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God's Middle Finger: Into the Lawless Heart of the Sierra
Madre

* Nonfiction. By Richard Grant. Free Press, 277 pages.
Grade: A-

Plot in a nutshell: You'd have to be a little bit crazy to travel
alone through Mexico's Sierra Madre mountain range, an
inhospitable landscape overrun with drug lords and boasting a
murder rate as high as its summits.

But freelance journalist Grant did just that to satisfy his own
fascination with the lawless region just south of Arizona. Grant
might be a little bit crazy, but he made it out alive and
documents his journey in God's Middle Finger, a gonzo
travelogue populated with every kind of eccentric under the hot
Mexican sun.

There's Joe Brown, a bona fide cowboy, novelist and
Southwestern icon who mentors Grant before his trip; the
legend of Lofty Loftus, a refugee train robber whose fortune
may or may not be buried deep in the Sierra Madres; Angel

Flores, an out-of-place cosmopolitan academic who runs a school deep in the heart of drug country;
and Randy Gingrich, an American environmental activist trying to save an old-growth forest in one of the
Sierra Madre's most dangerous regions.

These figures color a landscape otherwise darkened by violence and despair, a hyper-masculine culture
in which rape and murder are routine.

Grant's gift for storytelling and characterization carries the narrative, and his adept pacing creates
tension throughout, culminating when suspicious locals hunt him for sport in a remote and murderous
part of the range.

Best tidbit: " 'Aren't you afraid someone will kill you?' said Lupe.

" 'Why would anyone want to kill me?'

"That's when Abel smiled and said, 'To please the trigger finger,' and the fear really took hold of me.
That's when Lupe pointed out that 'someone' could kill me and throw my body down a ravine and no
one would ever know. That's when Abel thumped his chest and told me they were hundred percent
killers here."

Pros: Grant serves up perfect portions of local history and sociological commentary, creating a rich
topographical map that reads like a nonfiction Heart of Darkness.

Cons: The tempo builds toward a crescendo that's never fully realized. The ending is anticlimactic and
left me wanting one more chapter to put everything in perspective.

Final word: God's Middle Finger is a surrealistic journey filled with dangerous people and beautiful
vistas, and is the best way to tour the Sierra Madre without a mule and a sidearm.
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