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Ballads
For the
Bad
$YY:rsonssgrorirying
the violent lives (and deaths) of drug

narcocorridos lhe Latin gangsta taf,
BY TIM MCGIRK/LOS ANGELES

lords has crossed the border. Are
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Los Angeles, young Mexican Americans
in sharp cars and glittery, cowboy-goth
clothes are pouring into a hangar-size
nightclub to hear El Komander sing.
Brawny, buzz-cut and with a midnight
pallor, El Komander looks as if a Mexican
drug cartel mighthave senthim on a sum-
merinternshipwiththe Russianmob. He's

wearing a black satin cowboy outfit with
flashes of silver lightning embroidered
on its sleeves. His narcocorridos-narco
ballads-are about the gunfights and be-
headings going on south ofthe border: the
word asesino (murderer) figures heavily in
his lyrics. "Trashedwith drugs," he croons
in a deceptively sweet voice. "Blowing
heads off those who cross us."

Driven by a tuba, an accordion, drums
and a guitar, n arcocorridos sound like polka
pumpedup on meth. Byturns frenetic and
mournful, the songs celebrate the violent
lives-and grisly deaths-of Mexican
drug lords. The genre's popularity has
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Narcocorrido
The classic Mexican
corrido, or narrative
ballad, has been
updated to tell tall tales
about drug kingpins.
Most songs are set to
an amped-up polka beat

FACTS

I Twiins Enterprises and
the more than 20 acts it
represents count more
than 1.5 million fans on
MySpace

lSingers are often paid
by cadel bosses to
celebrate them in song

lTwelve balladeers
have been killed in
Mexico's drug wars

Photographs by Shaul Schwarz for TIME



Minstrel of mayhem Narcoco rrido star
Alfredo Rios, a.k.a. EI Komander, walks by his
Burbank, Calif., studio. His rewed-up ba[lads
about drug kingpins getheavy play inradio
stations across the U.5, and his viileos have a
massive following on the Internet
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spreadquicklyfrom Mexico, and dozens of
singers now routinely tour the U.S., find-
ing huge audiences that are not limited to
the nation's 47 million Hispanics. And El
Komander-Alfredo Rios, a z4-year-old
Mexican-is the genre's hottest new star.
His top single, "El Katch," his producers
say, is getting heavy radio play from San
Diego to Chicago. "Myfans thinkthismu-
sic gives them an identity," he says.

Latin Gangsta
THr uuslc's AppEAL IS TIED To ITs As-
sociation with danger. In that sense, the
narcocorrido has something in common
with r99os gangsta rap, complete with
the fast and ferocious lifestyles of its per-
formers. Many balladeers receive money
from drug lords to write paeans about
their exploits; some are paid to perform at
gangs' private parties in secret hideouts.
But being one gangster's favorite singer
canmake you a target forhis rivals: nearly
a dozen musicians have been killed since
zoo6. That only adds to the narcocorrido's

Narcocorrldo Lyrics
"Los Sanguinarios del M1" ("The

Bloodthirsty M1"), by the BuKnas de
Culiac6n, is a tribute to Manuel Torres Felix,

a leader of the notorious Sinaloa cartel
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mystique amongits fans. Says Luis Gomez,
a computer-studies student at an under-
ground narcocorrido event in a Gardena,
Calif., garage: "Sure, it was violent. But it's
about freedom, seizing what you want-
the babes, the cars, the money."

The ballads have deep roots; Mexicans
have been singing about drug runners
sincethe r93os. Butthe newwaveof narco-
corrido is more gruesome than ever, and it
portrays the drug lord as a hard-partying,
daredevil Robin Hood fighting a corrupt
system. That attitude, says Los Angeles
promoter foel Vdzquez, appeals equally
to Mexicans and young second- and third-
generation Hispanic Americans who feel
the "hopelessness" of making a living
in the U.S. during these grim economic
times-much the same waythat gangster
tales were popular during the Great De-

i."pression. The narcocorrido has given some
young Mexican Americans a new, if vio-
lent, sense of identity within the Ameri-
can cauldron ofethnicities. "Even though
I wayborn in L.A.," says Chuy Lopez, a

Gon cuernos
de chivo y

basura en la
nucavolando

cabezas al que
se atraviesa.

Somos
sanguinarios

locos, bien
ondeados. Nos
gusta matar pa
dar levantotes.

Somos los
. meiores,

srempre en
caravana.

With anAK-47,
trashed
with drugs,
blowing heads
off those
who cross
us. weare
bloodthirsty
Graztes,
very high. We
like to kill, to
kidnap. We
are the best,
ahvays
traveling by
caravan.
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young fan at the Mi Hacienda nishtclubin pico Rivera, Calif., "i f..t l;il ri;;;;;down there, Mexico, 
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Tl. corrido's migration 
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*."fMexico to urban riirp;i._A;;;;;;
a.udiences began in rh.';;;;il;;#
Iike Los Tigrei del Norte, who wear over_srze sombreros and appeal to an otae.generation. tn the eariy,ss"r, , i;ii_hewn rebel, Cha lino *";i'";;;;;;.1;
on. th^ellispanic nightclub r..";;;;;;

- L.A. Sdnchez's *oJt -.*o."Uf. p..iorii mance came in r99z at a club in S"ith;;;: California whena -"" y,r_f.J;;;;;;
and.sh-ot him. Sdnchez was wounded butpulled out his own revolve, 

""efi;;back. Elijah Wald, a songwriter and ex-pert on the narcocorrido,i..o""irjiiit
was the moment when L.A. kid; *;-k;up and realized, .Hey, this ir;,i;;; ;;;and dad-,s. music. It's as tough as g;;;;;;
rap, and it's Mexican. It,s #ho *?;i';^;;(rr_rew months after the California in_cident,sdnchez was executed d"ri;;';tour of Mexico)

:^"_llr LArE.rggos, rHE GENRE wAs RrpEror commercial exploitation. Enter Om;;and Adolfo Vatenzuela. il;il#;.r,-
is.t.father in the Mexican state of Sinaloa
gj:',,_:r* lnem to ea rn th.i, ti;id;;
l,"jil"g: as !e.had done, at the ct;;;;une nestas ofthe drug lords, so fr. toolnls twtn sons north. But on the l"t.r".i,the brothers began to notice the vilrani
subc u.lture of nircocorridos til;;;;;:
i.ng o{f in the Mexican U"rrio, 

".rJsfSericS In zooo, they formed-T*il;
.E nrerpnses, opened a recording studioinBurbank, Calif., and br
i 

"s T' 
i;'#;ili ffi , # i':i'#iil'"T

:"1 ffl f u::: :?11"':,1'Jinn:",*
ryrrcs to l<e.ep up with the baibarism oithe cartel kil lers. Beheading, ;;;;;;;;
51J1.* were chopping thelruir"l; ;;;;preces_and dumping them into vats of lveso th.e bodies coutd"neverb. ii."l;;;;.r'
"^I1. 

twins now have more than zo

L1:.-:o"tr reg-ularly rack up hatf a mil-
:1"^l_ lr."{: on.youTube. rheir musiciins
ljl{ llSrrtcrut _gigs alr oue, rvr.*i.o irJrrrc u.J._w.tlrch. more than record salesin this age of freemusical d"*;i;;r";;;
streams,.is how the Uanas a"aifr;;;;
earn their money. One measure of the nhe_nomenon:.the twins say they fr"u".[oi.
thanr.5 million MySpaie friends.

Lrke gangsta rap, the narcocorridohas

)p1yr.9 its own fashi"" ,;";;.;; ;iAomander's concert in Rialto, _ori oi
,tf1 

men in the audience were dressed

itf :yjl""be drug rraffi ct .rr, rporiirer,tt riardy cowboy shirts or t_shiits emlblazoned with goiden ."gf", 
""i er-izr.Many wore heivy gold ihairrr, 

";;"-il;with an amutet of do"lefutffi ;ffiffi Ja popular bandit from the .;;;il;;.;
1a^t191saini of drug dealers. trfU.."*l
more than the music,,,says adoHo Vaten_zuela. "It's a Iifestvle.i

Inevitably, thi narcocorrido craze has
lauSft the eye of advertisers *"lil"rril
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They shoot drug lords, don't they? Narcocorridos are in demand at Los Angetes nightclubs like
El Rodeo, where fans can indulge gangster fantasies

mand performance at a narco fiesta in
Mexico. Often, musicians are summoned
to appear at an airport and are flown in
a small aircraft to a rough landing strip
in the Sierras. One musician opened hii
laptop and showed Trun a video shot at
a drug trafficker's birthday party*some-
where in the hills of Sinaloa." The singer
performed with a brand-new M-r6 semi
automatic rifle slung across his shoulder.
"That's what the head boss got for his
birthday, and he had me perform with it
on," he recounted.

For all his swagger onstage, El Koman-
der is fearful of the men he praises in song.
He is still shaken up over the murder of a
fellow musician, Sergio "El Shaka" Vega,
whose carwas forcedto ahaltalong a high-
way in Sinaloa last June; Vega was shot 16
times. One industrysource says hewas too
closely linked to one of the cartels for his
own good. "Vega's death terrifies me," says
El Komander. "I'm nobody's messenger,
nor do I belong to one side," he insists.

It'sAbout Speed
DESPITE THE RISKS, THESE ARE HIGH TIMES
for narco balladeers. There's no dearth of
material: between the Mexican govern-
ment's four-year war against the drug
lords and the many intercartel battles,
it's easy to find a bloody tale to set to
music. But competition is fierce; songs
have to get out as quickly as a tabloid
headline. On fuly 29, Edgar Quintero,
the Los Angeles-born singer of the band
Los BuKnas de Culiacdn, was only half
listening to a Tijuana radio station when
he heard a live broadcast from a wealthy
suburb in Guadalajara where more than
roo troops had cornered a fearsome drug
lord of the Sinaloa cartel, Ignacio .,Thi
King of Crystal" Coronel. Famed for his
jewel-encrusted pistols, Coronel died
gangster-style, firing from both barrels.
"I poured myself a fewtequila shots," says
Quintero, "and I started on the lyrics."

Quintero sang his lyrics over the tele-
phone to Trur. The song described Coro-
nelas "ahumbleman fromthe Sierras who
was ratted out by an informer," glossing
over the inconvenient truth that accord-
ing to Mexican and U.S. drug agents, the
King of Crystal had been exporting sever-
al tons of methamphetamines and cocaine
into the U.S. over the past ro years. That, in
all probability, wouldn't have any impact
on whether Quintero was going to have a
hit on his hands. But he did have one hoop

" 
to jump through that most other musi-
cians can safely ignore: clearing the lyrics
with the surviving bosses of the Sinaloa
cartel. Those critics carry machine guns.

-WITH 
REpoRTING By SHAUL scnwenz/

ros .iucrrrs I

Motor Co. and the sandwich chain Sub-
way are sponsors of a reality show about
the Valenzuela brothers. Los Tlpiins runs
on the Hispanic TV channel Munz, a
division of NBC Universal. Sony signed
narcocorridoband Cartel de Santa and has
released five of its albums, which graft an
urban edge onto the beat. The music has
also given rise to a film genre. According
to Baia Films Internacional director and
producer Oscar Lopez, every month big-
box stores sell tens ofthousands ofDVDs
of gory Tijuana-made direct-to-video mov-
ies whose scripts are based on the latest
narcocorrido hits. "Our audience is the il-
legal immigrant, the second-generation
Mexican American who wants to re-
discover his roots," says Lopez. "This is
real for them in a way that Batmanisn't."

It's not just Mexican Americans who
provide a market. In the nightclubs, a few
non-Hispanic faces are starting to appear,
bobbing up and down to the careening
narco beat. Promoter Y6,zquez believes
that the narcocorrido, despite the violence
it depicts, will find its wayinto the Ameri-
can mainstream. "Hip-hop was very con-
troversial," he says, "and now you've got
5o Cent-a guy who's been shot at I don't
know how many times-pitching for
Vitamin Water, which is supposed to be
healthyforyou."

Musicand Murder
NOBODY SO FAR HAS BEEN DAFT ENOUGH
to ask the drug lords publicly what they
make of the growing popularity of narco-
corridos inthe U.S. But they probably love
it. Howard Campbell, an anthropology
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professor at the University of Texas at
El Paso, says the cartels regard the bal-
lads as useful propaganda. "The cartels
are interested in two things, power and
intimidation, and they're trying to in-
fluence public opinion to their side," he
says. The songs can also serve as martial
music: when the Sinaloa cartel tried to
muscle into Mexico's Nuevo Le<in state
in zoo6, gangmembers jammedpolice ra-
dio scanners to play odes to their boss ,,El

Chapo" Guzmdn.The effectwas like omi-
nous music welling up in a TV western at
the approaching shadow ofa gunslinger.

No wonder cartel bosses want bal-
ladeers of their own. Few minstrels will
admit it publicly, but it is common for a
drug lord to hire a musician to compose
a song praising his bravery and cunning.
As one popular singer confided to Trnar, .,I

can make about g2o,ooo a song, and if they
like it, they'll also tip me with a pickup
truck or something like that." Says anotli-
eryoungcorrido singer, Erik Estrada, from
the Sinaloancapital ofCuliacdn: "I'vebeen
asked to write songs about these things,
and I can't say no. I'm a singer, and that's
what I do." He adds, '.And besides, I have
family down there. I have to be careful."

Nor is it a good idea to refuse a com-

DrugTroubadours
To see a documentary about the
dangerous lives of narcocoftidos,

go to time.comlnareo
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