiz
         himself is likeable, and is no-nonsense with his staff, wife and children. Still, it’s pretty clear that if the narcos started
         to cut up rough, he’d either get with the programme or just get going. Meza Ortiz last went deep into the Sierra during his
         campaign for mayor. He probably won’t go again. His administration is trying to develop the area a little, attempting to bring
         basic necessities to the deepest parts of the Sierra. Education, he told me, is key to preventing the people of his county from falling into drugs. Employment is the
         next step.


      
      The mayor is also trying to change the way people perceive Badiraguato – or ‘Marijuanato’, as some Sinaloans like to call
         it. ‘The reality is undeniable, our origin … [But] I’ve always been an impassioned defender of my county, of my people.
         Badiraguato is not all as bad as they say. It’s full of people [who are] full of hope, people who work every day. Dedicating
         oneself to drug trafficking is a circumstance of life. No one should be blamed for where they are born.’


      
      Meza Ortiz denies any links to drug trafficking. Some residents of Badiraguato, meanwhile, quietly lament the fact that their
         mayor earns 650,000 pesos ($46,000) a year, drives a BMW, and lives in a two-storey gated house that’s ‘good enough for a
         narco’. All this, in one of the 200 poorest counties in Mexico.


      
      The whole town of Badiraguato is quite surreal in this sense: rather than the unpaved roads, homes with dirt floors, and dilapidated
         public buildings that are something of a trademark of rural Mexican pueblos, this town is clean, well lit, and boasts freshly
         paved streets, driven by SUVs and other top-of-the-range vehicles. The majority of residents dress stylishly and well – far
         too well for inhabitants of a traditional and typically impoverished Mexican mountain town.


      
      The streets of Badiraguato are nearly always empty, unlike in many mountainside pueblos where everyone gathers in the streets
         at all hours to chat or simply pass the time. To an outsider, the ghost-town effect appears to be a consequence of the narcos’
         presence; Meza Ortiz claims it’s simply due to the fact that the people of Badiraguato have a deep appreciation for their
         privacy, and prefer to stay indoors most of the time.


      
      In Badiraguato and its environs, there’s little resentment regarding where the money comes from. Although narcos like Chapo
         may be criminals in the eyes of the Mexican and US governments, the Sinaloan people are largely proud of their drug bosses,
         and operate on a code of secrecy that is often likened to the Omerta of the Sicilian Cosa Nostra.


      
      There’s honour in protecting and revering outlaws, as evidenced by a shrine set up in the Sinaloan city of Culiacan to Jesus
         Malverde, a mythical nineteenth-century bandit who supposedly robbed from the rich and gave to the poor. Through their own
         exploits, the region’s drug traffickers have also created Robin Hood-like auras.


      
      But with the drug war in full swing, the sentiments of some are changing. Locals reminisce about the days when it was just
         Chapo in charge, not the young upstarts of today who are hellbent on violence and appear to have no allegiances. Simply uttering
         ‘Chapo’ makes most locals remember a time when the drug trade was controlled – sure, it was violent, but the violence was
         controlled by him.


      
      Some – a minority, most likely – are happy to see what they perceive as the downfall of any narco, whether Chapo or the young
         thugs. During an earlier visit to Badiraguato, I had sat on a bench in the town square, chatting with an elderly gentleman;
         he refused to talk about Chapo, or even utter the drug lord’s name. He did, however, dare to whisper his negative opinions
         about the local ‘mafia’.


      
      When one of the bad guys is caught or killed by soldiers, ‘they cry’. He grinned, and went silent again.

      
      Four SUVs with tinted windows pulled up into the square. They slowly made their way around. They circled three more times.

      
      ‘You had better leave now,’ the old man said.


      
      1. The Great Escape

      
      Prison guard Jaime Sanchez Flores made his usual rounds at 9.15 p.m. at Puente Grande. Nothing was amiss, everyone was in
         his place.


      
      There was reason to be especially vigilant. Earlier that Friday, 19 January 2001, a group of high-ranking Mexican officials
         had visited the maximum-security facility, located in the central state of Jalisco. Leading the delegation was Jorge Tello
         Peon, the nation’s deputy police chief, and high among his concerns was one inmate in particular: Joaquin Archivaldo ‘El Chapo’
         Guzman Loera.


      
      Chapo had been in Puente Grande since 1995, having been transferred there two years after his capture in Guatemala. Although
         he had been behind bars for nearly eight years, and had never tried to break out, there was good reason for Tello Peon to
         be worried. Just days before the officials’ 19 January visit, the Mexican Supreme Court had ruled that criminals tried in
         Mexico could be more easily extradited to the United States.


      
      Chapo, facing drug trafficking indictments north of the border, could soon find himself on the way to a maximum-security prison
         in the United States.


      
      No drug trafficker wanted to face such a fate, and Tello Peon knew it. So did Chapo. Within the towering whitewashed walls
         of Puente Grande, Chapo could still run his business with little difficulty. Corruption in the prison was rampant, and Chapo’s
         status as one of Mexico’s most formidable narcos was indisputable – even if he was locked away in a Mexican jail.


      
      But in the United States, Chapo would face real justice, with real consequences. It was every narco’s fear, to be cut off
         from his closest cronies, his network – to be moved out of the Mexican system that was so riddled with corruption. During
         the 1980s, Colombia’s drug lords had fought a terror campaign in order to beat down extradition laws; Mexico’s drug lords were of a similar mindset. Chapo would not go to the United States.


      
      Minutes after Sanchez Flores did his last rounds, the lights went out in the cells at the facility, which held 508 prisoners.
         At the time, Puente Grande was one of three maximum-security penitentiaries in Mexico, equipped with 128 of the best closed-circuit
         TV cameras – they monitored every corner of the jail – and alarm systems available. The cameras were all operated from outside
         the prison itself, and no one on the site had access to the controls. In the hallways, only one door could be open at a time
         – each was electronically controlled.


      
      Between forty-five minutes and an hour after Sanchez Flores last checked up on the drug lord, a guard named Francisco Camberos
         Rivera, a.k.a. ‘El Chito’, opened Chapo’s electronically locked cell.


      
      The high-priority prisoner waltzed down the hall and hopped into a laundry cart, which El Chito wheeled right out of Cell
         Block C3. They took a right, and headed down to the next level of the prison. Most of the electronic doors opened easily,
         as the circuits had been cut. Others were broken and didn’t work anyway, so they just swung open. One door had been propped
         open with an old shoe – hardly the epitome of maximum security that the government claimed.


      
      El Chito and Chapo – still in the cart – turned towards Cell Block B3, but the guard quickly realized that was a bad move.
         There were still people in the dining area, probably guards having a late meal. So El Chito chose a seemingly risky route,
         going through the hallway lined with observation rooms – which was normally also filled with guards – towards the main exit.


      
      They passed into the area in which visitors and all those who enter the prison during daylight hours are searched from head
         to toe. The on-duty guard asked El Chito where he was going.


      
      Taking out the laundry, like I always do, the guard replied.

      
      The on-duty officer stuck his hands deep in the cart – but not deep enough. All he felt were clothes and sheets. He waved
         them through; Chapo was wheeled out of the gates.


      
      Only one guard was monitoring the car park, and he was indoors behind a glass pane with his nose buried in paperwork at his
         desk. Chapo shed his beige prison jumpsuit and shoes and hopped out of the cart, into the boot of a nearby Chevrolet Monte
         Carlo.


      
      El Chito dropped the cart off just inside the main gate, as he always did when taking out the laundry, and got behind the
         wheel of the getaway car. They began their drive out of Puente Grande.


      
      A guard stopped them as they tried to leave the car park. But his shift was about to end, and he was in no mood to do his
         job thoroughly. He had a quick look inside the vehicle, ignoring the boot, and waved El Chito through. The guard and Chapo
         drove away down Zapotlanejo Avenue.


      
      Chapo was free.

      
      El Chito’s role wasn’t finished yet. Chapo got into the passenger seat, and told his young accomplice that he would be better
         off fleeing with him, given that the ensuing newspaper and television headlines, not to mention the manhunts, would all include
         him.


      
      Worried, El Chito mulled this over as he kept driving. When they arrived on the outskirts of Guadalajara, Chapo told the guard
         he was thirsty. El Chito went into a shop to buy him a bottle of water.


      
      When he got back to the car, Chapo was gone.

      
      Throughout the whole affair, no alarms in Puente Grande had sounded. The guards in the looming towers of the prison, with
         their 360-degree view of the area, had seen nothing. Inside, their colleagues carried on their night-time inspections as if
         nothing had occurred.


      
      At 11.35 p.m., prison warden Leonardo Beltran Santana received a phone call. Chapo wasn’t in his cell, a guard told him. Panic
         ensued among the prison staff, and they began a search of the facility, cell by cell, room by room, closet by closet. It would
         be another five hours before Tello Peon would be informed of the break.


      
      Tello Peon’s first thought – rightly – was that the system had broken down. Corruption had long been rampant within Mexico’s
         prison walls, and only corruption could have allowed Chapo to escape so easily. That had been the precise reason for his visit
         – to check the prison for signs of guards’ collusion with Chapo and his narco cohorts. Prior to 19 January, there had been
         rumours that Chapo would try to break out, but no concrete evidence of a plan being put into action. As a result, Tello Peon
         had ordered that Chapo be transferred to a different wing of the prison after his visit, but this order had not yet been carried
         out.


      
      ‘This is treason against the security system and the country,’ Tello Peon declared that Saturday morning, as the nation woke
         up to headlines of Chapo’s Hollywood-style escape. Fuming, livid, the police official vowed to launch a nationwide hunt for
         this man, to catch Chapo no matter what, to punish all those responsible.


      
      He began at Puente Grande. Seventy-three guards, custodians and even the warden were detained for questioning. Under Mexican
         law, they would be held for forty days by decree of a judge, in order for the Attorney General’s Office to investigate them
         thoroughly for alleged complicity in the escape.


      
      In towns near by, the police and Army began their searches. They ransacked houses, ranches, even government buildings, but
         found little – traces of drug traffickers, guns, money, drugs, but not Chapo.


      
      The hunt spilled over into Guadalajara, Mexico’s second-largest city, located just over five miles away. There, at the home
         of one of Chapo’s associates, federal police found military-issue weapons, phones and computers, and $65,000 in cash – but
         still no Chapo. Anonymous tips led them to Mazamitla, a few miles south of Guadalajara, where they searched seventeen houses
         and four ranches from top to bottom. The people of Mazamitla were harbouring Chapo, or so the authorities had been told, but
         no, he wasn’t to be found there either.


      
      Within days, it was clear that Chapo must have fled the immediate area. The hunt would have to be extended nationwide, with
         hundreds of federal police and soldiers scattering everywhere from major cities to tiny pueblos in the sierras and dusty border
         towns, all searching for the one man who had so embarrassed the government with his escape. As far north as Tamaulipas and all the way
         to the southern border with Guatemala, checkpoints were reinforced.


      
      Authorities in Guatemala were put on alert. US agencies – the FBI among them – were called in to help in the manhunt north
         of the border, on the offchance the drug kingpin had made it safely into the United States in the confusion following the
         breakout. The public was laughing at newly elected President Vicente Fox over Chapo’s disappearance. Fox, meanwhile, was furious
         and frustrated, as his prison system had been proven useless. No resource would be spared to catch the fugitive.


      
      Chapo, meanwhile, was throwing a party in Badiraguato with his old partners in crime.

      
      The DEA was furious. Cooperation between Mexico and the United States had begun to improve during the Fox administration –
         Chapo’s escape was ‘an affront to the efforts to strengthen and honour the rule of law’, fumed then-DEA Administrator Asa
         Hutchinson.


      
      Some DEA agents took his evasion personally, too. They and their Mexican counterparts had lost lives trying to capture drug
         kingpins, and now Chapo had simply been allowed to walk out of jail. It was a ‘huge discouragement to law enforcement efforts’.


      
      Good Life within the Gates

      
      The day Chapo set foot into Puente Grande on 22 November 1995, he laid down the law. He would approach prison guards and employees,
         often individually, and ask if they knew who he was. Has your supervisor told you about me? Would you be willing to work for
         us? It wasn’t really a question, and they would be compensated well. Even cleaners and kitchen personnel were paid off, receiving
         anywhere between $100 and $5,000 for their collaboration.


      
      Money was no object: Chapo’s allies in Sinaloa were sending him regular quantities of cash. Soon, Chapo and his cronies had
         set up a system whereby prison staff would even do the recruiting for them. ‘I present you another person who is going to work
         for us,’ the guard would tell Chapo upon introducing a new recruit. The names and roles were duly noted by one of Chapo’s
         secretaries, who were also prisoners.


      
      Although Chapo’s men kept a log with details on each person’s role, specific jobs weren’t always assigned to those on the
         payroll. Sometimes they were paid per job; almost always, the sum was delivered monthly. One of Chapo’s cohorts would write
         down a code (‘I have a delivery from the school principal,’ was one such message, which meant the guard was to pick up his
         pay at a pre-designated spot in Guadalajara) on a napkin, and hand it over to one of their employees.


      
      The idea was to have the whole prison at the drug lord’s beck and call. Chapo wanted to run Puente Grande as if it were his,
         and nothing would stop him. He would bide his time until the moment came to leave.


      
      And bide his time he did. At first, prison guards recall, the demands were small – more like requests. Chapo and his cronies
         wanted a little special something for dinner: could the cooks whip something up? A ladyfriend was visiting: would they be
         allowed a little extra time for a conjugal visit?


      
      Gradually, Puente Grande became Chapo’s personal playground. Parties in the cell block housing him and his main cohort, Hector
         Luis Palma Salazar, a.k.a. ‘El Guero’ (the Blond), became commonplace. They wandered wherever they liked within the walls
         of Puente Grande, also known as the Cefereso No. 2, and enjoyed smuggled alcohol, cocaine and marijuana, not to mention conjugal
         visits by women other than their wives and girlfriends. Chapo had a fondness for whiskey and Cuba Libres (rum and cokes).


      
      They feasted on specially cooked meals – the kitchen staff were his employees, after all – and paid little attention to the
         rules of the maximum-security facility. Two cooks in particular, Oswaldo Benjamin Gomez Contreras and Ofelia Contreras Gonzalez,
         were responsible for preparing ‘feasts’ for Chapo, according to the Mexican Attorney General’s Office, which is commonly referred to by its Spanish acronym, the PGR. The cooks would later be
         charged with drug-related crimes, in which they had become involved while at Puente Grande under Chapo’s command.


      
      On at least one occasion, a mariachi band was brought in to perform for Chapo and his fellow prisoners. For a Christmas Eve
         party, recalled one prison guard after Chapo’s escape, more than 500 litres of wine were trucked in for a similarly private
         fiesta. They dined on lobster soup, filet mignon and a selection of cheeses, and drank whiskey and soda long into the night.


      
      Sometimes the fun and games were competitive: Chapo liked to play chess with one inmate in particular, a former member of
         the presidential guard who had succumbed to corruption. He also played basketball and volleyball. ‘He was good at everything,’
         recalls the inmate. Chapo was in top physical shape for a man in his early forties; he was also blessed with ‘astonishing
         willpower’.


      
      Chapo apparently had a lighter side, too. Sometimes musical groups that played Sinaloan banda would turn up at the prison; an avid dancer, the drug lord adored them. On occasion, Puente Grande’s dining hall would be
         converted into a cinema; Chapo and other inmates would watch film after film on a big screen while eating popcorn, ice cream
         and chocolates. Chapo was a bit soppy at times, according to one inmate. ‘We watched Cinderella together, eating popcorn. Just imagine.’


      
      Word began to leak out about the parties and goings-on at Puente Grande, which became something of a national joke in a country
         where the prison system was already in dire need of reform. To this day, there exist unconfirmed reports that Chapo was regularly
         allowed to leave the prison at weekends, to visit friends, cohorts and family near by. Jose Antonio Bernal Guerrero, a local
         human rights official, has insisted publicly that Chapo was allowed to enter and exit the prison whenever he liked during
         his internment.


      
      Mexico’s prisons have never been famous for being securely run institutions, but Puente Grande in the 1990s was a farce. When
         Chapo arrived, ‘security and discipline in the Cefereso 2 fell apart’, recalls prison guard Claudio Julian Rios Peralta. There
         was discipline of a kind, but not from the prison staff.


      
      On the offchance money wasn’t enough to convince a guard or fellow inmate to comply with Chapo’s every whim, threats would
         ensure they did. Those who didn’t want to work for Chapo were reported to Jaime Leonardo Valencia Fontes, a prisoner who operated
         as the drug lord’s closest ‘secretary’.


      
      Valencia would approach the reluctant prisoner or guard: ‘Listen, they say you are annoyed and don’t want our friendship.
         Don’t worry, here we have …’


      
      He would then take out a laptop and a hand-held electronic organizer, and show it to the offender. Then he would continue:
         ‘… the details of your residence and your family. There’s no problem.’


      
      After that, almost everyone complied. A baseball-bat-wielding group of thugs known as ‘the Batters’ took care of those who
         didn’t.


      
      Chapo and his crew were also supplied regularly with women, from both inside and outside Puente Grande. There was a procedure
         for picking up prostitutes. Someone on Chapo’s payroll would head to the bars in Guadalajara at night, and select several
         women, who would be driven back to a meeting point near Puente Grande. There, a senior guard, who was paid $3,000 a month
         for his role as a pseudo-pimp, drove them into the prison in a truck. His presence meant there would be no search, but he
         carried extra money just in case he needed to bribe his subordinates to bring in extra alcohol or drugs.


      
      For two hours in the evenings, Chapo and the other narco-inmates would close off the dining hall and have sex with their chosen
         women. The dining hall was converted into a ‘hotel’, according to testimony from one prison employee. Sometimes, the women
         would be allowed up to their cells. The rooms designated for conjugal visits were rarely used.


      
      Women inside Puente Grande were fair game, too, and it appears Chapo actually had a charming side. In a 2001 interview, kitchen worker Ives Erendira Arreola recalled how the drug lord had
         wooed her. It was June of the year before, and she was working in Cell Block 2. According to his fellow inmates, he had first
         spotted thirty-eight-year-old Erendira about a month before, and enquired about her. Where was she from? Did she have family,
         kids? Was she married? Could she be transferred to work in Cell Block 3, where he was housed?


      
      When he finally walked up to the shy kitchen employee in June and introduced himself, Erendira’s boss knew exactly what he
         was after. She and her colleagues encouraged Erendira – it was, after all, a way to make money, and Erendira was a single
         mother from a poor town near by. Left unsaid was the fact that turning Chapo down could only lead to trouble.


      
      Erendira knew, however, that consorting with Chapo could lead her down a dangerous road, too. So when he finally asked her
         to come to his cell during pre-arranged hours for conjugal visits, she declined. ‘I won’t go up,’ she said politely. ‘I have
         children, I live alone and I don’t want people to talk about me … Even if I just come up to talk, people will say I’ve
         been with you.’


      
      Chapo appeared to take it well, offering his friendship and nothing more. But the next day, Erendira arrived home to find
         a bouquet of roses. There was no card, but Erendira knew who they had come from. Then he called her – on her mobile phone,
         a number she had not given out. ‘Did you like the roses?’ Chapo asked.


      
      The flowers kept coming, and by July, Erendira would succumb to Chapo’s charms. They had sex for the first time in a prison
         cubicle reserved for visiting lawyers, psychologists and priests. For several months, the trysts would continue, and although
         Chapo was the perfect gentleman (he would make sure his cell, or whatever room they happened to meet in, was in the best state;
         he would order clean sheets, flowers and curtains for privacy), Erendira was fearful of repercussions. By September, she realized
         it would be best to leave her job at Puente Grande, and resigned.


      
      Chapo wouldn’t let her go that easily. I’ll buy you a car. No, came Erendira’s reply. A house? Still no. Chapo promised to
         set her up with a small business of her own – her children would be well cared for. Still, Erendira refused.


      
      But even if she could turn down the money, there was something she couldn’t resist – Chapo himself. After leaving her job,
         she continued to visit him in Puente Grande, where they would spend the night together. They became close. On her birthday,
         11 November, there was a knock on Erendira’s door. Chapo had sent one of his men to give her a gift of $1,000. It wasn’t much
         for a man
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