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For my mother, Carolina Ospina Lleras.

For Colombia.

For football.




‘Pablo Escobar would kill anyone to win a football game.’

Fernando Rodríguez Mondragón, son of Cali boss Gilberto Rodríguez Orejuela.
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Prólogo: Better a Grave in Colombia (1989)
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Two men lie in the merciful shade of a ditch alongside a dusty road, their laboured breathing audible over the gentle background buzz and hum of a sultry early evening in rural Colombia. Beads of sweat soak into their collars and underarms as they lie still, pressed against the dirt of the gulley. The younger, more athletic of the two turns away from his partner, cradling a Heckler & Koch MP5 submachine gun. The other man, older, heavier set, faces the opposite direction, the glint of nickel at his waistband revealing the SIG Sauer pistol tucked into his grimy jeans. The insects drone, and the two fugitives strain their ears for the sound of any approach. These are no farmhands, and no petty criminals – this is the most wanted man on the planet, Pablo Emilio Escobar Gaviria, and his top sicario, the hitman known to all as ‘Popeye’. The pair are on high alert, having been on the run for over two weeks straight, traversing the Magdalena Medio region of Antioquia, ever since they were attacked at El Oro, their farm hideout in the nearby town of Cocorná.

They have felt the hot breath of the authorities on their necks, not just the Colombian National Police but their elite ‘Search Bloc’ unit, since the raid on El Oro. At least they survived that; Mario, Pablo’s brother-in-law, was not so lucky, struck by a hail of bullets as they all fled. This is not the first time they have been forced to dive into a ditch to seek cover, as they traipse between makeshift shelters and unassuming safe houses in a bid to evade the noose that has threatened to tighten around their necks ever since Pablo and his Medellín Cartel went on the offensive and started all-out war with the Colombian government. His campaign of car bombs and assassinations has rocked the country and forced those in power to take swift and deadly action. But each time could be the last.

Dirty, desperate and exhausted, Popeye summons the last of his dwindling reserves of energy for sentry duty: senses heightened, ready to rain death and destruction on anyone foolish enough to try and take him or El Patrón, ‘The Boss’, alive. El Patrón, the man he is sworn to protect with his life, the man for whom he has killed tens, by now hundreds. They both knew it could come to this, almost certainly would come to this. On the run, cut off from their men, just the two of them, back-to-back, surrounded. ‘Better a grave in Colombia’, as Pablo would tell anyone that would listen …

The fields are silent. The dirt track above empty. Still Popeye waits, tensed. There is no sign of approach. No sound of jackbooted men on the march, tyres of Jeeps spinning in the gravel, or the whir of helicopter blades cutting through the humid air. Popeye feels his pulse slow, his aching muscles begin to relax. Then the voice of his boss, the voice, snaps him back to attention.

‘Popeye! Popeye!’

Has he somehow missed something? Have they found them? He cocks the MP5. This is it. He sneaks a glance at Pablo, and stops. El Patrón is hunched forward, squatting on his haunches, pistol dangling casually from the fingers of his left hand – and a small, portable transistor radio pressed to his ear with his right. He turns to face his most trusted lieutenant, his deadliest assassin, his friend. A broad smile breaks out on his grimy face, his teeth a flash of white in the midst of the dark of his patchy beard.

‘Colombia scored a goal!’

And just like that the tension of the moment is punctured, like a pair of lungs by a 9x19mm parabellum fired at 900mph from the barrel of a SIG Sauer. Popeye can’t help but laugh. It’s just so Pablo, so indicative of the mass of contradictions that make up the deadly enigma who has become Colombia and America’s public enemy number one. Billionaire, criminal, narcoterrorist. Father, patriot … football fan. No matter how dark the day, how bloody the war, football is his joy, his escape, his cloud nine.

Four hundred miles away, in the sweltering 38-degree early evening heat of Barranquilla, on the country’s stunning Caribbean coast, the game, and the goal, at the Estadio Metropolitano are huge not just for Pablo but for all of Colombia. Los Cafeteros – as Colombia’s football team is known, named for what was the country’s most famous export before the rise of Escobar and of cocaine, the drug that has made him one of the wealthiest men ever to have lived – have just taken the lead in the first leg of the vital World Cup qualifying intercontinental play-off against Oceania group winners Israel. It’s a goal, like the team itself, made in Pablo’s beloved Medellín. Scored by Atlético Nacional’s gangly right-sided attacker Albeiro Usuriaga, the half-time substitute running on to a one-two through ball from his Medellín teammate Luis Fajardo and slotting the ball past the Israeli goalkeeper. This is a Colombia team, like Pablo himself, born of Medellín. The coach Francisco ‘Pacho’ Maturana, the maverick goalkeeper René Higuita, the calm and stylish young libero Andrés Escobar in defence, Leonel Álvarez the midfield dynamo – all also cornerstones of the Atlético Nacional side that has just been crowned the best club side in South America. A side that Pablo has built, a team that he supports, that he loves …

On the radio the crowd of 65,000 in ‘El Metro’ goes wild. Pablo, dirty, desperate and hunted, hiding in a ditch, cheers along with them, as Colombia take a single, vital step closer to the dream of qualification for the World Cup. They’ve not been to the tournament since 1962. For all of Colombia, and for this one infamous fan in particular, the dream of seeing Los Cafeteros in World Cup Italia ’90 is still alive …




PART ONE

OF LOVE, AND OTHER DEMONS

(1949 – 1988)




Chapter One

Born of Blood and Fire (1949– 1969)
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At five minutes before midday, on 1 December 1949, Hermilda de los Dolores Gaviria Berrío gives birth to her third child, a baby boy. The child’s father, Abel de Jesús Escobar Echeverri, now has three sons. Little can he or Doña Hermilda know that this tiny bundle in their arms will become the most feared man their country has ever seen: Pablo Escobar.

But the Colombia into which young Pablo is born is a land of fire and death. La Violencia, the brutal decade-long civil war that will claim the lives of hundreds of thousands, is raging, 20 months after the assassination of the leading Liberal Party candidate caused the country, and especially the rural poor, to take up arms against one another. On the very day that Pablo enters the world, peasant guerrillas seize the town of Puerto López, the country’s geographical centre. Pablo is born into the violence and trauma of his country, a fitting omen, a portent, of his life to come.

Young Pablo grows up in a lower-middle class family, but unshielded from the grim realities of a life without privilege in 1950s Colombia. His early years are spent on his father’s cattle ranch in El Tablazo, Rionegro, in eastern Antioquia. The violence that rages across the country initially spares the family, but hard work and 800 head of cattle count for little when illness decimates the entire herd, and Abel is declared bankrupt. The Escobars are forced to move to a town on the other side of Medellín, Titiribí.

Here, Pablo’s mother has secured work as a teacher. She even teaches the poorest kids in the neighbourhood for free on the weekends. But the family are far from rich themselves, they share a single bedroom in their small wooden house, with Pablo and the other children sleeping on a mattress on the floor. Life is a struggle, and there is often not enough food to go around. Pablo and his older brother Roberto must leave home at 4am if they are to be able to walk to their own school, come rain or shine, and get there on time.

One day Pablo is sent home from school for not wearing shoes. Doña Hermilda, despite herself, is compelled to steal a pair. Perhaps these were the famous first shoes of Pablo Escobar – believed to be none other than guayos, a pair of football boots. Wracked by guilt, Pablo’s mother scrimps and saves to be able to repay the debt.

It’s not the first crime in the family, nor the most significant – for Pablo’s grandfather was a bootlegger, infamous for smuggling his contraband liquor in the most ingenious of ways and for bribing his way out of trouble. Little could his parents know quite how much of these entrepreneurial criminal genes Pablo would inherit …

Well before Pablo turns ten, in the mid-1950s, La Violencia finally comes to his town. One night a violent mob – a large group of chusmeros, part of an army of peasant guerrillas – descend on Titiribí. The Escobars lock their front door and cower helplessly within as the men go from house to house, dragging out the occupants who they suspect of having opposing political views and killing them in the street, hacking them to death with machetes. Pablo’s parents can do nothing but try to keep their children quiet, and offer up silent prayers for their deliverance. Salvation comes in the unlikely form of their sturdy front door – which resists all attempts to batter it down. Eventually the mob gives up, sets a flaming torch to the wooden structure instead, and moves on. As the sounds of violence retreat, and the shouts and calls that signal the belated arrival of the Colombian Army instead ring out in the town, the family finally risk escaping from their burning home. Roberto carries young Pablo in his arms, through the puddles of blood that spread across dark streets littered with the smouldering bodies of the dead, where corpses hang from the few lampposts that line the way, and houses, their own included, burn to ash.

*

As soon as they are able, Abel and Hermilda send Pablo and Roberto to Medellín, to live with their grandmother. This busy, thrusting and industrial city, the capital of Antioquia, is home to around half a million people and is growing fast. Second only to the capital and seat of power (both political and economic) in Bogotá, its frantic pace and multitudinous anonymity reek of opportunity to the brothers, and it fast becomes Pablo’s spiritual home. Their parents eventually join their boys but, in contrast to his enraptured sons, Abel, an Antioquenian rancher at heart, hates it so much he moves back to the countryside to work on other people’s farms. He sends his paycheques back to the city, but never returns to live with his family.

It is in the unique environment of 1960s Medellín that Pablo comes of age. And it is here that he truly begins to display two key facets of his personality: his utter disdain for authority; and his joyful, exuberant, childish love of the sport that means more to the masses across the world than any other. Here, nestled high in the Aburrá Valley, in the ‘City of Eternal Spring’, the young Pablo Escobar takes his first steps as a Casanova, as a hoodlum, as an aspiring politico. And, here in Medellín, there is one passion of Pablo’s that is a constant: Association Football, soccer … el fútbol.

Pablo’s team is Atlético Nacional, a side born just two years before he was. Nicknamed Los Verdolagas – ‘the purslanes’, after the small succulent weed whose green colour adorns their shirts – they share their new 40,000 capacity, $10.5 million stadium, the Estadio Atanasio Girardot, built just a few years before Pablo’s arrival in Medellín, with rivals Deportivo Independiente Medellín. Inevitably, Roberto chooses to follow DIM, as they are known, the older of the two sides, both of whom are heavyweights in the Colombian top division. From this moment onwards, the brothers take every opportunity, come what may, to go to games at the Atanasio Girardot. For Pablo, this is the beginning of a lifelong obsession with Medellín football, with Colombian football. And it is an obsession that will bring victory and joy, but also defeat, death and dishonour. Pablo will deliver up to Medellín the greatest moment in their football history, only for his spectre to tarnish this unlikely victory forever. Likewise, his influence will bring Colombia closer than they could ever imagine to the greatest footballing glory attainable, only for his legacy to turn the opportunity into ashes. But, for now, football is new, is joyous.

The young Pablo and Roberto build wooden carts and race them through the streets. They stick down their neighbours’ doorbells with gum and run. But their favourite activity is street football. With the wealth required to buy a football but a distant dream, they make their own – rolling up whatever scraps of clothing they can scavenge into a ball and wrapping it tightly in a plastic bag. Whenever they can, they take to the dusty streets and kick their makeshift ball, acting out the latest Nacional and DIM rivalries, emulating their heroes from dawn ’til dusk, until the darkness descends and the limited streetlighting makes it impossible to continue.

But not everyone is so keen on these impromptu kickabouts in their streets, their neighbourhoods. Pablo and Roberto repeatedly run into the local police – who confiscate their homemade balls, ignoring their protests, and move them on in no uncertain terms. It’s more than enough to enrage the young Pablo, to stoke his simmering resentment of authority, his unshakeable belief in his inalienable rights. Soon the police are his enemy number one, and he convinces Roberto, and any other young boys who will listen, to throw stones at the patrol cars whenever they see them cruising the area’s streets.

Eventually young Pablo’s petulant rebellion comes to its inevitable conclusion. A thrown stone, a cracked cop car windshield, and the unerring extension of the long arm of the law. While the other kids flee to safety, Pablo is scooped up. Forced to spend a day in the local jail, he is unrepentant. When asked why he is attacking police vehicles, his answer, ‘we’re tired of these guys taking our balls’, could be a motto for his life to come.

While football is his love, Pablo harbours twin ambitions that run in tandem: money and power. He has two intertwined dreams that he not only hopes he can make come true, but that he fervently believes he will realize, and to which he devotes all the energies he is not expending on football (and the beginnings of an equally lifelong obsession with chasing pretty girls). These dreams? The fledgling ambitions of a young Pablo Escobar? To make a million dollars before he turns 22, and to become the President of Colombia. One he will achieve with aplomb, albeit not without breaking a plethora of laws, the pursuit of the other will lead to unprecedented death and destruction and bring a nation to its knees …

*

Then, in 1962, with Pablo on the cusp of his teenage years, Colombia take part in their first ever World Cup finals competition. They have qualified for the 16-team tournament, hosted by South American rivals Chile, thanks to a 1-0 home win over Peru in Bogotá and a 1-1 draw in the return leg, with the winner in the first game scored by Eusebio Escobar – no relation. A prolific goalscorer in the Colombian league, he would play for both Cali sides (Deportivo and América) and both Medellín teams (Atlético Nacional and Independiente Medellín) across his career, but this vital contribution will remain his only ever international goal.

Making their debut, Colombia are drawn from pot four into a group containing the Soviet Union, Yugoslavia and Uruguay. Interestingly, none of the four sides have a single overseas-based member in their squads. Of the 16 nations taking part only Spain, Switzerland, West Germany and England boast players who ply their trade outside their native country. Gerry Hitchens of Italy’s Internazionale is selected alongside the likes of Bobby Moore, Bobby Robson, Bobby Charlton, Jimmy Greaves and Roger Hunt. This England side will finish second to Hungary in their group, ahead of Argentina on goal average, but will lose to eventual champions Brazil in the first knockout stage, the quarter-finals.

An early penalty in Colombia’s first game is not enough as they fall to a narrow 2-1 defeat to South American rivals and 1950 champions Uruguay. But the second game, against the Soviet Union, is one for the ages: 3-0 down inside the first 12 minutes, and still 4-1 behind well into the second half, the Colombians somehow rally. Goals on 68 and 72 minutes bring them within a single strike of their first ever point in the FIFA World Cup. And, on 86 minutes, that glorious moment finally arrives as Marino Klinger, the Millonarios forward, levels the tie. A 4-4 draw with the team who will qualify top of the group is the first great moment for the national team on the world stage. But the joy is short-lived. Los Cafeteros bow out with a 5-0 humbling at the hands of eventual semi-finalists Yugoslavia, finishing bottom of group one. At home in Medellín he may not yet know it, but when Colombia does finally return to the competition some 28 years later it will owe more than a little to Pablo Emilio Escobar Gaviria’s influence.

For two teenage boys in the city, hormones raging, there is only one aim – to save enough cash to lose their virginity to one of the many local ladies of the night. The first time Pablo knows the feeling of having money in his pocket comes when, ever the entrepreneurs, he and big brother Roberto score a job delivering dentures from the factory where they are made to dentists’ offices around town. Cycling has become Roberto’s obsession, and he ropes Pablo in to making the deliveries by bicycle.

Roberto’s passion becomes a career. He begins to win races, and is called up as a member of Colombia’s national cycling team, earning himself the nickname El Osito, ‘the little bear’, the moniker given to him by a commentator unable to make out his true identity towards the end of a race as his entire face, bar the hollows of his eyes, was covered in mud. It is just as well for the family, and for Pablo, that his big brother is able to earn real money with his cycling, as in 1965 Doña Hermilda falls behind on her rent and they are threatened with eviction. It is Roberto’s salary as a professional cyclist that saves the day. Already Pablo can see the dangers, the unfairness, of poverty in Colombia. It is not something he plans to suffer any longer.

While Roberto is busy with his bikes, Pablo turns to more illicit ways to make money. Together with his cousin Gustavo, Pablo embarks on somewhat of a petty crime spree, as he learns the ways of the streets, the criminal ropes, and works his way up. From knocking over fruit carts then stealing the produce in the melee and selling it on himself, to stealing gravestones and shaving off their inscriptions to enable them to be re-sold, to flogging fake lottery tickets, he’ll do anything to earn a peso or two. But it’s not long before the crimes get more serious, the stakes, the risk and reward, much higher.

While still a schoolboy, Pablo is already tying his criminality to his particular sense of social justice. One day he takes aside his cousin Jaime to rail against the country’s inequalities, to bemoan the fact that no rich person in Colombia lifts a finger to help the poor. His solution? To steal from the rich. In 1960s Medellín one luxury item stood out most conspicuously as a marker of wealth – the motor car. And, just like that, Pablo becomes a car thief. He is calm under pressure, a young man with ice in his veins. Not only that, he is charismatic, more than capable of rallying support from the disaffected youth of his community. Initially he is not overtly violent, although he does not shy away from dishing out beatings if his grift, or those around him, are threatened, and it is only a brave or foolish man who crosses him. He is already becoming a criminal, and a leader of men, albeit on a small, and juvenile, scale.

Pablo’s increasingly nefarious activities eventually bring him to the attention of contraband kingpin Alvaro Prieto, and his life of crime accelerates. Embroiled in what becomes known as the Marlboro Wars, a violent and deadly struggle over control of Colombia’s most valuable smuggled cigarette, Pablo traffics and bribes his way to the top. Desperate to prove himself to his criminal mentor, and with the conflict reaching a bloody crescendo, Pablo soon finds his unofficial job description also necessitates increasing acts of violence and intimidation for Prieto, perhaps even culminating in his notching up of kills as one day his own sicarios will on his behalf. Pablo’s is a very different life from one that is just beginning in another part of Medellín …

In 1967 Andrés Escobar is born. His fate will ultimately become inextricably, and fatally, linked with that of his Antioquenian namesake Pablo. The two are not related, share no blood, in fact share very little of anything, at least for the next 20 years. For now, Andrés is raised in a much more affluent and genuinely middle-class family in the well-to-do Calasanz neighbourhood. As he grows up, Andrés is a good student, and a regular attendee at mass with his beloved mother. But it is her death, succumbing to el cancer aged only 52, that changes the young man’s life and puts him unwittingly on a collision course with Pablo Escobar. In his grief he turns all his energy to the one thing he and Pablo have in common: football. And, as a result, Colombian football will never be the same again …
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