
        
            
                
            
        

    
[image: ]







The Gringo Guide to México





Its History, People, and Culture





Vol. I





Murry E. Page



Copyright © 2018

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means including information storage or retrieval systems, without permission in writing from the author. The only exception is a reviewer, who may quote short excerpts in a review.


Author: Murry E. Page



Publisher: Murry E. Page



Cover Design by www.sandra-lopez.com



Image by Shutterstock






Give feedback on the book at

murry_page@yahoo.com





Disclaimer:


Although the author and publisher have made every effort to ensure that the information in this book was correct at the time of writing, the author and publisher do not assume and hereby disclaim any liability to any party for any loss, damage, or disruption caused by errors or
 omissions, whether such errors or omissions result from negligence, accident, or any other cause.


Preface

This book was written for foreign nationals who now call México home or hope to in the future. It is not your typical book, but a collection of articles. I wrote these articles over a period of five years for my semimonthly column, The Page Turner
 . My column appeared in the  English newspaper
 Mazatlán Messenger
 .


My
 articles for The Page Turner
 ran the gamut. I have written about Pancho Villa, as well as Pedro Infante. I have written articles on the México’s first emperor and the sex slave business in a small Mexican town. However, my writings include lighter topics, such as Finding a Margarita and Chiclets – The Candy Coated Gum.

But all of my writings have the purpose of providing foreign nationals living in México and those who hope to call México their home in the future, information that will make their life here more interesting and meaningful. It is hoped that those who read this book will have a better understanding of the history, people, and culture of their new home.

Some of the articles contained in this book have been revised from their original publications to include more current information. Additionally, the majority of the articles are written in “first person” and frequently includes personal experiences.  I feel this method of communicating provides for a more intimate story telling approach rather than a lecture to my readers. I hope you find this book interesting and informative.



 
               Murry E. Page

November 1, 2018
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Benito Juárez - México's Liberal Leader



T
 here’s probably not a 
 town in México of any size that does not have a street named after Benito Juárez. México City’s international airport is named after him; and, as we know, the City of Ciudad Juárez in the state of Chihuahua was also named for him. Additionally, of all the presidents México has had throughout its long history, Benito Juárez is the only Mexican leader whose birthday is honored as a Mexican national holiday. What made this man such a revered figure in México’s politics?

Benito Juárez grew up in the humblest of beginnings. He was a Zapotec Indian born into a peasant family in the rural hamlet of San Pablo Guelatao, Oaxaca, on March 21, 1806. Both of his parents died from diabetes when he was only three. Shortly after his grandparents took him in, they too died and rearing him then fell to an uncle. While with his uncle Benito worked in the corn fields and shepherded their flock of sheep. At age twelve he left his uncle and walked the thirty-four miles south to the city of Oaxaca to live with his sister. Speaking only Zapotec, he could only find work as a servant.

With this humble start in life, I have wondered, and asked quite a few Mexicans, how did Juárez become such a liberal? It took some digging to find the answer.

Although many would call it a serendipitous event, I think the Universe was at play when young Benito was noticed by Antonio Salanueva, a Franciscan friar. Benito’s intelligence and inquisitive mind led the friar to believe he had the potential to become a priest and he arranged for Benito to enter the Santa Cruz seminary in Oaxaca.

Benito learned Spanish and law before graduating from the seminary in 1827. It so happened that in the year Benito graduated the Instituto de Ciencas y Artes (The Institute of Science and Arts or ICA) opened as an alternative to the popular seminary. Instead of pursuing the priesthood, Benito entered ICA.

ICA was one of the earliest centers of secular and liberal learning in México founded after its independence in 1810. The founders required that its students, who they saw as the future leaders of the country, be schooled in secular studies including political economy, now widely referred to as economics, as opposed to theology. The students spent a 
 good deal of time discussing the distribution of their country’s income and wealth.

Those attending the ICA included not only Benito Juárez, but the likes of Matías Romero (future Secretary of Finance) and Ignacio Marisol (future Secretary of Foreign Affairs). Almost all of ICA’s students became extremely influential in government and society. The school became known for educating the elite of southern México and with a very left leaning bent.

Benito Juárez graduated from ICA with a degree in law, as did most of his fellow classmates. Even before his graduation in 1834, Juárez was involved in local politics, serving as a city councilman in Oaxaca, where he earned a reputation as a staunch defender of native rights. By 1841 he became a judge in Oaxaca and quickly became known as a fiercely anti-clerical liberal. His education had created the filter through which he would view the world.

In 1843 at age thirty-seven he married a nineteen year old girl, Margarita Maza, but politics consumed his life. By age forty-one Juárez had become Governor of the State of Oaxaca and held that position until 1852.  During his tenure as governor, Juárez angered conservatives by passing laws allowing for the confiscation of church funds and lands. He also passed along his liberal views by teaching law at ICA. One of the students he tutored during his brief teaching career was Porfirio Díaz, who later served as president (dictator) of México for over twenty-five years.

The year after Juárez’s tenure as Governor ended former President Antonio López de Santa Anna returned to México from the United States. He quickly set up a conservative government that imprisoned and exiled many liberals, including Juárez, whose exile took him first to Cuba and then to New Orleans.

While in New Orleans he teamed up with other exiles to plot Santa Anna’s downfall. When General Juan Álvarez launched a coup in 1854, Juárez hurried back to México and was there when Álvarez’s forces captured the capital. Álvarez quickly made himself interim president and named Juárez Minister of Justice.

Although Álvarez’s tenure was short, sixty-eight days, together with Juárez he inaugurated the period known as La Reforma
 . The purpose of the Reforma was to limit the power of the Catholic Church and the 
 military, both of which had dominated the lives of all Mexicans for years. The Ley Juárez
 (Juárez Law) of 1855, the first of the Reform Laws, was named after Benito Juárez.

The Juárez Law abolished fueros
 , which were the judicial immunities for the clergy, church, and the army. The new law subjected them to the jurisdiction of civil courts and the common law. Many believed it was an attack on the clergy. However, the Ley Juárez was established with the objective of providing equality of opportunity before the law.

The next Reform Law was called the Ley Lerdo
 (Lerdo Law), named after Miguel Lerdo de Tejada, the Finance Minister. The Lerdo Law allowed the government to force the sale of the Church’s real estate and all communally held land. Land owned by the Church not used for specific religious purposes was sold to private individuals. This changed the nature of land ownership allowing more individuals to own land, rather than institutions.

By the middle of 1857 more legislation was passed, such as the Ley Iglesias
 (Iglesias Law), named after José María Iglesias
 , the Secretary of Justice. This law regulated the collection of clerical fees and prohibited clerics from charging for ceremonies such as baptisms
 , marriages, or funeral services. For the first time in México’s history marriage became a civil contract and the registry of births, marriages, and deaths became a civil affair. Religious celebrations outside churches were forbidden, use of church bells restricted, and clerical dress was prohibited in public.

However, the enactment of the Constitution of 1857 by the liberal government was “the straw that broke the camel’s back,” so to speak. The conservatives, backed by both the military and clergy, launched a revolt, which came to be known as the Reform War. The conservatives with their military acumen gained control of México City and called for the resignation of President Comonfort, who had succeeded Álvarez. 

Comonfort resigned and the conservatives named the military general, Félix María Zuloaga
 , as President on January 21, 1858. However, under the provisions of the new Constitution the President of the Supreme Court of Justice, which by then happened to be Benito Juárez, became interim president until an election could be called. The liberals acknowledged Juárez as president, whereupon he assumed leadership of 
 the  forces and took the “official” government to Veracruz. Although the conservatives had the support of the Church, Juárez had the support of James Buchanan, the President of the United States.  The financial aid the liberals received from the U.S. gave them the ability to successfully defend Veracruz and retake México City in 1861. 

In March of 1861 Benito Juárez became president in his own right. The “Joy of Victory” was short lived. The three-year civil war had damaged the country’s infrastructure and basically left it broke. Because of the lack of funds, in March of 1861 Juárez announced that the payment of all foreign indebtedness would be suspended for two years.

Needless to say, this did not sit well with Britain, Spain, and France, all of whom were owed substantial sums of money. The three countries sent a joint expeditionary force to México, which took control of the Customs House in Veracruz in December of 1861.

Within a short period of time the British and Spaniards realized that the intent of the French was not to collect monies owning to them, but to overthrow the Mexican government. The British and Spaniards took their troops home and the French began their march towards the capital.

The advance of the French on the capital was delayed for a year when they lost a battle to the Mexicans in Puebla. The day the Mexicans won that battle is now celebrated as Cinco de Mayo
 . After regrouping from the Battle of Puebla the French overtook México City in 1863.

Benito Juárez had to flee to El Paso del Norte, which was later renamed and is now called Ciudad Juárez. Before he left México City, the Mexican Congress granted him an emergency extension of his presidency, which would go into effect in 1865, when his term expired, and lasted until the French were defeated.

After taking control of México City, the French installed Emperor Maximilian of Hapsburg as the reigning monarch of México. The government of the United States was sympathetic to Juárez and refused to recognize Maximilian as the legitimate head of México, and opposed the French invasion as a violation of the Monroe Doctrine
 . However, the ongoing American Civil War
 prevented it from doing much more.

As soon as the American Civil War was over in 1865 President Andrew Johnson sent 50,000 troops to the border with México. The U.S. troops ran patrols to visibly threaten intervention against the French, and 
 also supplied weapons to Benito Juárez’s forces. In February of 1866, the U.S. demanded the French withdraw their forces from México. In May of that year, the French began their withdrawal from México.

Benito Juárez returned to México City and was elected President in 1867 and again in 1871, but did not live to finish that term. He died of a heart attack while working at his desk on July 18, 1872. His wife, Margarita, had predeceased him in 1871. They had four children.

The similarities between Abraham Lincoln in the United States and Benito Juárez in México are striking. Lincoln, like Juárez, came from humble beginnings. Juárez, like Lincoln, believed that all men were created equal and he believed that the people of México should not be subjected to the dictates of the Church and military. Both were elected as president of their respective countries in 1861. The beliefs of these two men, who for many were ahead of their time, led to a revolution within their countries. Instead of wavering in their beliefs, they led their civil wars with their liberal views and saw them through to completion. 

Sometimes a liberal is merely a conservative ahead of his time.
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The Poinsettia



U
 nfortunately, the poinsettia, like eggnog and dressing (or stuffing, if you are from the north) is seen only around the Christmas holidays. However, unlike eggnog and dressing, the poinsettia has an excuse.

Particularly known for its red and green foliage, this plant is indigenous to México and Central America. It is a shrub or small tree, typically reaching a height of 2 to 16 feet. The plant bears dark green dentate
 leaves that measure 3 to 6 inches in length. The colored bracts
 (a leaf borne on a floral axis) are most often flaming red, but they can be orange, pale green, cream, pink, white, or marbled.

The colors of the bracts are created through "photoperiodism,” meaning that they require darkness (twelve hours at a time for at least five days in a row) to change color. On the other hand, once poinsettias finish that process, the plants require abundant light during the day for the brightest color. Accordingly, we are limited to the beauty of this plant only for this brief time of the year.

Being native to México, the plant is found in the wild in the country’s deciduous tropical forests at moderate elevations from southern Sinaloa
 down the entire Pacific coast of México into Guatemala
 . It is also found in the interior in the hot, seasonally dry forests of Guerrero
 , Oaxaca
 , and Chiapas. For years it was considered a weed.

The Aztecs called poinsettias Cuetlaxochitl (from cuitlatl
 , for residue, and xochitl
 , for flower), meaning “flower that grows in residues or soil.”  During the 14th - 16th century the sap was used to control fevers and the bracts were used to make a reddish dye. Stories say that the Aztec king Montezuma would have poinsettias brought into what is now México City by caravans to adorn his palaces because poinsettias could not be grown in the high altitude.

The plant's association with Christmas
 began in 16th century México. One legend begins with a poor young girl distraught about not having anything with which to honor the Baby Jesus in a Christmas Procession. The tale goes on to say that the child was inspired by an angel
 to gather weeds from the roadside and place them in front of the church altar. 
 Crimson “blossoms” sprouted from the weeds and became beautiful poinsettias.

Another legend tells of Franciscan friars celebrating Christmas with a lovingly decorated nativity scene. During the mass, as the Star of Bethlehem passed overhead, the leaves turned from green to bright red.

It is recorded that in the 17th century, Franciscan friars who had settled in an area of Southern México known as Taxco del Alarcon (now known as Taxco), included the plants in their Mexican Christmas celebrations. The flaming wild flower became a part of Christian ceremony when it was used in the nativity procession, the Fiesta of Santa Pesebre
 . The star-shaped leaf pattern is said to symbolize the Star of Bethlehem
 and the red color represents the blood
 sacrifice
 through the crucifixion of Jesus
 .

The poinsettia was a relatively unknown plant until Joel Roberts Poinsett came to México. Poinsett was an American physician
 and botanist
 from South Carolina. After serving in the U.S. House of Representatives, he was appointed the United States Minister to México in 1825 (the United States did not appoint ambassadors until 1896). He served in this position until 1830.

Poinsett took his interest in plants with him to México, introducing the American elm into México. During his time in México he would wander the countryside looking for new plant species. In 1828 he visited Taxco del Alarcon
 , where he found the lovely red plant growing beside the road. He took cuttings and sent them back to his greenhouse in Charleston, South Carolina. When he returned to the United States in 1830 Poinsett began sending cuttings of his newly found plant to his friends.

The botanical name of Euphorbia Pulcherrima
 was assigned to the poinsettia by the German botanist Wilenow in 1833. It is said that the plant grew through a crack in his greenhouse. Dazzled by its color, he gave it the botanical name, Euphorbia Pulcherrima
 meaning "very beautiful."

By 1836 the colorful plant had gained wide popularity and William Prescott, a historian and horticulturist, was asked to give the plant Euphorbia Pulcherrima
 a common name. At that time Prescott had just published a book, The Conquest of México
 , in which he detailed Joel Poinsett's discovery of the plant. So, Prescott named the plant the poinsettia in honor of Poinsett's discovery
 .

Albert Ecke, a German immigrant living in Los Angeles in the early 1900s, became intrigued with the poinsettia and began selling it from street flower stands. His son, Paul Ecke, developed the grafting technique, but it was the third generation of Eckes, Paul Ecke, Jr. who took the poinsettia to the next level and is considered the father of the poinsettia industry due to his discovery of a technique which caused seedlings to branch. This technique allowed the poinsettia industry to flourish. The Paul Ecke Ranch in California grows over seventy percent of all poinsettias purchased in the United States and about fifty percent of the world-wide sales of poinsettias.

In 2002 the U.S. House of Representatives passed a resolution to honor Paul Ecke Jr. and established December 12th as Poinsettia Day. It is interesting to note that in México, the poinsettia, called La Flor de la  Nochebuena
 (Christmas Eve or Christmas flower), is displayed around Dia de la Virgen de Guadalupe
 , December 12th.

I hope this season of the year gives you the opportunity to celebrate your good fortunes with family and friends. As you gather together with poinsettias in view, take a moment to reflect on the impact México has had on the world in which we live. México, its history, people, and culture have given us the opportunity to spend part of our lives surrounded by this country’s beauty, including La Flor de Nochebuena
 . We are truly blessed.

While you are celebrating this season of the year you may want to serve your family and guests a Poinsettia Cocktail. A Poinsettia Cocktail is Cointreau or triple sec (½ oz.) and cranberry juice (3 oz.). Pour the chilled Cointreau and cranberry juice into a champagne flute, stir well, and top with champagne.

As you lift your glasses, my toast would be, “May you never forget what is worth remembering or remember what is best forgotten.”
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Agustin de Iturbide - México’s First Emperor



H
 ave you ever played “Word Association?” If so, and someone says “Emperor” I bet Japan is what you would say. Even if I am incorrect, I bet México is not the first thing that comes to mind.

When I wrote an article about the Mexican flag, I ran across its first Emperor. The brief information I found was interesting and made me want to find out more about Agustin de Iturbide.

Agustin de Iturbide was born in 1783, the year in which the Treaty of Paris was signed, formally ending the American War of Independence. His father, Joaquín de Iturbide, was from a privileged and aristocratic Spanish family. One of his ancestors, Martin de Iturbide, was designated as Royal Merino
 in the High Valley of Baztan
 in the 1430s. Thereafter, many in the family held political or administrative positions in the Basque region from the 15th century on.

At that time in history not only was class important, but also your birth position. As Joaquín was not the eldest, he would not inherit the family lands in Spain and so he decided to move to New Spain to seek his fortune. After he arrived in what we now call México, he married a criollo from a wealthy family. His wife was born in “New Spain,” but her parents were both from Spain. She, like others with the same heritage, was denominated a criollo.

Their son, Agustin, grew up in the village of Valladolid, a small town in what is now the state of Yucatán. The village was named after what was then the capital of Spain. At the age of fourteen Agustin joined the royal army, just three years before México’s War of Independence began. When Father Miguel Hildago began the War of Independence, Agustin refused to join the insurrection.

At the young age of seventeen he led the successful defense of the village of Valladolid. His bravery earned him a promotion to captain and subsequent achievements won him further promotions. Before long he became commanding general of the province of Guanajuato and distinguished himself by his relentless pursuit of the rebels. However, charges of abuse of authority and embezzlement caused him to be dismissed from the army, though he was later acquitted on all counts. 
 Nevertheless, while valiant in combat, he gained a reputation early in his career for using his authority for financial gain.

When he was twenty-two he married Ana María Josefa Ramona de Huarte y Muñiz
 , also from Valladolid and a prosperous family of businessmen and landowners. The daughter of the wealthy and powerful governor of the district, her dowry
 of 100,000 pesos bought the young couple the Hacienda of Apeo in the small town of Maravatío
 .

At the age of thirty-seven Agustin was appointed commanding general of the South and given the task of quelling the insurrection of Vicente Guerrero, one of the last remaining rebels. Vicente Guerrero, like Agustin, had a Spanish father who sided with the monarchy in the War of Independence. The story goes that his father asked Vicente for his sword in order to present it to the viceroy
 of New Spain
 , as a sign of goodwill and surrender. Vicente refused, saying, “The will of my father is for me sacred, but my Motherland is first.”  “My Motherland Comes First” is now the motto of the southern Mexican state of Guerrero
 , named in honor of this famous revolutionary.

Just two years after the beginning of México’s War of Independence, Spain established a constitution. The turmoil that followed in Spain greatly influenced the Spanish leadership in “New Spain.” In 1820 King Ferdinand VII of Spain was placed in prison following political unrest in Spain over the Spanish Constitution of 1812. 

Conservative Mexicans, led by the Spanish-born minority and the Church, feared the loss of their political privileges. An idea arose among this class that if México became independent or autonomous, and if Ferdinand VII were deposed, he could become king of México.

Iturbide was then convinced that independence for México was the only way to protect the country from a republican tide. He decided to become the leader of the independence movement. However, in order to succeed, he would need to put together a very unlikely coalition of Mexican liberal insurgents, landed nobility, and the Church
 . Iturbide held a series of negotiations with Vicente Guerrero and made a number of demonstrations of his intentions to form an independent México. 
 Iturbide offered Guerrero a full pardon, if he surrendered. Guerrero rejected the pardon but agreed to meet with Iturbide to discuss the independence of México.

The two met to discuss a plan for independence drawn up by Iturbide called the “Plan de Iguala
 .” This meeting is now referred to as the “Embrace 
 of Acatempán,” named after the place where they met. Agustin Iturbide’s plan called for an independent México, even though ruled by a member of Spain’s royal family, Roman Catholicism as the official religion, and all of Spanish blood, whether born in Spain or in the Americas, would live as equals in the new state. Iturbide, Guerrero, and Guadalupe Victoria
 , who would later serve as President of México, announced the plan on February 24, 1821, and Vicente Guerrero agreed to submit to Iturbide's command             

On March 1, 1821, Agustin de Iturbide was proclaimed head of the Army of the Three Guarantees
 . On his 38th birthday Agustin de Iturbide marched into México City and on the next day, September 28, 1821, México was declared an independent empire. Iturbide installed a provisional junta, naming himself as president.

While awaiting a response on México’s independence from the Crown, trouble arose for Iturbide. His own congress refused to pay the troops and word arrived from Spain that Ferdinand did not recognize México’s independence.

In light of these developments Agustin de Iturbide declared himself Emperor. On July 21, 1822, he was crowned Agustin I. Some historians say Agustin took the crown at the insistence of the people. Others argue that the public support for Iturbide was orchestrated by him and his followers.  Whichever view is correct, his reign was short lived.

Neither Spain nor other European countries recognized the Empire of México and most broke off all economic ties. Iturbide’s economic policies were hurting México and congress turned against him. In response he disbanded congress. He no longer had money to pay his troops and dissension grew in the ranks. Military leaders, including Antonio López de Santa Anna
 , began to argue against the imperial concept and Vicente Guerrero sided with Santa Anna.

In the beginning of 1823 Santa Anna and Iturbide met. The result of that meeting was that Iturbide agreed to reinstate congress, abdicate the throne, and go into exile. As the agreement called for, he reinstated the congress and presented his abdication. However, congress refused to accept it, saying to do so would legitimize the throne.  Therefore, congress nullified their election of him as emperor.

When exiled, Iturbide was given a government pension. Congress also declared him a traitor with orders that if he ever returned to México 
 he be put to death. Whether he was aware of this second part is in dispute. Agustin de Iturbide and his family boarded a ship for Italy on May 11, 1823.

The situation in México did not improve after Iturbide left, as the fledging nation was afraid that Spain would come to retake the country. Supporters of Iturbide urged him to return, stating that he would be accepted as a liberator. On July 14, 1824, he returned to México with his wife and two children. He was taken prisoner and five days later executed by a firing squad.

Iturbide's family was offered a pension and arrangements were made for their exile in Colombia. However, there was no transportation available to Colombia and his widow instead settled in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, where the family would reside for many years.
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The Legend of the 
 Fifth Sun



L
 inda and I once spent a week in México City.  With a little over 21 million inhabitants, México, as  the capital is referred to, is one of the ten largest cities in the world. Although I had been there several times, it was always on business, so I had never seen the “touristy things.” This time I did.

One day we went to Teotihuacan, which is just thirty miles (forty-eight km) northeast of México City. It contains some of the largest pyramidal structures
 built in the pre-Columbian
 Americas
 and is the most visited archaeological site in México. During our visit we climbed up one of the pyramids, a feat which you appreciate only when you are back down on solid ground. While standing on this too-high pyramid, Ricardo Ramirez, our fantastic guide, told us the legend of the fifth Sun.

The story intrigued me and as I learned more about the Aztec culture I once again saw universal themes in the histories of various cultures and religions. We have all had "life-changing incidents." Well, my first one was when I took a course in Religions of the World in my second year at college. I was shocked and surprised to discover that what I was taught as a child was not as unique, as I had been led to believe. There are common threads that run throughout the tapestries of all cultures and religions. I then concluded there were many paths to grandma’s house, there was not “the way,” but "a way." As I relay the legend of the fifth Sun, you may see aspects of it that have similarities or at least analogous to other stories or legends you have heard.

As a sidebar, the history of the Aztecs begins with the God Ometeotl (pronounced “Oh-may-tay-ott-uhl
 ). Ometeotl was the Creator of the Universe, and as such represented masculinity and femininity, light and dark, harmony and chaos, life and death, creator and destroyer, and the personification of good and evil.  When everything exists in one, all opposites unite.

Because Ometeotl was both masculine and feminine, he-she could bear life alone.  With this ability he-she created or invented herself to initiate The Beginning and all that would exist thereafter.  Ometeotl creates and destroys to generate Ollin, the sacred movement in continuum. The story of creation, according to the Aztecs, is actually a story of birth, death, and rebirth
 .

Once created, Ometeotl gave birth to four children, the four Tezcatlipocas, who each preside over one of the four cardinal directions. These four children are separate and yet united.  These four created the world and the gods destined to preserve it. 

After these gods created the earth, the heavens, and the underworld, a chain of destruction and creation unfolded that caused the existence of five different worlds throughout time.  Each world is an Age dominated by the great burning disc in the sky, and therefore each Age is called a Sun.

Before our world (the Aztec world) came into existence there were four Suns and four Earths.  Each Sun was destroyed and a new cycle began.  The four primordial forces presided over these Suns - Water, Earth, Fire, and Wind- until the age of the Fifth Sun, the Sun of Movement, which is the Sun in which we now live. Although the accounts of the various Sun Ages vary slightly, the cycle is always the same.

The first Age was the Sun of Water and the first humans were made of ash. They lived in the world, and existed as anyone may, until a great catastrophe came and water covered the earth. All the people died and were converted into fish.

The Second Age was the Sun of Earth.  The humans this time were giants. These men and women, in spite of their great size, were, in reality, weak beings. When they fell, as in an accident, they fell forever. This Sun was destroyed and the people were eaten by jaguars. 

The Third Age was the Sun of Fire.  These people would also perish.  The Sun rained fire and all the people were converted into turkeys. 

The Fourth Age was the Sun of Wind.  When these humans were blown away to meet their tragic end, they were turned into monkey people.

When the Gods decided on a fifth Sun they knew the fifth Sun could only be created by sacrificing of one of the gods. The four creator gods built a huge fire, but none of them were willing to make the sacrifice. Finally they decided that it had to be one of two other gods, Nanahuatl or Teucciztecatl.

Nanahuatl was very poor and ugly; in fact his whole body was covered with sores. The creator gods did not want to choose him because of this. However, the preferred god, Teucciztecatl, ran four times toward the fire, but was too afraid to sacrifice himself.

Nanahuatl then bravely threw himself into the fire becoming the Sun. Teucciztecatl seeing this finally gained enough courage and threw himself into the fire becoming the moon
 .

The four creator gods then looked in all four directions but could not see the new Sun. Later they discovered that the fifth Sun would not rise unless the hearts and blood of other gods were sacrificed for his food and drink.  Therefore, 1,600 other gods sacrificed themselves so that the fifth Sun, Nanahuatl, could be seen rising in the east each day.

Accordingly, the world of the fifth Sun, the Aztec world, was created through sacrifice.  The Aztecs had to repay the gods for their world with sacrifices to keep the universe in balance.  This is why the Aztecs sacrificed, to prevent the fifth Sun from being destroyed like the other four before it.

Much like the role of sacrifice elsewhere in the world, these sacrificial rites functioned as a type of atonement for Aztec believers. Their sacred hymns describe the victim as “sent (to death) to plead for us,” or “consecrated to annul all sin.” In one such poem, a warrior-victim announces that "I embrace mankind... I give myself to the community."

However, the Aztecs did not sacrifice members of their own community, virgins or not. They sought the strongest warriors of neighboring communities. Their blood was strong and a worthy meal for the gods’ nourishment. Frequently the Aztec would create a war so they could capture sacrificial warriors.

The most common form of human sacrifice was heart-extraction. The victim had his chest cut open and heart removed while he was still alive. The organ was then burned and a new fire was kindled in the chest cavity. Swift runners would then light torches from this fire and take the new fire across the land, using it to start fires for the people of the community.

At first blush this seems barbaric. However, some of you may recall that according to the Bible after the Great Flood that destroyed the world, Noah built an altar and took every clean beast and fowl and offered burnt offerings on the altar. Genesis 8:21 says, “And the Lord smelled a sweet savor; and the Lord said in his heart, I will not again curse the ground any more….” I also recall the passage in Mathew 7:3 that says, “Why do you see the speck that is in your brother’s eye, but do not notice the log that is in your own eye?”

I believe regardless of what century or what culture is being discussed, we see that humanity is willing to give up something perceived to have 
 value in order to achieve a perceived greater good. We just do it differently, not necessarily better.
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Finding a Margarita



T
 hey say when you have lost something you should start looking where you last saw it. However, in this case I think I should start at the beginning. I have discovered when it comes to most mixed alcoholic beverages that there is no agreement as to when a given mixed drink had its birth. It is certainly possible that the drinking of the ingredients could be part of the reason for this lack of consensus among those who were the early imbibers.

The Margarita shares this early confusion. Some say the Margarita was created in a bar south of Tijuana by Carlos ‘Danny’ Herrera – whose obituary in 1992 states that it was he who created the Margarita. Herrera and his wife opened the Rancho La Gloria restaurant just south of Tijuana in 1935.

Family legend claims he invented the drink around 1938 for one of his customers, a showgirl and sometime actress who called herself Marjorie King. According to this story Marjorie was allergic to all booze except tequila. Marjorie? Margarita?  Have you ever heard of someone allergic to all alcohol except one…preference may be, but allergies? It does not seem likely so I cannot give this story much credence.

One could argue, and some have, that the Margarita is simply a tequila Side-car (with lime instead of lemon), a cocktail that had been in circulation for at least a decade prior to the Margarita’s ascent in popularity.

As a native born Texan, I prefer the story of a wealthy Dallas socialite named Margaret ‘Margarita’ Sames,  known for throwing lavish parties at her Acapulco holiday home. She credits herself (surprise, surprise) with creating the drink in 1948. I know it is a little difficult picturing a Dallas socialite behind a bar morphing into a mixologist, but, I am willing to overlook this small incongruity.

As the story goes, Margarita and her husband Bill invited some friends from Dallas to visit them in Acapulco. With their cliffside hacienda still under construction, they borrowed a home from a local friend sporting luxurious grounds and a pool with a swim-up bar. Margarita wanted to make a refreshing drink that could be enjoyed poolside before lunch. “After all, a person can only drink so many beers or so many Bloody Marys, or screwdrivers or whatever,” she said. “I wanted to make up a new drink.
 ”

Margarita said she had initially tried to invent a rum drink, inspired by her visits to Cuba, but with no success. Tequila was her favorite spirit, so she turned there. Having tasted and enjoyed the orange-based French liqueur Cointreau, she decided to combine the two. At the time, she said, there were no mixed drinks using tequila.

As she experimented with various combinations of tequila and Cointreau, they were either too sweet or too sour. Eventually she found a recipe that suited her, with lime juice used to balance the alcohol and a light dusting of salt on the glass rim to add the finishing touch.

The first mention in print of a Margarita cocktail is in the December 1953 issue of Esquire
 magazine where it states simply that, ‘She’s from México, Señores, and she is lovely to look at, exciting and provocative’.

Regardless of the story one chooses to adopt as the truth, I do believe it was created either by an American or by a Mexican bartender for an American. Have you ever seen a Mexican drink a Piña Colada, a Tequila Sunrise, a Manhattan, or a Martini, just to name a few mixed drinks? They seem to prefer their drinks in a glass not specifically designed and named for it and definitely without an umbrella.

The United States is the number one tequila market in the world, larger and more important than México, granted the U.S. has three times as many people. According to the Mexican newspaper, El Universal
 , by mid-2018 over 80 percent of México’s tequila was exported to the U.S. Additionally, according to the magazine Drinks International, in 2017 the Margarita was the 7th best selling cocktail in the U.S.

Industry sources
 state that over four million Margaritas are sold in the USA every day. With a population of over 300 million it is obvious some people are not pulling their weight.  Those good citizens who do pull their weight include those living in Alabama, Florida, North Carolina, and Texas. Being from Texas I have done my best to maintain our ranking and know a good Margarita when I taste one.

Although there may not be an agreement on the origin of the drink, everyone seems to agree on the ingredients: Tequila, Cointreau (Triple Sec), and lime juice. Some may vary their portions but not the content. So, when I moved to the land of Margaritaville I planned on having my share of this famous drink, but to my surprise Mexican bartenders do not always make a Margarita when you order one
 .

Depending on the bar or restaurant in which you order your Margarita, with or without salt, you may get a variation of a Paloma. The official ingredients for a Paloma are: Tequila, lime juice, and a grapefruit soda. Often the bartender will substitute Squirt or Fresca for the grapefruit soda. Sometimes you will get a variation of a Tequila Daisy. The ingredients for a Tequila Daisy are: Tequila, lime juice, sugar, Grand Marnier, and seltzer.  Instead of seltzer you may get Squirt or Fresca, and of course there is no Grand Marnier. Margarita is the Spanish word for daisy, so the confusion may be understandable to some.

It seems odd to be in México and sometimes have to tell a bartender how to make a Margarita, but that is what I do when I order one. Maybe if I am here long enough and visit enough restaurants and bars, your grandchildren can have a real Margarita when they come to visit you.
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Chiclets - The Candy Coated Gum



D
 o you remember Chiclets? Although even as I child I was not a big chewing gum fan, I sure did love Chiclets. When I would go to the store I would usually have just enough money to buy the two-piece box. I loved to suck on them to get the outside candy coating off and then start to chew. It was like getting candy and gum for the price of one.

Today I rarely think of gum, not even when I am out and a street vendor carrying his wooden box of candy and gum stops by my table to see if he can interest me. But the other day, I accidently ran across something that caught my attention.

If they think of gum at all, most people picture chewing gum in its current colorful, sweet stick or Chiclets form, a totally synthetic product that is often found clinging to the bottom of one’s shoe.

Chewing gum has a long history, beginning at least 5,000 years ago during the Neolithic period
 . Chewing gum made of birch bark
 tar and dating back 5,000 years has been found in Finland
 with tooth imprints. The bark tar of which the gums were made is believed to have had antiseptic properties and other medicinal advantages.

The Greeks chewed mastic gum
 made from the resin of the mastic tree
 , the American Indians
 chewed resin
 made from the sap
 of spruce
 trees
 , and the ancient Maya chewed the coagulated sap of the sapodilla tree…And this is where my story begins.

The official name of the sapodilla tree is Manilkara zapota
 . The sapodilla tree is a long-lived, evergreen
 tree
 native to southern México
 , Central America
 , and the Caribbean
 . Sapodilla can grow to more than 30 m (100 ft.) tall with an average trunk diameter of 1.5 m (5 ft.). The average height of cultivated specimens, however, is usually between 9 and 15 m (30 and 50 ft.) with a trunk diameter not exceeding 50 cm (20 in).The tree is wind-resistant and its bark
 is rich in a white, gummy latex
 .

Sapodilla trees are found in the Mexican states of Chiapas, Tabasco, Veracruz, Oaxaca, Michoacán, and Colima, although they grow best in the karst limestone region of northern Belize, the Petén region of Guatemala, and the Mexican states of Campeche, Yucatán, and Quintana Roo on the Yucatán Peninsula
 .

When the bark of the sapodilla is cut with a machete or attacked by insects or animals, the tree produces a milky fluid that forms a protective layer over the damaged area.  The gummy latex called “chicle,” contains 15 percent rubber and 38 percent resin.

Chicleros (chicle extractors) harvest the chicle by cutting a machete into the length of the tree in a zigzag pattern carving a channel and twisting the piece of bark to form a tongue, which allows the latex to run down the tree. A collecting bag is attached to this carved tongue using a clavito (nail shaped hard wood). After making some more zigzag cuts in the bark, the resin starts pouring into the bag. The chicle is coagulated by stirring over low fires, then poured into molds to form blocks.

This is a process that the Maya likely used for hundreds, if not thousands of years; as the ancient Maya recognized that chewing this rubbery resin quenched thirst and staved off hunger.

The Aztecs also chewed the chicle latex, which they referred to as tzictli
 . It is said that among the Aztecs only unmarried women and young children were allowed to chew gum in public, while older women could chew only in private for sanitary reasons, such as to expel rheumatism or to get rid of bad mouth odor.

With this natural resource well known in México, we jump forward to Santa Anna or General Antonio López de Santa Anna. As most of you know, Santa Anna was a Mexican general or president (or both concurrently) multiple times over a turbulent forty-year career. He was the leader of México on eleven non-consecutive occasions over a period of twenty-two years and exiled from México four different times.

On the occasion of his last exile from México, Santa Anna moved to Cuba and then in 1869 moved to the United States where he boarded with a certain Thomas Adams in his Staten Island home.

Santa Anna suggested that Adams, an unsuccessful but inventive photographer, experiment with chicle from México. It so happened that upon his exile Santa Anna brought with him a ship load of chicle. Santa Anna felt that chicle could be used to make a synthetic rubber tire, and he had friends in México who would be able to supply the product cheaply to Adams.

After about a year of blending chicle with rubber, the experiments were regarded as a failure and Adams intended to throw the remaining lot into the East River. Fortunately, fate intervened when he entered a corner drugstore or apothecary, as they were known in the day
 .

A little girl came into the shop and asked for a one penny chewing gum. Adams remembered that chicle, which he had tried unsuccessfully to vulcanize as a rubber substitute, had been used as a chewing gum by the natives of México for many years. So the idea struck him that perhaps he could use the chicle he wanted to throw away for the production of chewing gum. As they say, “The rest is history.”

By 1871 Adams had so many orders to fill, he patented the popular gum dispensing machine (later named the gumball machine) just to keep up with business. In 1884 Adams patented another first of its kind: Flavored gum, after adding licorice flavoring to his recipe and naming his product, "Black Jack." Black Jack was not sold in chunks, but in stick form, and the public went wild!

In 1888, the Adams Gum Company, which Adams had created, was the first to introduce vending machines in America. They were installed at New York City Subway stations to sell Black Jack and their new Tutti-Frutti flavored gum and the Adams Company became the most successful chewing gum company in the United States. In 1899 one of the company’s most famous products, Chiclets, was invented by a candy salesman who wrapped the chicle in a hard candy shell.

Chicle supplies became strained as the popularity of chewing gum spread during World War II. The military had been including chewing gum in the rations of soldiers since World War I, consequently spreading the habit around the world.

By the 1940s suppliers were over-tapping the sapodilla trees to meet the increased demand and trees were dying off. This was compounded by the fact that the U.S. had greatly increased import taxes for bringing in raw chicle latex from Latin America, so U.S. companies began looking for lower-cost synthetics.

By the mid-1900s chemists learned to make synthetic rubber, which became a substitute for most natural rubber in chewing gums. Today almost all modern day gums are made from a synthetic rubber or a mixture of artificial and natural bases.

In the 1990s the Federation for Chicle Cooperatives  created the Chicle Pilot Plan to reinvigerate the Mexican chicle industry. When they realized there was not a 100 percent natural chewing gum on the market, they began to work on developing a chewing gum made exclusively from chicle, instead of synthetics. Their first production plant opened in 2007 
 when they received their organic certification for their Chicza Organic Rainforest Gum
 . There are now fifty-six communities in the Yucatan and over 600 chicleros who sell to the consortium.

The organic gum is made with powdered organic evaporated cane juice (37 percent), chicle (35 percent), organic glucose (24 percent), and organic agave syrup (3 percent), flavored with organic lime, mint, or spearmint extracts.

One of the great advantages of Chicza's composition is biodegradability. Once disposed of, its all-natural components will become dust within weeks and not deface city sidewalks. Although Chicza is available in México, its price point limits its marketbility. Additionally, because of the limited supply of chicle, it will always have just a small niche in the market.
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The 
 Muslims of México



W
 hen a person thinks of religion and México, they think of Catholic. This is not surprising in view of the fact that according to the Pew Research Center, excluding Brazil, México has the most Catholics in the world.

Not that the Catholic religion is in jeopardy, but México is home to a quickly growing Muslim population. According to the 2010 census conducted by México’s National Institute of Statistics and Geography
 , there were 3,700 Muslims in the country. However, the Pew Research Center says that in 2011 there were 110,000 practicing Muslims in México.

There have always been Muslims in México, but they were usually immigrants from Muslim countries in Africa and the Middle East. It was not until 1995 when Mexicans began converting to Islam.

In an interview in 1994 Insurgent Subcommander Marcos, the military chief and spokesman of the Zapatista National Liberation Army (EZLN) located in the state of Chiapas, was asked, “Are you a Catholic?” He replied, “I will not answer this question. If I said that I am a Muslim, you would write that we are Islamists.”

Whether a coincidence or not it just so happened that Abdalqadir as-Sufi, the founder of the Murabitun World Movement (MWM), and his Muslim brothers arrived in Chiapas shortly after that interview with the mission of making contact with the Zapatistas and taking them the message of Islam.

The group of Muslims proposed to the Zapatistas that they massively convert to Islam. The message from MWM to the Zapatista chief was explicit. The invitation read in part:

 …the struggle for the freedom of all people must be under the flag of a transformative Islam, following the message revealed and brought to us by Mohammed the last of the prophets, the liberator of humanity.

The document sent to Subcommander Marcos finished with a radical slogan: “Victory or death!” and was signed “Murabitun World Movement, Mexican community.” The Zapatistas, after consulting their base of support, politely declined the offer
 .

Although not the intended recipients of the message of Islam, a group of indigenous families living in Chamula, located just outside of San Cristobal de las Casas in the state of Chiapas, decided to profess their faith in Islam and their belief in the oneness of God. This conversion meant abandoning Christianity and the Church, which had for more than 500 years guided the religious practices of the indigenous communities in Chiapas.

In 1999 a report on Muslims in México did not indicate whether there were Muslim communities outside the capital city, and estimated at the time that the total number of Muslims in México was approximately 200, half of them Mexican.

Only two years later the Spanish news agency EFE
 reported that more than 200 Tzotzil indigenous people living in the outskirts of San Cristobal de las Casas, had “changed their bibles for the Koran” and became the first Muslims in Chiapas.

The EFE
 report stated that the indigenous converts carry out the same agricultural activities as other indigenous persons of the area, with the noticeable difference being that men have replaced much of their traditional clothing with more austere fabrics and the women cover their faces with veils and do not look men in the face.

As time progressed a number of the converted followers began to question some of the requirements of the Murabitun movement. This caused a lot of fighting between the converts and basically split everyone into two groups: those who tried to follow the Murabitun movement and those who did not.

Some who felt that the Murabitun ways could not be from Islam traveled to México City searching for other Muslims who could teach them the correct practices of the religion. There they discovered the Centro Cultural Islámico de México (CCIM), a Sunni
 organization founded in 1989 and headed by Omar Weston, a British
 born Mexican convert to Islam, who had been active in several big cities in northern and central México.  They brought those teachings back with them to Chiapas.

In addition to the CCIM there is a branch of the Nur Ashki Jerrahi Sufi Order in México City, which is headed by two women. There is also a small Salafi (Sunni Islam) organization (the Centro Salafi de México) 
 and an educational center managed mainly by Muslims from Egypt and the Middle East, (Centro Educativo de la Comunidad Musulmana en México) within the capital city.

At the Educational Center of the Muslim AC Community, half of the prayer is in Arabic and half in Spanish. Men enter the second and third floor of the center; while in the area of women, a sign explains the rules of the Muslim dress for the sisters of the community: the clothes should be loose and not perfumed. Attire should not be ostentatious and trousers can be used if desired, but only under a long skirt.

In addition to the Muslim associations in México City and San Cristobal, there are associations in the states of Morelos, Coahuila, Chihuahua, Veracruz, Quintana Roo, and Baja California, among others.

Mohammed Alaa El Din, an Egyptian national living in México and a Muslim, notes that one of the problems is the lack of mosques. Nevertheless, today there are twelve facilities serving as mosques in México with half of them in Chiapas alone.

Monica Tzandor, a Mexican convert to Islam, says, “When Mexicans hear about your religion, they’re shocked. They think Muslims are bad people.” She added, “Wearing a headscarf is difficult. You’re considered repressed, manipulated and ignorant.”

While prejudices and stereotypes exist, many Muslims consider México as a tolerant country. Mohammed Alaa El Din says, “I have never faced any discrimination because of my race or religion. In fact, I have really enjoyed the experience of being a Muslim here.”

The wide diversity of cultures in México and its history of blending religions may have made it more acceptable of Muslims than other Western societies. According to religious historian Dr. Teresa Alvaro Velcamp, Muslim communities in México “have not suffered discrimination to the degree that Muslim Americans have in the United States. Rather, Mexican society has a certain tolerance for spirituality (in addition to Catholicism).”

The Mexicans who have converted to Islam, as all Muslims, see Islam not just as a religion to be practiced in a mosque but a lifestyle. Today in San Cristóbal the Muslims run a pizzeria and a carpentry workshop. There is a madrasa (a Quranic school) in a residential building where children learn Arabic and prayers are held five times a day.
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Unrest in México and the 1968 Olympics



A
 lthough my memory had to be jogged, I do recall what seemed like global unrest in 1968. Most of the unrest was brought about by students where college campuses became a battle ground for social change.

The German student movement was largely a reaction against the perceived authoritarianism and hypocrisy of the German government. In Spain the students at the University of Madrid protested the involvement of police in student demonstrations and protested the Dictator
 Francisco Franco
 's regime. In the United States while opposition to the Vietnam War was in the forefront, students were also protesting for civil liberties
 and feminism
 . In Italy students closed the University of Rome for twelve days during an anti-war protest.

Some of the student uprisings were peaceful, but many were not. Thousands of students around the world were arrested and hundreds injured. To varying degrees they all grabbed the headlines, some local, other national, and a few the international headlines. The student protest in México fell into the latter category.

As is often the case, the México student protest did not start as such. On July 22, 1968, a fight broke out between the students of two long-time rival schools, the Mexican National Autonomous University (UNAM) and the National Politechnical Institute (Poli), after a football game. The students confronted the México City riot police sent to end the skirmish. After hours of student resistance, the army was called in to quench the violence. The siege ended when the soldiers blasted the main door of the National Preparatory School in San Ildefonso with a bazooka, killing some of the students hiding in the building.

UNAM oversaw the Preparatory School, so the involvement of university officials and students was inevitable. In the following hours, the students decided to organize and protest against the violence exerted by the riot police.

The government had to call in the army to take back several México City prepas (preparatorias
 --high schools connected to universities). There were clashes which led to many hundreds of arrests and injuries. The student strike spread to UNAM, Poli, and 
 universities throughout the country, supported by a majority of professors. By late August and September the students were leading marches of 300,000 to 600,000 people, including important contingents of workers and peasants, who regularly participated in these protests.

Unfortunately for the students, Gustavo Díaz Ordaz Bolaños was México’s president (1964-1970) when the student unrest began. As president, Díaz Ordaz was well known for his authoritarian rule over his cabinet and the country in general. His strictness was evident by his handling of a number of protests during his term in which railroad workers, teachers, and doctors were fired for daring to stand against inequities and the status quo.

In 1963 México City was chosen to host the 1968 Olympics. This would be the first time the Olympics were to be held in a Latin American country, the first to be staged in a Spanish speaking country, and the first to be hosted by a developing country.

Díaz saw the student movement not only as a threat to his almost absolute power and a serious social problem, but also a very bad image at the precise time when the eyes of the world were on México. The Mexican government had invested a massive US$150 million, an amount equal to roughly $7.5 billion of today's dollars, in preparation for the Games to be hosted in México City, showcasing México.

The approaching and imminent celebration of the XIX Olympic Games in México City came to represent a powerful symbol for both the government and the students, but with an opposing meaning. For the students, holding a sporting and cultural event of such magnitude and in a millionaire infrastructure in México was a shocking paradox. They realized that while the government was trying to give an impression of progress to the rest of the world, it had largely failed the people by not meeting their most essential needs of housing, health care, and basic education.

The Games were scheduled to begin on October 12th and the student movement was growing both in the number and size of protests. Additionally, media coverage was expanding, as media outlets from around the world were in México City in preparation for the Olympics.

In his State of the Union address in September of 1968 President Díaz Ordaz made it clear that he would not tolerate or allow students to 
 continue challenging his administration, the office of the president, and his meager patience. Bluntly said, there would be no negotiation between the presidency and the student movement.

On September 21, 1,000 police attacked a high school within Tlatelolco. The Tlatelolco complex in México City was a huge housing project, home to many workers and poor families. Students held them off in a fierce battle in which police set fire to two buildings, fired round after round of gunfire into the school, and launched clouds of tear gas into apartments.

Tlatelolco housewives spent that night boiling water to throw out the windows onto soldiers or hunting for rags, bottles, and fuel to make Molotov cocktails for the students. Children lined the roofs aiming rocks and sticks on the uniforms below. Hundreds of youth from surrounding poor barrios broke through the police cordon by blowing up police cars. Even after calling in reinforcements from the army, the security forces were often driven back. They finally gave up at 2 a.m. One press report estimated that 12,000 residents participated in the movement on the side of the students.

It is no accident that the government forces chose Tlatelolco as the site for what was to happen next. The participation of Tlatelolco residents showed the potential for the student movement to unleash an even more powerful wave of mass rebellion against the government.

On October 2, 1968, around 10,000 university and high school students gathered in the Plaza de las Tres Culturas to protest the government’s actions and listen to speeches. Along with the students, many men and women not associated with them, gathered in the plaza as spectators of the demonstration. The students had congregated outside the Chihuahua Building, a thirteen story tall apartment complex in the Plaza de las Tres Culturas in Tlatelolco. Among the students’ chants were ¡No queremos olimpiadas, queremos revolución!
 (“We don't want Olympics, we want revolution!”)

Rally organizers failed to call off the protest when they noticed an increased military presence in the area, as two helicopters, one from the police and another one from the army, overflew the plaza. Around 5:55 P.M. red flares were shot from the nearby S.R.E. (Mexican Ministry of Foreign Relations) tower. Around 6:15 P.M. another two flares were shot, this time from a helicopter as 5,000 soldiers, 200 tankettes and trucks 
 surrounded the plaza. Much of what happened after the first shots were fired in the plaza remained ill-defined for decades after 1968. However, much has been corroborated by since-released information from American and Mexican government sources.

The ensuing assault into the plaza left hundreds dead and many more wounded in its aftermath. The soldiers responded by firing into the nearby buildings and onto the crowd, hitting not only the protesters but also watchers and bystanders. Demonstrators and passersby alike, including youngsters, journalists, and children, were hit by bullets and mounds of bodies soon lay on the ground.

On October 3rd the executive board of the International Olympic Committee met in emergency session to decide whether to go ahead with the Games in spite of the massacre. Led by the American chairman of the committee, Avery Brundage, a narrow majority voted to continue. Brundage explained that Mexican authorities had assured him, “nothing will interfere with the peaceful entrance of the Olympic flame into the stadium on October 12th or with the competitions which follow.”

Ten days after the Tlatelolco massacre President Díaz presided over the opening ceremony, as the city’s streets rumbled with tanks and billboards abounded, proclaiming in a dozen languages: “Everything is possible with peace.”

A month and a half after the killings the students returned to their classes. Many leaders and students were made prisoners or were missing, many others were never accounted for. New and emerging leaders lacked an ideological cohesion to revive the movement, but due to coincidences of time and place the 1968 Olympic Games and the student movement in México are forever linked.
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México's Mennonites




T

 he Mennonites, like many people, have persecution as a pivotal part of their history. They began as a part of the Christian Church in the 16th century known as “Anabaptist.” This name came from the fact they rebaptized their adult believers. The Mennonites took their name from Menno Simons, a Dutch priest who converted to the Anabaptist faith and helped lead it to prominence in Holland by the mid-16th century. In addition to rebaptizism, the Mennonites refuse to take oaths or go to war and believe in the separation of church and state. They are one of the peace churches which hold to a doctrine of non-violence and pacifism.

The first Mennonites came mainly from Swiss and German roots with many of the important martyrs of the early church coming from the area around Zürich. To escape persecution, the first Mennonites fled Western Europe in 1683 for the more accommodating religious climate of America. During the American War of Independence many Mennonites living in Pennsylvania felt a threat to their pacifistic beliefs and migrated to Canada in the 1780s.

The Mennonites diligently applied their traditional agricultural ways and faith-based social structure and thrived once again, but in 1890 the Manitoba Municipal Act of 1880 established secular local governments. The Manitoba Schools Act in 1890 required English as the sole language of instruction in schools, as well as a secular curriculum. Their subsequent legal battles with the government cost them large sums of money and in some cases Mennonites were imprisoned for refusing to send their children to public schools.

Rejecting any compromise, Old Colony Mennonites began to seek another promised land. In 1921 six Mennonites were chosen to seek out a new land for settlement in Latin America
 and they believed México
 , despite its recent Revolution
 , would offer them a home.

In 1922 Mexican President
 Álvaro Obregón
 invited the Mennonites to settle in the northern regions of the country. He offered them cheap land and freedom from taxation for 100 years, as long as they agreed to supply cheese for northern México. The Mennonites were also given freedom to organize their own educational system and freedom from military service
 
 .

A total of 20,000 Mennonites arrived in 1922 in a mass migration beginning in March of that year. Over a four-year period a total of thirty-six trains of twenty-five to forty-five cars made the journey from Canada to México carrying the settlers and their farm equipment. A total of 200,000 acres was obtained by the church.

The cheese the Mennonites were obliged to produce was originally known as queso menonita
 , but is currently called queso chihuahua
 . This pale yellow cheese, now duplicated in other parts of México in versions ranging from mild to sharp, is still considered a specialty of the region, where the best Chihuahua cheese is found.

Today in the state of Chihuahua
 , Mennonites coexist, learning Spanish
 and English
 , as well as Low German, and they live side by side with Tarahumara
 Indians in the mountainous region of the state. The lifestyle of México's Mennonites has not changed drastically since their initial migration and continues to be centered on the fields, orchards, and kitchen, making it food-centered, in both domestic and commercial terms.

Each family grows its own vegetables. There are also family orchards, with cherries, pears, peaches, and the famous Chihuahua apples, a specialty of the Mennonites. Some continue to use plow horses to work the fields, although the modern Mennonites, who live in the same communities as the Old Colony groups, now use tractors. A number of these families also choose to use electricity, replacing part of the canning chores with freezing.

The total Mennonite population in México is estimated to be about 100,000. Around 50,000 Mennonites reside near the city of Cuauhtémoc
 in the state of Chihuahua. In the state of Durango
 , there are thirty-two Mennonite communities. Mennonites in Durango number more than 7,000, most of them living in Nuevo Ideal.

Authorities estimate Mennonite farmers account for the production of at least sixty percent of Chihuahua’s agricultural produce, supplying staples such as corn and beans. Nicknamed vendequesos
 or "cheese-sellers," Mennonites make eighty percent of the region's cheese and some seventy percent of its dairy products.
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Elba Esther Gordillo – The Teacher



L
 ike many of you, education has always been important to me. Here in Mazatlán through Friends of México and teaching conversational English for several years, I have had the opportunity to discover things about México's educational system that others may have missed. An example is learning about a lady named Elba Esther Gordillo.

She was probably one of the most powerful women, if not the most powerful woman, in México. Her power came from the fact that she was the head of the teachers union, the National Syndicate of Education Workers or SNTE, as it is commonly known.

Gordillo came from humble beginnings in México's poorest south. She began teaching at age fifteen, following in her mother's footsteps. Marrying early, as was the custom then, she was widowed at age eighteen and moved to México City. There she became friends with the then-leader of SNTE and began moving up in the union's ranks. In addition to her work for SNTE she devoted endless hours to the formidable political party, Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI).

In 1989 then president Carlos Salinas appointed Gordillo as president of SNTE.  With an estimated 1.5 million members, SNTE is the largest union, not only in México, but in Latin America. In 2007 Elba Gordillo, who is widely known as La Maestra
 (the Teacher), was declared the union's leader for life by the National Political Committee, all of whom she had personally appointed.

As she did with SNTE, she climbed the PRI political ladder.  In 2002 Gordillo became Secretary General of the party, the second highest ranking position. While rising in the ranks of the PRI, she became a close friend of Felipe Calderón, a member of the National Action Party (PAN) and who became México’s president in 2006. In 2005 she was scheduled to assume leadership of the party, but was bypassed by its then leader, Roberto Madrazo. It was alleged that her friendship with the future president cost Gordillo her anticipated position. What followed is a perfect example of the phrase, “Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned.”

Gordillo left the PRI and formed a new political party, Partido Nueva Alianza (PANAL - New Alliance Party), carrying with her the votes of 
 her 1.5 million teachers. As the 2006 federal elections drew near she swung her influence to the National Action Party candidate and ultimate winner, Felipe Calderón. Roberto Madrazo, the PRI candidate, came in a distant third.

According to CNN México
 , Elba Gordillo later acknowledged she reached an agreement with Felipe Calderón in which he agreed to give plum jobs to her family and friends in exchange for her turning out the vote for him in the 2006 presidential election. George Grayson, a México expert at the College of William and Mary in Virginia has said, "Without the backing of Gordillo, Calderón would not have won the last election."             

Although her political skills may not be admired by all, they must be acknowledged. It is said that she managed about US$60 million dollars a year in dues paid by union teachers.  Jorge Castañeda, a former foreign minister and author of the book, Mañana Forever?
 , estimated that the teachers union also received $10 million a month from the government.

Just as she has improved the lives of others, she has not overlooked herself. Some commentators have referred to her as “Jimmy Hoffa in a dress,” referring to the late U.S. Teamsters union boss.

During her tenure as head of SNTE she accumulated quite a fortune. The weekly newspaper,  T
 he Economist
 , has reported Gordillo owned expensive homes in both México and Coronado in San Diego, California, with a private jet to take her between them. According to the popular Mexican newspaper, Reforma
 , Gordillo, with stretched-smooth skin of a woman of means, was once spotted wearing a pair of $1,200 shoes and carrying a $5,500 Hermes handbag. She has admitted some of her wealth, but saying that part was inherited and that another part was earned through her work.

You have probably heard of the expression “Pigs Get Fat, Hogs Get Slaughtered.”  Well on February 27, 2013, her excessive greed finally caught up with her and she was arrested by the Attorney General’s Office (PGR) after deplaning from her private jet in Toluca, México, after returning from San Diego.

The Teacher was arrested for allegedly embezzling
 2 billion pesos
 (US$156,816,000 at the time of her arrest) from the SNTE. She also allegedly wired large sums of money to Swiss bank accounts, while other funds were used for plastic surgeries or personal luxuries. Among other questionable expenditures, according to the Attorney General, were the 
 maintenance and rental expenses of a hangar and aircraft. Prosecutors argued she would not have been able to make such purchases on her monthly salary of 31,398 pesos ($2,459 at the time of her arrest)

After almost five years in prison without a trial, in December 2017 Gordillo was released from prison and permitted to spend her remaining time awaiting trial under house arrest. On August 7, 2018, the First Unitary Tribunal acquitted the Teacher of the crimes of money laundering and organized crime, stating there were not sufficient grounds to proceed and she was released from house arrest.

I wonder what the next chapter will be for her.


Chapter





ELEVEN









Muxes - The Third Gender



M
 éxico has long been known for its machismo. Many of its men are aggressively proud of their masculinity. Although the population is becoming better educated and the middle class is growing in México, gay-bashing is still found in the rural areas of the country.

Even though the issue of sex and gender is widely divergent from México City to the countryside, the indigenous Zapotec culture is not divided by the usual dichotomies: gay or straight, male or female. There's a commonly accepted third category of mixed gender, people called muxes
 .

The word muxe
 is said to be derived from the Spanish word for women
 , mujer
 . The Zapotec word muxe
 (pronounced MOO-shay) is used to describe the young boys and men who choose to identify as women or are unable to identify concretely with either gender.

Anthropologists say that the acceptance of people of mixed gender reaches back to pre-Colombian México. They note stories of cross-dressing Aztec priests and Maya gods who were male and female at the same time. However, those ideas and beliefs were pretty much eradicated when the Spaniards forced the indigenous to convert to Catholicism.

But mixed-gender identities managed to survive the Catholics in the area around Juchitán de Zaragoza, a place so traditional that many people speak the ancient Zapotec language instead of Spanish. Juchitán de Zaragoza is located on México’s Isthmus of Tehuantepec, the shortest distance between the Gulf of México and the Pacific Ocean.

The Isthmus of Tehuantepec is part of Oaxaca, a state with sixteen different ethnic groups that speak eighteen different languages. The isthmus's isolation has helped indigenous cultures survive, and it's debatable whether the muxe
 tradition could have endured in another part of the country.

A muxe may be vestidas
 (wearing female clothes) or pintadas
 (wearing male clothes and make-up). Some who choose to dress as women take hormones to change their bodies. But what the two have in common is that the community accepts them, many in it believe that muxes have special intellectual and artistic gifts
 .

Susana Trilling, who runs a cooking school in the city of Oaxaca, five hours from Juchitán, says,

 On the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, especially in Juchitán, every family considers it a blessing to have one gay son. These sons do handicrafts and sell embroideries in the market with the women, while the men work in the fields, so it's a monetary boon to the family. And while daughters marry and leave home, a muxe cares for his parents in their old age.

Lynn Stephen, a professor of anthropology at the University of Oregon, says,

Muxe men are not referred to as 'homosexuals' but constitute a separate category based on gender attributes. People perceive them as having the physical bodies of men but different aesthetic, work, and social skills from most men. They may have some attributes of women or combine those of men and women.

If they do choose men as sexual partners, neither of those men (known as mayate)
 are necessarily consdered homosexuals. Father Francisco Hererro, parish priest of San Vicente Ferrer, the patron saint of Juchitán says, “The Church sometimes doesn't want to talk about homosexuality. But this is our church, our town.” Father Francisco sees the muxes
 not only as a point of difference for Juchitán, but also as a point of pride. “Juchitán is a city with its problems like any other. But we should serve as an example of tolerance.”

Layla López, a professor from Oaxaca and a native of Juchitán, says that according to one legend, God gave the city’s patron saint, San Vicente Ferrer, a bag full of homosexuals to distribute throughout México, one in each town. López goes on to say, “But when he got to Juchitán, the muxes
 became too exuberant and they all burst out of the bag here.”

The muxes
 are certainly exuberant when it comes to the annual November pageant, the four-day long La Vela de las Auténticas Intrépida
 s Buscadoras del Peligró
 , which translates to “The Celebration of the Bold Seekers of Danger.”

Pedro Martinez Linares, a well-known muxe
 in Juchitán, says the vela began nearly four decades ago as a friendly celebration. “It all started as a small party, something like a reunion with only six or seven muxes who were already nearing old age,” he says. “Every year they would celebrate the life they shared together... but you know how it goes. One invited friends, then the others invited their friends and it began growing that way.” Today each year over 5,000 people come to join the massive celebration.

Edder Chicuellar, a local visual artist, says “Muxes are not considered men or women. They are often seen as a third gender.”

I think Marluu Ferretti, a muxe
 living in Juchitán, explained this phenomenon best, when he said,

I consider myself gay and muxe. I’m gay the moment I’m behaving as a boy, and I’m a muxe the moment I’m behaving as a girl. It’s a duality I have inside me. It’s two in one and that’s the only way I don’t lose my essence.
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Who are the Normalistas?




I

 doubt that anyone who has the slightest interest in what’s going on in México has not heard of México’s Escuelas Normales
 and their students, the Normalistas
 .  In particular, many have heard of the group of forty-three Normalistas who disappeared in September of 2014. There is a lot to learn about this group of young people from México’s poorest families who believe teaching is more than reading, writing, and arithmetic.

A “normal” school is a college, usually a two-year college, to train high school graduates to become teachers.  The purpose of the normal school is to establish teaching standards or “norms,” hence its name. The use of the term to describe colleges for future teachers goes back to the 17th century. The term “normal school” is no longer in common use, replaced by “teachers college” or “teacher training college,” so called because almost all collegiate level education programs are sub-departments of larger colleges and universities.  México has retained the name Escuelas Normales
 with its students referred to as Normalistas
 .

The first teacher schools in México were known as rural centers. These rural centers were part of the dream of Emiliano Zapata and Pancho Villa, who wanted education to be offered in the country’s rural communities. When Villa acquired a hacienda in Durango, he requested that the best school teachers be sent there. All those who worked there formed part of a social collective that educated the children of peasant communities. His dream was that everyone would attend school.

During the Mexican Revolution most Escuelas Normales were closed because the government did not have the money to fund both the schools and the war conflict. Many Normalistas took part in the war and some became the ideological leaders of the campesinos
 (peasant farmers) and workers who were fighting in the revolution.

At the end of the war the government created the Secretary of Public Education. Under the new system the teachers were to help the indigenous people change their way of living, e.g., fighting alcoholism, organizing health services, and getting sources of clean water. It was determined that this could best be accomplished by teachers living in the same communities.
  

For that reason the Escuelas Normales educated selected students from the communities and then sent them back to work for the interests of their communities. 

When Lázaro Cárdenas del Río became president in 1934 he changed the focus of México’s education. Cárdenas ran for president on a six-year plan which included destruction of the hacienda economy and creation of a collective system of ejidos
 (common lands), modern secular schools that would eradicate the influence of the Catholic Church, and workers' cooperatives to oppose the excesses of industrial capitalism.

Upon becoming president Cárdenas had Article 3 of the Constitution amended to read: "State education will be socialist in character."

During this period of socialist education, a new curriculum for national history was written and implemented in order to emphasize the role of workers and peasants as protagonists in the Mexican Revolution. The schools taught agrarian and workers’ rights, the right to education, the theory of cooperation, the history of socialist education, and Marxism.

The Mexican socialist’s education attempted to instill in México’s children a well-grounded comprehension of community life and a sense of belonging to the community. Teachers were highly involved in socialist education and became key political actors in mobilizing and unionizing peasants and workers.

The Escuelas Normales offered not only hope to peasants, they also represented real opportunities for individuals and for rural communities. Eventually, most of the students became teachers in rural areas, who actively participated in the development of social life.

Not surprisingly, the Catholic Church fought the secular doctrine when it saw the threat to its power. The Church’s reaction was violent and the Church encouraged its faithful to take up arms and fight against the socialist orientation to defend their freedom. It was the teachers who were frequently the object of that violence.

Cárdenas left office in 1940 and his socialist education project was abandoned. Soon thereafter, the term ‘socialist education’ was deleted from the third article of the Mexican Constitution.  Education’s new focus was on nationalism, spirituality, and cooperation with the private sector and for the first time a national curriculum for elementary schools was established.

Escuelas Normales also had to change their curriculum. The curriculum for all schools was homogenized in the country regardless of 
 their urban or rural character. The focus of the Escuelas Normales was no longer to be on agricultural education and rural life. 

The government wanted to reduce the influence of teachers in their local communities and many students were accused of being ‘communist’ and expelled. Students, and in some cases communities, resisted these changes. During the 1940s Escuelas Normales were marginalized from the educational priorities of the country.

Conflicts in the Escuelas Normales increased in the 50s and 60s, partly because there was a constant fight for resources, but also, students were active in the support of diverse social movements. Some students in these schools became members or supporters of guerrilla movements.

In 1969 President Gustavo Díaz Ordaz closed fifteen of the remaining thirty-one Escuelas Normales after the student massacre at Tlatelolco plaza in México City on October 2, 1968.

The Escuela Normal known as the Raul Isidro Burgos Normal Rural School of Ayotzinapa,
 is one of sixteen remaining institutions around México that arose following México’s revolution nearly a century ago with the aim of training teachers to raise literacy and standards of living among the rural poor.


Isidro Burgos
 , which was attended by the now missing students, has been associated with rebellious struggles for social justice with two well-known guerrilla activists who studied in their classrooms: Lucio Cabanas and Genaro Vazquez. They both joined a guerrilla movement in the sate of Guerrero that emerged in the late 1960s. The two former students died after confrontations with Mexican authorities. Today at their alma mater an artistic rendering of their faces adorns one side of the basketball court, alongside that of Che Guevara.

Escuelas Normales in general, and Isidro Burgos
 in particular, have become bastions of ardent leftist politics, instilling in its students self-reliance, a deep suspicion of the government, and a sense that politicians are eager to take away their resources.

Ricardo Jacinto, a student at Isidro Burgos
 says, “This has always been a combative and militant school, no doubt. We fight for our rights, and this is often considered ‘guerrilla’ in this country.”

He, as do other students attending Escuelas Normales, see as their purpose not only “to bring education to the poor rural population, but also to combat social injustice and maintain the dignity of the poor.”
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Pedro Infante - The One and Only




A

 merican author and playwright Denise Chavéz wrote in her 2002 novel, Loving Pedro Infante
 ,

What can I tell you about Pedro Infante? If you're a Mejicana or Mejicano and don't know who he is, you should be tied to a hot stove with yucca rope and beaten with sharp dry corn husks as you stand in a vat of soggy fideos. If your racial and cultural ethnicity is Other, then it's about time you learned about the most famous of Mexican singers and actors.

Knowing only that Mazatlán has a monument to him  on the malecón, I decided to take her advice and learn more about this iconic man.

I read about the songs Pedro Infante recorded, 350 in all, including what is regarded as his favorite, Amorcito Corazon
 (Little Love of My Heart). Infante acted in nearly sixty films with such legends as Jorge Negrete, Maria Felix and Dolores Del Rio. In 1956 he won an Ariel award, México's equivalent of the Oscar, for his performance in the film La Vida No Vale Nada
 (Life Is Worthless).

I must confess the names Jorge Negrete, Maria Felix, and Dolores Del Rio meant nothing to me and before I began my research I never heard of La Vida No Vale Nada
 , or even an Ariel award for that matter. What I read about the professional life of Pedro Infante did not excite me or cause me to want to dig deeper. I know my ignorance is showing and that I have missed a lot because of that, but that is the truth.

However, I found his personal life quite intriguing and that’s what I want to talk about.  As is always the case, people remember things differently, both as to dates and the details, so you may find variations to my story.

Pedro Infante Cruz was the third of fifteen children, only nine of whom survived. Although Mazatlán claims him as its own, historian and longtime resident of El Rosario, Guillermo López Estrada, says Pedro Infante’s birth in Mazatlán was a sheer accident
 .

Before his death in 2012, Guillermo López told the newspaper, Noroeste
 , Pedro’s father, Delfino Infante García, came from Acaponeta, Nayarit, and moved to El Rosario to play music in a local band called Los Borregos
 (The Sheep). There he met and married Doña Refugio Cruz and they had two boys.

In 1917 Delfino Infante and the Los Borregos
 got a gig playing in Mazatlán for the winter season. His wife was carrying their third child and decided to go with her husband to Mazatlán so they could be together. On November 18, 1917, their child, Pedro, was born.

Some say about a year later the Infante family moved from Mazatlán to Guamúchil. However, Guillermo López says as soon as the new mother was able to travel she and her husband, together with their new baby, returned to El Rosario.

Some reports, including one from the Los Angeles Times
 , say Pedro never attended school. However, according to Guillermo López, Pedro spent his earlier years in El Rosario and attended Benito Juárez Primary school until the fourth grade. He goes on to say that around that time the mining in El Rosario began to dry up and the town fell on hard times. Many families, including the Infante family, chose to seek their fortunes elsewhere.

Delfino Infante took his family to Guamúchil, located about sixty miles north of Culiacán. It is here that Pedro spent the balance of his youth. He got his first job at age eleven as an apprentice carpenter. In a 1945 performance Pedro Infante told a Los Angeles audience, “I liked to sing and wanted to learn the guitar, but couldn't afford one. I made one in the carpenter shop and played it in our little town orchestra which we called La Rabia
 (The Fury).”

He formed his own band in Guamúchil at age sixteen performing at nightclubs and in the streets for crowds who couldn't afford to pay an entrance fee. As a young teenager he met his first girlfriend, Lupita Marqués, who became pregnant shortly after they met and bore him his first child, a girl named Guadalupe. They never married and the relationship soon ended. Some say little Guadalupe was raised by Conchita, the younger sister of Pedro. When he was twenty years of age Pedro left Guamúchil and moved to Culiacán. There he joined a band called the Star of Culiacán
 , as its drummer and vocalist.

Of all the ladies Pedro Infante met during his life, and he met quite a few, he owes his fame and fortune to the Guamúchil school teacher, 
 María Luisa León, who he met in 1937 at a dance at which he was playing. She was ten years older than he. María Luisa saw his potential and two years later persuaded him to move to México City with her in search of better venues so others could see his talent. In June of 1939 they were married in México City. Speaking of María Luisa he said, “Then she wanted me to learn to read and write, but I was ashamed to go to night school. We got a teacher, and now I can read and write pretty well.”

In 1943 Pedro cut his first record, El Soldado Razo
 (The Private). He was twenty-six. It quickly sold 18,000 copies. His career took off and his personal life fell apart.  He reportedly fathered a dozen children out of wedlock. His mother, Doña Refugio, said that when Pedro died he had at least fifteen illegitimate children, his brother said the count may be well over twenty.

That said, of all the women who passed through his life there were really only three that held his heart. The first, of course, was María Luisa. She could not have children, which put a strain on their marriage in a culture that prizes machismo.
 In an attempt to hold their marriage together and stop Pedro’s sexual wanderlust, she persuaded Pedro to adopt a little girl in 1947. Unfortunately for María Luisa, that did not provide the glue to hold their marriage together.

Shortly after the adoption he met his second love, Lupita Torrentera, a young Flamenco dancer he met when she was fourteen. As he was still married to María Luisa, they kept their relationship a secret until she became pregnant with his child.  She bore him a daughter, Graciela Margarita, at age fifteen. Although little Graciela died in 1948, shortly after her first birthday, the relationship between Pedro and Lupita continued. In 1950 Lupita had a second child by Pedro, a boy they named Pedro. A year later a girl was born. Although Pedro Infante loved Lupita and the two children he was unable to stop his philandering and Lupita left him. 

His third and final serious relationship was with Irma Dorantes, a young actress who starred in many of his movies. Irma lived in Merida and Pedro moved there to be with her and they married in March of 1953, even though he had never divorced María Luisa. He was thirty-five and she was seventeen. The actress became the mother of his daughter, Irmita, in 1955. 

María Luisa challenged the legality of his marriage to Irma Dorantes and the Mexican Supreme Court sided with her on April 9, 1957, and his 
 marriage to Irma was annulled. “It was a case closely followed by millions of fans, most of whom took Dorantes’ side,” the Los Angeles Times
 reported.

Pedro called María several times after the ruling asking for a chance to talk with her. He suggested they get together after Easter when he had plans to travel to México City. On Saturday April 13th, in a telephone conversation with Pedro, María Luisa said she was willing to do anything to solve their problem and he decided to fly to México City the following Monday to talk to her.

At 6:45 am Monday morning he rode his Harley-Davison motorcycle to the Merida airport to catch a ride to México City. He talked to the pilots of Transportes Aéreos Mexicanos (TAMSA), whom he knew, and they agreed to give him a ride on their cargo plane, a four-engine World War II Consolidated B-24J Liberator. Pedro joked with the ground crew, as the pilot had the cargo rearranged. He said it had been unsafely distributed.

Pedro Infante had fallen in love with aviation early in his career on a trip to Texas. On his return to México he told María Luisa, “You made me an artist…but I was born an aviator.” Years later, as an experienced pilot, he took the controls of the cargo plane heading for México City. Shortly after take-off the plane began to wobble. The captain reported to the ground that it was “uneventful.” Seconds later the plane wobbled again, lost altitude, and crashed into a home. All aboard were lost, as well as a young girl who lived in the modest home.

It is said the Pedro Infante had often told Irma Dorantes, “How nice it would be to die like a bird.” He got his wish, and México lost the one and only Pedro Infante.
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The New World's First Feminist






























































W
 ho would have thought that the first feminist in the New World would come from México and especially in the 1600s? Even today in México when ninety-one percent of all cases of rape and sexual abuse are not reported by women and complications during birth is the sixth leading cause of death in girls between ten and fourteen years of age, feminism in México sounds like an oxymoron.

Nevertheless the woman who adorns the obverse side of México’s 200 peso note is generally regarded by many as the New World’s first feminist, a word that was created long after her death. Known to all now as Sor Juana Inéz de la Cruz, she was born Juana Ramírez de Asbaje.

Juana Ramírez de Asbaje was born on November 12, 1651, out of wedlock to a criollo (criollos were persons of European descent but born in the Americas) woman, Isabel Ramírez, and a Spanish Captain, Manuel de Asbaje, in the village of San Miguel Nepantla, located on the slopes of the Popocatépetl volcano, in what is now  the state of Puebla.

As her father soon abandoned the family, at the age of three Juana was raised mainly by Pedro Ramírez, her paternal grandfather. It was in her grandfather’s rented book-filled hacienda, Hacienda Panoaya
 , where Juana learned to read, which at that time was rare, as girls were seldom educated.

She could read and write before her fourth birthday. By age five she reportedly could do math and at age eight she composed a loa
 , or short dramatic poem, in honor of the Blessed Sacrament. It is said that when she was six or seven her desire for learning was so intense that she begged her mother to let her dress up in men's clothes and allow her to go and study at México University, which only men were allowed to attend.

When she was eight her grandfather died and she was sent to México City to live with her maternal aunt and the latter's husband, Juan de Mata. By the time she left her grandfather’s home it is said she had read his entire 3,000 plus book library. Juan de Mata recognized the brilliance of the young girl and had her further educated by a scholarly priest named Martín de Olivar.

To the priest’s amazement Juana mastered Latin in twenty lessons. By 
 adolescence she had mastered Greek logic and had also learned the Aztec language of Nahuatl and composed short poems in that language.

Juana's fame as a youthful prodigy grew to the extent that the Spanish viceroy, Marqués de Mancera, took her into his court as a maid of honor to his wife. It amused the couple to invite professors from the university and doctors of the arts and sciences to question the gifted young girl on almost any subject. Juana invariably held her own with these learned interlocutors.

At the age of sixteen Juana entered the Monastery
 of St. Joseph, a community of the Discalced Carmelite nuns
 , as a postulant
 . Juana said she did so, “to have no fixed occupation which might curtail my freedom to study." She soon learned that the nuns of this order dedicate themselves to a life of prayer. The Carmelite nuns live in cloistered monasteries and follow a completely contemplative life, which did not sit well with the young prodigy. Six months later she left the convent and entered the convent of San Jerónimo, where she remained the rest of her life.

The order of San Jerónimo gave her an entire suite of her own complete with bedroom, bathroom, kitchen, library, and servant. Her library, which held one of México’s largest book collections, developed into a meeting-place for the intellectual elite, men of learning from the Court and University. She was adept at music and studied all branches of knowledge, from philosophy to natural science.

Juana continued to write poetry and became a playwright. She proved to be no ordinary scribe. Her works proved to be both brilliant and highly controversial. Juana wrote several pieces that were revolutionary, especially for the time period in which she found herself.

Many of her works were love poems and plays of passion. This was quite unusual for a woman, but for a nun her choice of subject matter aroused the wrath of many who were in power. In addition, Juana was known to comment on theological matters, which incited those in authority to condemn her audacity.

One of Juana's famous literary pieces entitled Hombres Necios
 (Foolish Men) is a classic work. This piece addresses the inherent rights of all women and the hypocrisy of those who judge others, namely in regards to prostitution. Juana shed light on the matter by posing the question of 
 who is more to blame, the one who commits the act for money or the one who pays for it.

When the new Viceroy, the Marqués de la Laguna, arrived in 1680, Juana struck up a friendship with his wife María Luisa, Countess de Paredes. Because of the Viceroy’s position and the couple’s friendship with Juana, the young nun was protected from the growing criticism by the Church. Unfortunately, when the Viceroy left México in 1688 Juana lost the protection they had provided.

In November 1690 the bishop of Puebla, under the pseudonym of a nun, Sister Philotea, published, without Juana's consent, a critique Juana had written of a 40-year-old sermon by a Portuguese Jesuit priest. Philotea's piece admonished Juana for her preoccupation with worldly affairs and for the lack of biblical subjects in her poetry and study.

Juana responded with a stunning self-defense. She wrote a letter, Respuesta a Sor Philotea
 (Reply to Sister Philotea
 ), in which she defended women's right to education.  Juana turned around the logic used by the Church to justify her oppression and subverted it into a magnificent defense for women's intellectual rights and education. La Respuesta
 was her defining work and the instrument of her downfall.

In La Respuesta
 Juana said, “Oh, how much harm would be avoided in our country” if women were able to teach women in order to avoid the danger of male teachers in intimate settings with young female students. Sister Juana said that such dangers “would be eliminated if there were older women of learning, as Saint Paul desires, and instructions were passed down from one group to another, as in the case with needlework and other traditional activities.”

Juana forcefully insisted that women have a natural right to think, feel, and learn. Her use of biblical evidence to support her call for strong, educated women is downright clever. It earned her recognition for her rhetorical skills. However, La Respuesta
 brought indignation from the Church and unwanted attention from the Inquisition.

To save herself, by 1693 Juana stopped writing and gave up her books. It is 
 said she sold all her books and her musical and scientific instruments, as well. Other sources say that her defiance toward the Church led to all of her books and instruments being confiscated.

In April of 1695 a plague hit her convent. While attending to her ill sisters, Sor Juana Inéz de las Cruz contracted the disease and died on April 17, 1695, at the age of forty-four.

México acknowledges this New World feminist by having her image on today’s 200 peso note. On the obverse side of the note is the image of a stately nun. Drawings of Juana during her early years show a quite attractive lady. To her right are two quill pens in an ink well. To the right of the quill pens is a book entitled Poesias Liricas
 (Lyric Poems). Under “Banco de México” is the Spanish phrase Hombres necios que acuasis
 (Foolish men who accuse). On the reverse side of the note is printed a view of the courtyard of the Hacienda Panoaya
 , where she learned to read under the tutelage of her grandfather.

Maybe it is an oxymoron, but México and its people should be proud to say that the New World’s first feminist came from Puebla.


Chapter





FIFTEEN









Santa Anna - Napoleon of the 
 West



O
 ver the past several years, I have read the stories of various men who played a major role in México’s history.  Some of those men and their stories have really caught my attention. Previously I have written about one such man, Agustin de Iturbide, México’s first Emperor. Today I would like to talk about Antonio López de Santa Anna Pérez de Lebrón, or Santa Anna.

Maybe because I had the great fortune of being reared in Texas, I learned about this man in school, as it was he who led the Mexicans to their victory in the Battle of the Alamo at San Antonio, Texas. Although I remembered little else about him, the name has always stuck with me.

Now that reading about him is not compulsory, I have discovered he was quite a colorful person. He was head of the Mexican government eleven times in a twenty-two year time span and often referred to himself as the “Napoleon of the West.”

Santa Anna was born in Xalapa
 , Veracruz
 , Nueva España
 (New Spain), on February 21, 1794. His parents belonged to the criollo
 high class (criollos
 were persons of European descent but born in the Americas).

Although his parents were wealthy enough to send him to school, young Santa Anna quit school after a short period of time. At the age of sixteen he was appointed a cadet in the Fijo de Vera Cruz infantry regiment and spent the next five years battling insurgents and policing the Indian tribes. He quickly rose in the ranks, making Colonel by the age of twenty-six.

Like most criollo officers in the Royalist army, he remained loyal to Spain and fought on the Spanish side in the Mexican War of Independence
 . However, in March of 1821 he made the first of the dramatic shifts of allegiance that characterized his military and political career by joining the rebel forces under Agustín de Iturbide
 . He campaigned for him for a time and was rewarded with a promotion to General.

During the 1820s, Santa Anna supported and then turned on a number of Mexican leaders, including Emperor Iturbide and President Vicente Guerrero. Santa Anna’s usual habit was to ally with the wealthy 
 and privileged, but his immediate concern was to be on the winning side in any battle. Switching allegiances never troubled him. He gained a reputation as a valuable, if treacherous, ally.

In 1829 when Spain invaded México, Santa Anna played a key role in defeating the Spanish invasion at Tampico and emerged from the campaign as a national hero. In 1833 he became México’s president for the first time without opposition.

Ever the astute politician, he immediately turned over power to his vice president and allowed him to make some reforms, including many aimed at the Catholic Church and the army. Santa Anna waited to see if the people would accept these reforms. When they did not, he stepped in and removed the vice president. Soon thereafter he dissolved Congress and declared himself dictator in 1835.

Santa Anna's assumption of dictatorial power over México brought him into direct conflict with a growing movement for independence in the Mexican state of Coahuila y Tejas. On March 2, 1836, Coahuila y Tejas declared itself independent and formed the Republic of Texas.

Determined to crush the Texas rebels, Santa Anna took command of the Mexican army. His forces successfully defeated the Texas rebels at the Alamo
 and he personally ordered the execution of 400 Texan prisoners after the Battle of Goliad. Lulled into overconfidence by his initial easy victories, Santa Anna was taken by surprise at San Jacinto and his army was annihilated on April 21, 1836.

Acting Texas President David G. Burnet
 and Santa Anna, who feared execution, signed the Treaties of Velasco
 : "in his official character as chief of the Mexican nation, he acknowledged the full, entire, and perfect Independence of the Republic of Texas."

In exchange, Burnet guaranteed Santa Anna's life. Deposed during his captivity and after some time in exile in the United States Santa Anna was allowed to return to México to retire to his hacienda
 in Veracruz
 .

Barely two years later when the French sent troops to México and blockaded the port of Veracruz, Santa Anna emerged once again. Conveniently at his ranch near the Veracruz port when the war broke out, Santa Anna rushed to lead México’s defense. However, Santa Anna and the defenders of Veracruz were soundly routed by superior French forces.

During the Mexican retreat after a failed assault, Santa Anna was hit by cannon fire. His shattered ankle required amputation of much of his 
 injured leg, which he ordered buried with full military honors. Despite México's final capitulation to French demands, Santa Anna used his war service to re-enter Mexican politics as a hero.

The war with France had seriously weakened México’s treasury and supporters of Santa Anna asked him to take over and lead the government. He became acting president in 1839 and helped overthrow the government of Anastasio Bustamante
 in 1841. After the overthrow of Bustamante once again Santa Anna became the dictator of México.

With resentment growing over his dictatorial ways, Santa Anna stepped down as dictator. Fearing for his life, he tried to elude capture, but in January of 1845 he was apprehended and imprisoned. His life was spared, but the dictator was exiled to Cuba
 .

Fifteen months later (April, 1846) the United States declared war on México. Santa Anna, living in Cuba, wrote Mexican president Valentín Gómez Farías
 . Santa Anna told him he had no aspirations to the presidency, but would eagerly use his military experience to fight off the foreign invasion of México, as he had in the past.

The desperate president accepted the offer and allowed Santa Anna to return. Unbeknownst to Gómez Farías, Santa Anna had entered into negotiations with President James K. Polk, pledging that if he were allowed back into México through the U.S. naval blockades, he would work to sell all contested territory to the United States at a reasonable price. Once back in México, as the head of the army, Santa Anna reneged on both of these agreements. Santa Anna declared himself president and unsuccessfully tried to fight off the United States invasion. 

México lost much of the American west in the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo
 , which ended the war. As a result of its humiliating defeat, México exiled Santa Anna  once again. This time Kingston, Jamaica, became his new home. Two years later he moved to Colombia.

Santa Anna’s last call to duty was in 1853 when a group of rebellious conservatives asked him to retake control of the government. With their help he became president of México for the last time in April of 1853. This administration was no more successful than his earlier ones. He funneled government funds into his own pockets, sold more territory to the United States (the Gadsden Purchase
 ), and declared himself dictator-for-life with the title “Most Serene Highness.”

Two years later a group of liberals led by Benito Juárez
 and Ignacio Comonfort
 overthrew Santa Anna, and he fled back to Cuba. As the 
 extent of his corruption became known, he was tried in absentia
 for treason and all his estates were confiscated by the government.

The now aging Santa Anna lived in exile in Cuba, the United States, Colombia, and St. Thomas
 . As I have discussed in an earlier article, during his time in New York he is credited with bringing in the first shipment of chicle
 , the base for chewing gum
 . He failed to profit from this, since his plan was to use the chicle to replace rubber in carriage tires, which was tried without success.

In 1874, at the age of eighty, Santa Anna took advantage of a general amnesty and returned to México
 . Crippled and almost blind from cataracts
 , he was ignored by the Mexican government. Two years later, Santa Anna died in México City on June 21, 1876.

As mentioned earlier, Santa Anna lost a leg fighting the French. Thereafter he famously used a prosthetic
 cork leg. During the Mexican-American War
 , his prosthesis was captured and kept by soldiers of the 4th Illinois Infantry. The cork leg is now displayed at the Illinois State Military Museum in Springfield
 . The Mexican government has repeatedly and unsuccessfully asked for its return. Maybe this unusual home for a part of Santa Anna is fitting, since he would play these two countries against each other when he deemed it in his best interest.
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The Monarch Butterfly

&

The Law of Unintended Consequences



T
 o be truthful had I not moved to México I probably would have never acquired a continuing interest in the beautiful Monarch butterfly.  The Monarch butterfly is regarded as king of the North American butterflies, it reigns over the entire continent. Almost every child I have known, including yours truly, has tried to catch one.

Adult Monarch butterflies possess two pairs of brilliant orange-red wings, featuring black veins and white spots along the edges. Males, who possess distinguishing black dots along the veins of their wings, are slightly bigger than females.

Around late October of each year we read an article or two in México’s newspapers announcing the arrival of this beautiful butterfly. Like México’s snowbirds, it needs to get away from the cold north. However, unlike our friends from the north, it cannot survive if it does not leave.

The Monarchs depart from throughout America’s Midwest, southern Canada, and as far away as Augusta, Maine, 2,400 miles from their winter residence. They are the only insect known to migrate up to 2,500 miles to get out of the cold weather.

However, not all Monarch butterflies migrate to México. It seems that the butterflies living west of the Continental Divide of the Americas migrate to California. There are over 300 over-wintering sites for the butterflies in California ranging from Ensenada in the south to San Francisco in the north.

Unfortunately for those Monarchs from east of the Continental Divide, there is only one over-wintering site. That is in small areas of the Reserva de la Biosfera Mariposa Monarca (Monarch Butterfly Biosphere Reserve). The reserve is located in the Trans-Mexican Volcanic Belt pine-oak forests
 ecoregion
 on the border of the states of Michoacán
 and México
 , sixty-two miles northwest of México City
 .

Once within the confines of the reserve, the butterflies will spend the next five months clustering together and covering the trunks and branches of the oyamel fir trees in a blanket of orange and black. Each of the individual clusters is made up of thousands of Monarchs 
 and resembles a large swollen beehive. In many instances, the weight of the butterfly clusters is enough to cause tree branches to bend or snap. The habit of clustering together makes it possible for them to conserve heat and survive the cool nighttime temperatures common to this high-altitude region.

When February and March roll around they begin to wake from their winter slumber. Although the nights in the western central highlands of México are still chilly, the warmth of the daytime sun prompts the clusters to break apart and the butterflies to begin their mating rituals. The butterflies are most active during the mating season and this is the best time to visit the Monarch Butterfly Biosphere Reserve.

After mating they begin the long trek back north, a place they will never see again. When the butterflies reach Texas, Louisiana, or Oklahoma, depending upon their ultimate destination, the females lay their eggs, one at a time, on the milkweed plant. Milkweeds are named for their milky sap, which contains latex and complex chemicals that make the plants unpalatable to most animals.

The female Monarchs do not lay an egg on any other plant because when the larva hatch from the egg, about four days after the egg is deposited, the milkweed is the only plant the larva can eat. The parents’ life cycle will end after they have ensured the continuation of their species.

During this second stage of the butterfly’s life cycle (the larva) all it does is eat. The larva is preparing itself for the pupal stage of its life, that stage of its life when it will undergo a complete metamorphosis. Both caterpillars and adult butterflies store the plants’ distasteful chemicals in their bodies, giving them some protection from predators, such as ants, spiders, and wasps.

It is during the time of pupation that the adult structures of the butterfly are formed while the larval structures are broken down. The chrysalis, the name given to the hardened outer layer of the butterfly’s pupa, is inactive and sessile
 (not able to move about). The pupa often uses camouflage
 to evade potential predators.

Between nine and fourteen days the transformation is complete and the butterfly enters its fourth and final stage of life. About one hour after emerging from its chrysalis, the Monarch's wings are full-sized, dry, and ready for flying. Four to seven days later the Monarch butterfly is old enough to mate.....and so begins the 
 life cycle of the next generation, which will live only two to six weeks following becoming a beautiful adult Monarch butterfly. This life cycle is the same for those born in May-June and in July-August

In order for the Monarch to be able to travel up to 2,500 miles for the winter, then mate and start the life cycle over again, Mother Nature had to change the life span of the fourth generation, i.e., the Monarchs that begin their life cycle in September and October.

Instead of living two to six weeks, as do the first three generations, this generation has a life span of up to six to eight months. This permits the Monarch butterflies to migrate to México, hibernate, mate, and fly north to Texas, Louisiana, or Oklahoma and lay their eggs for the next generation…and the process of “life” begins anew.

Today it is almost impossible to discuss the Monarch butterfly without noting how the Law of Unintended Consequences is affecting this beautiful creature.

The Law of Unintended Consequences is the outgrowth of many theories, but was probably best defined by sociologist Robert K. Merton in 1936. Merton wrote an article, The Unanticipated Consequences of Purposive Social Action
 , which covers the different ways that actions, particularly those taken on a large scale, may have unexpected consequences. These “reactions,” may be positive, negative or merely neutral, but they veer off from the intent of the initial action. Merton also described five reasons why a change might fall under the heading of the Law of Unintended Consequences.

The two top reasons why the Law of Unintended Consequences works, according to Merton, is that those who institute a social change are either ignorant of possible far reaching effects of their actions or make errors when they develop a change that does not have the effects they desired.

Other reasons why we sometimes see these changes occur have to do with “self-interest,” so much so that a person who desperately wants to see a change does not evaluate the ultimate effects of that change. A person’s value system causes them to fail to look past their action to evaluate how the Law of Unintended Consequences might work.

For us, or any other species for that matter, including the Monarch butterfly, to survive we must have food and shelter.

As mentioned earlier, the shelter for many Monarch butterflies in the 
 winter is oyamel fir trees located in the Monarch Butterfly Biosphere Reserve. The waxy needles of the oyamel trees protect the monarchs from rain and water. Moisture is deadly for the butterflies. If they become wet and temperatures drop too low, they literally freeze to death.

These same fir forests are also vital to about 100 local and indigenous communities located within the Monarch Butterfly Biosphere Reserve, providing them wood for heating, cooking, and selling. Although it is illegal, clear-cutting in México’s mountains has been a problem for years. Based upon satellite images scientists have determined that approximately 450 hectares (1,100 acres) of forest were logged between 2004 and 2008.

During the winter of 1996 the black-and-orange butterflies covered more than nineteen hectares (fifty acres) of these trees. The World Wildlife Fund, México’s Environmental Department, and the Natural Protected Areas Commission reported that during the 2017-2018 season the Monarch butterflies covered only 2.48 hectares (six acres).


The researchers are greatly concerned that the entire Monarch butterfly migration and overwintering phenomenon in eastern North America may collapse in the near future, if the Mexican government does not fully enforce the logging ban.




In 2017 the Mexican office of the World Wildlife Fund  reported that the country’s environmental police force has curbed by ninety-four percent the logging in those forests in which they were deployed. The office said only 1.5 acres of the core butterfly conservation zone were lost due to illegal logging.




Not only is the Monarch butterfly losing its winter habitat, it is also losing its food supply. The hardy milkweed plant, the only plant the larvae can eat, flourishes in grasslands, roadsides, abandoned lots, and cornfields across much of the continent. However, more than a million acres
 of grassland have been plowed under in recent years for corn and soybean fields at a rate of loss some scientists say is comparable to deforestation in places like Brazil and Indonesia. Demand for these crops has surged with the rise of biofuels.



At the same time, technology has enabled farmers to squeeze ever more from each acre. For the Monarch butterfly the single most detrimental development was Roundup Ready
 corn and soybeans.

In the last fifteen years these genetically modified crops have risen to dominance in the Midwest. Designed to withstand a dousing from 
 Monsanto’s Roundup weed killer, these geneticlly modified plants have enabled farmers to swiftly kill competing weeds, including milkweed, while leaving their crops untouched. In 2013 eighty-three percent of all corn and ninety-three percent of soybeans
 in the United States were herbicide tolerant, totaling nearly 155 million acres, much of it in the Midwest.

Karen Oberhauser, a conservation biologist at the University of Minnesota, has estimated that as Monsanto’s Roundup Ready
 corn and soybeans spread across the Midwest, the amount of milkweed in farm fields fell by more than eighty percent
 . Oberhauser determined that the loss of milkweed almost exactly mirrored the decline in Monarch egg production. According to Iowa State University biologist John Pleasants, Iowa farmland has lost more than ninety-eight percent of the milkweed that was once there.


Since the larvae of the Monarch butterfly can only survive on the milkweed plant, this food is a “must” for the species to survive.




Whether through ignorance or self-interest, unless we band together and stop these two deadly stressors on the Monarch butterfly, the unintended consequence of illegal logging and the eradication of milkweed may be the loss of the Monarch butterfly throughout much of the United States and Canada.




We cannot describe what the loss of Monarch butterflies would mean to us and future generations any more than we could explain what the loss of beautiful sunsets would mean to those who visit México in years to come. Let’s hope we never have to do either.




If you want to help, why don’t you visit the Live Monarch Foundation’s
 website at www.livemonarch.org
 . Maybe you’ll get an idea or two.
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México’s Ignored “Third Root”



A
 
 nyone who has read the most basic of México’s history knows that México primarily traces the heritage of today’s Mexicans to Europeans and the country’s indigenous tribes. These are generally considered México’s two ancestral roots.

The large majority of Mexicans consider themselves as mestizos
 , meaning, in modern Mexican usage, that they identify themselves neither with any indigenous culture nor with a particular non-Indigenous heritage, but rather identify as having cultural traits and heritage incorporating both indigenous and European elements.

In truth, their heritage may also include the blood of Africans. Over the years, this bloodline has been absorbed into the fabric of the Mexican population just as the other two.  However, this third root of the mestizo
 race has been ignored.

Few people are aware of México's native blacks. A common story that has been passed down through generations is that their ancestors arrived on a slave boat filled with Cubans and Haitians, which sank off México's coast. The survivors hid away in fishing villages on the shore. The persistence of this story explains the reluctance of many black Mexicans to embrace the label “Afro,” and why most Mexicans assume black nationals hail from the Caribbean.

The majority of Mexicans believe that the African slaves in México either died off or were absorbed into the population during the colonial era, their music, they believe, is the main survivor. The historical record tells another story.

In the sixteenth century the early Spaniards who occupied New Spain used the indigenous people as their free labor, and there were plenty of them.

However, the inherent diseases of these interlopers infected and almost completely wiped out the indigenous people. Having no natural immunity against smallpox, measles, typhoid, venereal diseases and other infectious maladies, natives were victims of ferocious epidemics throughout the 1500s. It is estimated that when Hernán Cortés arrived in México in 1519 the indigenous population was about 27.6 million inhabitants. By 1605 only 1.7 million indigenous people had survived
 .

To compensate for this labor shortage, African slaves were brought to New Spain to work in sugar fields and underground mines. Some scholars believe 200,000 slaves were brought to New Spain for manual labor purposes, while others believe the true number totaled far more, upwards to 500,000. New Spain probably had more enslaved Africans than any other colony in the Western Hemisphere.

As has been historically the case, the African slaves were made to work under horrific conditions. The earliest slaves tolled on the sugar plantations of coastal Veracruz.  During the 1500s there were constant slave protests and runaways. Those who escaped were known as cimarrónes
 . The cimarrónes
 established settlements in the mountains of Orizaba. Although details are sorely lacking, local lore tells the story of Gasper Yanga, a runaway slave, who in 1570 led his followers into the mountains located in the vicinity of Pico de Orizaba (the highest mountain in México located on what is now the border of Veracruz and Puebla).

The African population at that time had a three males to one female ratio and since children born from indigenous mothers carried their “free” status, African men who had escaped their owners married indigenous women to ensure that their descendants would be born free. According to the Mexican caste system imposed by Spain, the indigenous population was considered citizens and could not be made slaves. At the bottom of the caste system were the Black slaves.

Between 1570 and 1609 Gasper Yanga led the maroons
 (the name given to cimarrónes who had banded together and subsisted independently) to a successful resistance against a special army sent by the Spanish Crown to crush their uprising.


After several victories by the
 maroons
 , the Spanish acquiesced to the slaves’ demand for land and freedom. Yanga founded the first free African township in the Americas, San Lorenzo de los Negros, near Veracruz. It was renamed as
 Yanga
 in his honor in 1932. Today an erected statue of Yanga stands on the outskirts of the town.


The size of the African population in the mid-17th century can be seen in the figures from the census of 1646 of México City, as reported by Gonzalo Aguirre Beltran. The population of México City consisted of approximately 36,000 Africans, 116,000 persons of African ancestry, and only 14,000 Europeans. These approximate figures include, as persons of African ancestry only those designated as Afromestizos, in accordance with the caste-system definitions at the time
 .

As the War for Independence loomed ahead the importance of the African slaves and their offspring came to the forefront. It has been estimated that at that time about thirty to forty percent of mixed race Mexicans had African in their mix and were more likely to be militant.  Some say that Father Miguel Hidalgo
 was not ignorant of this fact when he gave the famous speech, “The Cry of Dolores
 ” on September 15, 1810. As part of his call for independence, he called for the abolishment of slavery. Some say he did it as an enticement to attract Afro-Mexicans into the fighting ranks.

The Mexican War of Independence claimed as many as one million lives, many of them Afro-Mexicans. The rest were absorbed in the genetic pool of the Mexican mestizo
 .

Although Father Miguel Hidalgo
 had called for the abolishment of slavery in México, it was not until 1829 when the slaves were officially freed by México’s second president, Vicente Guerrero.

President Vicente Guerrero, who only served from April to December of 1829 was born to Pedro Guerrero, an African Mexican, and Guadalupe Saldaña, an Indian. To the extent his ancestry is noted, it is usually done so only as a footnote. Guerrero was steadfast in identifying himself not with a particular ethnicity or caste, but rather as Americano
 . His loyalty lay with his patria
 , his homeland, not with any particular segment of the Mexican nation.

Another well-known name in México’s history is José María Morelos, for whom a state and its capital are named. He was born to a humble family of African
 , indigenous
 , and Spanish
 descent. Although Morelos was classified as español
 in the baptismal register, he is depicted in portraits as having a dark complexion.

A priest and a student of Father Miguel Hidalgo
 , Morelos showed himself to be an excellent strategist and became one of the greatest military commanders of the war.


Notwithstanding the historical facts of Africans and their contribution to México,
 the African presence has been ignored in the interest of a national identity based on a mixture of indigenous and Europeans.


It was not until 1992, as part of the 500th anniversary of the arrival of the Spanish in the Americas, that the Mexican government officially acknowledged that African culture in the country represented la tercera raiz
 (the third root) of Mexican culture, with the Spanish and indigenous 
 peoples.

As is too often the case, the ceremonial promises and fanfare drifted away, as do celebratory balloons. Over 25 years later little has been done by the government to investigate this part of its history.

It is a shame that a discussion of México’s cultural diversity omits any meaningful reference to la tercera raiz
 , its African heritage. Unfortunately neither the presence nor the accomplishments of Mexicans of African descent have been recognized. It seems as if México prefers to ignore its third root.
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The Guayabera



I
 guess there are few male gringos living in México that do not have a Guayabera hanging in their closet. I know there is one in mine. I think I bought it the first year I arrived in Mazatlán. To the best of my recollection, it has not left its home on very many occasions.

Although we see beautiful Guayaberas at almost every special function hosted by a Mexican, the shirt has a humble origin. As with all long forgotten beginnings to stories, different versions develop to add a starting place.  The Guayabera shirt is no different.

The most popular story begins in Cuba over three hundred years ago. I will pass on those versions that say the shirt had its beginning in México, Thailand, or the Philippines. My story says that a man named José Gonzales asked his wife, Encarnación, to make him a long-sleeve linen shirt with four large pockets so he could carry his cigars, writing instruments, and otras cositas
 (other small things) during the day.

Sometime later, as the story goes, the wife of a Cuban farmer saw the shirt and added four pockets to the front of her husband’s work shirt enabling him to more easily carry the guavas he picked during the day. Before long that style shirt was called Guayabera.


Maybe to give authenticity to this version of the story, in 2010 Cuba declared the Guayabera shirt to be its “official formal dress garment.” Although it may not be “official,” México, the Dominican Republic, and Puerto Rico all recognize the Guayabera as a form of national dress.

The four front patch pockets are a dead giveaway for these shirts. However, there are some other features needed in order for the shirt to be a true Guayabera. First is the style of the pockets. In the traditional design the pockets are with a triangle detail.

On the front of the shirt you will always find two vertical rows of alforzas
 (tiny pleats sewn closely together). The back of the shirt has three vertical rows of alforzas
 and a triangle. Some say the back of the shirt is patterned after the Cuban flag.

In higher quality Guayaberas there are usually twelve or more pleats per row and the pleats are closer together. From a distance the pleats on a high quality Guayabera shirt will often give the appearance of a single 
 vertical band, not many small lines. Some tailors and seamstresses who specialize in custom making these shirts say a pleat should not be more than an eighth of an inch wide.

Buttons…now this shirt has buttons. Some have as many as twenty-seven! The top of each pocket has a button and the top and bottom of each alforzas
 has a button. Since the shirt has a straight hem and is worn on the outside of the pants, it has three-inch slits on either side. Vertical rows of two or three adjusting buttons are often seen on each side at the bottom hem. On a high quality shirt the functional buttons are larger than those for adornment.

Although the traditional Guayabera is made of either 100 percent white cotton or linen, other colors are now frequently seen. The length of the shirt should be between three–five inches below the waist. The latter point is important in keeping the Guayabera from flapping like a sail in the wind.

Of course, there are many tailors and seamstresses who make Guayabera shirts. However, there is no one as famous as Ramón Puig. He opened his first Guayabera store in Cuba in 1943. At age forty-eight his store was confiscated by the Cuban government and he fled to Miami, Florida. Already well-known, he opened his shop, La Casa de las Guayaberas
 , which became a veritable Miami institution. 

Until his death in 2011 Ramón Puig designed and tailored this authentic Cuban tropical shirt for such men as Ernest Hemingway, Robert De Niro, Robert Duval, Sylvester Stallone, Andy Garcia, Ricky Martin and many world leaders including Presidents Reagan, Clinton, and Bush. Ramón Puig was known worldwide as “The King of the Guayaberas” and the magazine, GQ,
 proclaimed him as “the master of the guayabera” and “the greatest guayabera maker.”

After the Cuban revolution, manufacturers in México took over production of the shirt. At some point, embroidery was introduced to some Guayaberas, adding the textile tradition from the Mayan culture to the shirts. Also called the “Mexican wedding shirt,” the Guayabera became even more popular during the 1970s when former President Luis Echevarria began to wear the shirts for government and business purposes “to connect to the population.”

Although not motivated by a need to connect to the population, I believe I am going to take my Guayabera out of the closet and check its 
 quality. Since I think I know, I just may just go looking for a nice linen one.
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Día de los Muertos

Some 
 Things You May Not Know




I

 am sure the vast majority of my readers know about Día de los Muertos
 (Day of the Dead). I have spent a number of celebratory evenings following the donkey cart around El Centro in Mazatlán pushing and shoving with fellow revelers trying to get a free beer being doled out, thanks to Pacifico and the poor soul on the back of the cart. One year Linda and I even spent the last day of October visiting the city’s cemeteries watching and talking to families who were pulling weeds, repairing, cleaning, and painting the grave sites of their departed relatives and then decorating them.

However, every time I read about México, its history, its people, and culture, I learn something new. And that was the case when I started reading about this annual celebration.

Everyone associates Día de los Muertos with México, which is understandable, but the celebration probably originated some 4,000 years ago and was in the cultures of the Olmecs, Maya, and Aztecs.  All of these cultures believed in a life after death.

Their belief in the cyclical nature of life led them to celebrate death rather than fear it. “Life” did not end at death, it just moved to another plane. Día de los Muertos had its origin with this native belief. The Aztecs believed that the deceased would rather be celebrated than mourned

So once a year, the Aztecs would hold a festival celebrating both the death of their ancestors and the queen of the underworld, Mictecacihuatl (pronounced /miktekasiuat͡ɬ/)…[good luck]. Her role was to watch over the bones of the dead and preside over the festivals of the dead. The festival was held throughout the month of August. During this annual festival the Aztecs first honored los angelitos
 , the deceased children, and later those who passed away as adults.

And then came the Spaniards.  Cloaked with the obligation to convert the heathens, they went about changing their celebrations, and just about everything else, to put a little Christianity in them. As we have seen from other efforts of the Spaniards, they had to compromise and Día de los Muertos was no different.

First they moved the celebration to another month, cut their festival down from a month to two days, and made those two days coincide with 
 two Catholic celebrations, All Saints Day and All Souls day. All Saints Day is celebrated on November 1st and honors all of the saints. All Souls Day is celebrated on November 2nd. On this day everyone prays for the dead, but not exclusively for a person’s relatives.

The Aztecs attended mass on these two days, which made the Spaniards feel good, and the Aztecs continued with their celebration of their ancestors and Mictecacihuatl, which made them happy.

However, as with most things, the celebrations have evolved. Mictecacihuatl got a new name, Catrina. Her clothing became more ornate and colorful and she developed the lanky skeletal female figure we all recognize. People dress themselves up as her, create dolls in her image, and paint her on many canvases. Mictecacihuatl is a big part of Day of the Dead, as she is the one who runs it all.

The Aztecs and other Meso-American civilizations kept skulls as trophies and displayed them during the ritual to honor the dead. The Spaniards quickly changed that to wooden skulls, which were placed on altars dedicated to the dead. The plethora of sugar skulls we now see began in the 17th century when Italian missionaries came to México. Sugar art was commonly found in the Catholic churches of Italy around that time.

When the Italian missionaries got to México and saw the abundance of sugar cane, brought to New Spain by the Spaniards, they continued the art form they had practiced in Italy and made little sugar angels and sheep for Easter celebrations. The indigenous people quickly picked up that art form and started making skulls, small ones for the departed children and larger ones for the departed adults.

As the years have passed, the sugar skull designs have become colorful, creative, and extravagant. Every year from mid-October until the first of November, the city of Toluca, México, hosts the Feria del Alfeñique
 (loosely translated as “Sugar Paste Fair"). Hundreds of vendors spend several months preparing for this big event, making colorful sugar skulls, as well as sugar coffins and animals of all kinds. Prizes are awarded to the best skull candy, so vendors take great care in trying to outdo one another with the most beautifully decorated Mexican sugar skulls

Miniature candy skulls are made for los angelitos
 and are displayed on home altars on November 1st and then replaced with full size skulls on 
 November 2nd for the returning adult spirits. The names of the dead are frequently written on the forehead of the sugar skull and later eaten by a relative or friend.

In many parts of México, people visit the cemetery where their loved ones are buried. Before November 1st families will go to the cemetery where their loved ones are buried. They pull weeds and repair and paint broken statuary. 

Gravesites are then decorated with candles and the cempasúchil
 flower; this orange marigold was the flower that the Aztecs used to remember their dead.  Its color represents the tones of earth and is used to guide the souls to their homes and altars. On November 2nd families sit on picnic blankets next to gravesites and enjoy the favorite foods of their loved ones.

In addition to welcoming their departed loved ones at their gravesites, ofrendas
 (altars) for them are created in the homes of their family members. Typically, the altars contain photographs of the dead, representations of things they liked, and items representing the four elements: candles for fire, drinks for water, fruit for earth, and fluttering tissue-paper decorations for wind. The dead take in the essence of the food, which will later be eaten by the living.


For some rural based indigenous families the Day of the Dead is a very expensive holiday. Many spend over two month's income to honor their dead relatives. They believe that happy spirits will provide protection, good luck, and wisdom to their families. Building ofrendas
 keeps the family close. It is this time of the year that the souls of the departed return to earth to visit with and to provide council or give advice to family and loved ones.



On the Day of the Dead the focus is on celebrating with one's family, alive and dead, and remembering those who are no longer alive. It is on seeing death as another stage following life, not something to be faced with fear.

I’m glad the meddling Spaniards did not rob the essence from the Day of the Dead.
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Obesity in México



M
 éxico’s fight against the drug lords captures the headlines on a daily basis. But at the same time the country is fighting an equally insidious battle. That is a battle against obesity. To be successful, the government will need to fight this war with as much ferociousness as has been the case in the war against the drug lords.

According to a 2017 report by the UN World Food Program (WFP) almost three-quarters of the people living in México over the age of fifteen are overweight or obese, costing México’s economy millions of dollars every year, while increasing the rates of disease and straining the country’s health services.

The 2017 Obesity Update
 published by the Organization for Economic Co-Operation and Development (OECD) revealed that 32.4 percent of Mexicans between the ages of fifteen and seventy-four are obese and 39.1 percent are overweight. México’s combined rate is 18.6 percent higher than the average of the thirty-four OCED member countries. Although the United States has the highest percentage of obese people (38.2 percent), México has the largest percent of total overweight and obese people in the world.

The problem in México is analogous to waking up one morning and discovering you have stage four cancer. The problem first surfaced when a government nutrition survey was completed in 1999. The results shocked everyone.  The study discovered that the number of Mexican women considered obese had risen 160 percent in the previous ten years. In 1989 fewer than ten percent of Mexican adults were overweight. Today, according to the OCED 71.5 percent of Mexican adults are either overweight or obese. The World Health Organization considers a person overweight if their Body Mass Index (BMI) is greater than twenty-five and obese if it is thirty or more. BMI is a statistical measure that compares weight and height.

The same phenomenal gains have also been seen in Mexican children. This is even more alarming than the adult problem, as this portends México’s future. According to a recent survey by the Mexican Social Security Institute, more than twenty-eight percent of children between 
 five and nine are overweight and thirty-eight percent of preteens and teenagers between the ages of ten and nineteen are overweight. In 2000 twenty percent of México’s primary school girls were overweight. Six years later the percentage had jumped to twenty-seven percent. During this same period obesity among boys had risen seventy-sven percent. Just twenty years ago the concern over nutrition and children was malnutrition.

Diabetes seems to naturally follow those who are overweight and obese. The OCED notes that México has the highest diabetes rate among its member countries with 15.8 percent of its adults suffering from the disease, while the average for the OCED is seven percent.

According to the World Health Organization diabetes is the leading cause of death in México. The disease claims nearly 80,000 lives each year and it is expected to get worse in the years ahead. For comparison diabetes is the sixth leading cause of death in the United States.  Heart disease and cancer claim 10 times more Americans each year than diabetes.

A study published by the Cambridge University Press states that the healthcare cost of México is expected to rise to US$1.2 billion in 2030 and to $1.7 billion in 2050. Another report by the WPF and the UN’s Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC) states that over the next sixty years, the overweight and obese population of México could cost México around $13 billion a year.

What seems to be fueling the obesity crises in México? Some people put the blame on the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). Timothy A. Wise, a trade expert at the Small Planet Institute and Tufts University, said for many Mexicans NAFTA promised to make real “the fever dreams of joining the modern economy.” He added, “All former rural workers would be in new jobs in the burgeoning manufacturing industries of the post-NAFTA world. That just hasn’t happened.” Wise said, “The only way that México became a ‘first world’ country was in terms of diet.”


According to a study by the T.H. Chan School of Public Health at Harvard
 , free trade is among the key factors that have accelerated the spread of low-nutrient, highly processed foods from the West.  However, Jaime Zabludovsky Kuper
 , México’s deputy chief negotiator on the pact, said NAFTA didn’t cause obesity. According to Zabludovsky it lowered 
 food prices. He said Mexicans had long been enticed by American food and that high tariffs used to make it expensive and unavailable.

Those who identify NAFTA for México’s obesity problem argue the free trade intensified the problem by opening México’s largely isolated economy. They note that NAFTA let billions of dollars in direct foreign investment into México, which spurred the growth of American fast food restaurants and convenience stores, and resulted in the exorbitant growth of cheap corn, meat, high-fructose corn syrup, and processed foods.

In 2012 Corinna Hawkes, director for the Centre for Food Policy at City University London and an expert on trade policy and nutrition, co-authored a paper on the impact of free trade on México’s diet. The study, Exporting Obesity
 , found that the increased investment by United States companies had made soft drinks and processed food more accessible to the average Mexican. She concluded that, at a minimum, NAFTA had sped up México’s dietary transition and the rise of obesity.

Another factor that has been noted as a cause of México’s problem is the occupational shift from the country’s agricultural sector to the industrial and service sectors, which has made the lifestyle of many Mexicans sedentary. The lack of activity does not allow the calories to burn.

Today’s advertisements in México continually promote soft drinks and fast foods, resulting in Mexicans consuming large quantities of such food items. It should also be noted that sodas are cheaper than water in México and act as instant energy boosters because of the high content of sugar.

In an effort to curb its obesity epidemic, beginning in 2014 the Mexican government imposed a ten percent tax on all beverages that included added sugar, including carbonated soft drinks, fruit drinks and sweetened iced tea, and an eight percent tax on processed food
 that contains more than 275 calories per 100g.

The National Institute of Public Health in México reported a drop in the sale of sweetened beverages of six percent in the first year (2014) and around eight percent in the second year (2015).

The Mexican government has also imposed advertising regulations that ban the promotion of food and beverages on radio and TV during the hours when children are the main audience. Children are also being 
 exposed to nutrition-related advertisement to educate them about optimum calorie intake and food quality.

Salvador Villalpando, a doctor who runs the child obesity clinic in México City, where the image of a chubby boy is drawn on his window, says, “When you get to treat obesity, you’re one day too late. The only way to solve this is prevention.” Doctor Villalpando adds, “There is no way of solving the problem of a population that is already obese. Those kids are very, very unlikely to lose weight in their own hands.”

The battle to save the kids from obesity at schools is difficult. In México City seventy-five percent of its 2,400 schools have no playgrounds for exercise. Similar statistics are found throughout the country. It is also estimated that eighty percent of México’s schools do not have water.  Furthermore, many parents argue that the more wholesome food at the schools is just too expensive. While the government is making strides at its schools, all across México vendors outside the school grounds await the students with candy, fried food, and sweet drinks.

The war against the drug lords has not been easy. Neither will be the battle against obesity. Some can argue that the war against the drug lords is not worth it, but that cannot be the case with this new war.
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Tenancingo - Pimp City




Z

 iáurriz Teresa Ulloa, director of the Coalition against Trafficking in Women and Girls in Latin America and the Caribbean
 , says that according to data collected by her organization, the drug cartels in México earn up to US$10 billion a year through exploitation and sexual slavery of thousands of women and girls. It is a facet of the drug cartels’ business that draws little media attention and a part of the dark world about which we know nothing.

Although the genesis of a lot of that money can be found in San Miguel de Tenancingo, the chances are quite good that very few of my readers have ever heard of the town. Tenancingo is a small town of about 10,000 people in the state of Tlaxcala. “Tenancingo” means “the walled city” in the Nahuatl language, an appropriate name for México’s sex slavery capital.

Evidence of the money can be seen in the garishly painted 5,000 plus sq. ft. homes lining dusty streets. According to anthropologist Oscar Montiel, townspeople have long called the houses calcuilchil
 or “houses of ass” in their indigenous Nahuatl language. The abundance of money in what appears to be a sleepy little Mexican town is also apparent from the flashy SUVs and Lincoln pickup trucks parked outside local taverns.

Montiel, who has interviewed the pimps about their work, believes that, in the town of just over 10,000, there may be as many as 3,000 people directly involved in the trade. A 2010 study by the Autonomous University of Tlaxcala revealed that one in five children in Tenancingo wants to be a pimp when they grow up and over seventy percent knew of at least one relative or friend working as a pimp or trafficker.  Rosario Adriana Mendieta Herrera, Director of Collective Women and Utopia in Tlaxcala, said, “Boys have a perception that becoming a trafficker is easy money. It’s not punished, and it’s so easy to do.”

Emilio Muñoz Berruecos, who grew up in the next village and runs a local human rights center, says, “Many kids aspire to be traffickers. This is a phenomenon that goes back half a century.”

It is said that sex trafficking began in Tenancingo in the 1950s when working-age men returned home from neighboring states and found few opportunities for work. Pimping and trafficking, which they had seen 
 while working away, was seen as a way to get ahead and many set up small family-run sexual exploitation rings.

Sex trafficking in Tenancingo is truly a family business. Berruecos says each family sends its youngest and most handsome sons across México with nice clothes and fancy cars. They woo young women living in poor rural towns and villages. They spot them waiting at bus stops or taking strolls around the town’s Zocalo. According to Berruecos, the states where most women are recruited for prostitution are Oaxaca, Guerrero, Veracruz, Puebla, Chiapas, and Tlaxcala.

Some young women are seduced into going with the handsome young men believing a better life awaits them. One twenty-four-year-old survivor said she spent two months in Tenancingo after her “boyfriend” took her there to meet his family. With the promise of marriage and the threat of violence, which often involves the women’s families, they are coaxed into the prostitution business. Lori Cohen, a trafficking victims’ lawyer who works at Sanctuary for Families, says, “Typically the victims are very traditional and on the naive side, they come from families where sex is not discussed, prostitution is unknown, and the women are completely unsuspecting.”

According to the New York Daily News
 , some of the women are held inside the Tenancingo “security houses,” where a number are repeatedly raped. If the victims have children, they are kept by the mothers of the sex-trafficking families for leverage.

Every year the residents of Tenancingo put on a festival known as “Carnaval,” which celebrates the pimp and prostitute lifestyle.  Carnaval festivities include a parade where pimps will lead prostitutes down the street, sometimes in grossly demeaning displays. Sex trafficking is so rampant and accepted that every September 29 the town of Tenancingo celebrates its patron saint, St. Michael the Archangel, with a procession. Some call him San Miguel Caifancingo
 or “St. Michael of Pimpville.”

After a short period of time many of the young women who end up in Tenancingo, some as young as twelve, are moved to México City to begin their careers as prostitutes. Others are sent to Tijuana, Guadalajara, Torreón, or Aguascalientes, just to name a few of the Mexican cities. “But the pimps all come from Tenancingo,” said Cohen. “It’s multi-generational. You have families where the grandfather, father, and son are all engaged in trafficking. They pass down the tricks of the trade.
 ”

After a stint in a Mexican town many of the more attractive ladies are then moved to the United States to be handled by the older men in a Tenancingo family. The victims end up in cities like Atlanta, San Diego, Miami, and New York.

To the sex traffickers in Tenancingo, the women are merely a lucrative commodity. But, unlike drugs, it is easier to smuggle them into the States and unlike drugs they can be sold multiple times.  Officials say that a pimp, who oversees five prostitutes who he has brought to New York, where they service up to thirty-five johns a day, nets about $500,000 a year. The money is wired back to Tenancingo.

How large of a part the town of Tenancingois is  involved in sex trafficking in general and the United States in particular can been seen in the fact that in 2011 the Immigration and Customs Enforcement’s New York field office arrested thirty-two sex traffickers, twenty-six of them were from Tenancingo. In 2015 the United States State Department said in a press release that five of the ten “most wanted” sex traffickers
 are from Tenancingo. The statement added that trafficking networks rooted in Tlaxcala are the biggest source of sex slaves in the U.S.

The most well-known sex trafficking case in the U.S. is probably that against the Carreto family. In January of 2007 Carreto Valencia was extradited to the United States from México. The case against Carreto Valencia was prosecuted by the United States Attorney General for the Eastern District of New York.

Carreto Valencia, her two sons, and three other defendants had been indicted three years earlier on charges of conspiracy, sex trafficking, forced labor, violations of the Mann Act, and immigration-related offenses. According to the indictment and other documents filed by the government, from 1991 through 2004, Carreto Valencia was one of the leaders of her family’s sex trafficking operation based in Tenancingo. Together with her sons, Josue Flores Carreto and Gerardo Flores Carreto, and other family members, Carreto Valencia operated a network of forced prostitution both in México and New York City.

The indictment alleged the women were forced to perform acts of prostitution at a rate of $25 to $35 per customer. Of that amount, the owners and managers of the brothels took half, and the other half was taken by the Carreto family trafficker, who had become the woman’s “
 husband” or “boyfriend.” These men wired the money back to México, much of it being sent to Carreto Valencia.

Carreto Valencia’s two sons pled guilty to the charges and each were sentenced to fifty years in prison. Another member of the ring, Eliu Carreto Fernandez, a nephew of Carreto Valencia, was sentenced to more than six years. In 2008 the sixty-one-year old Carreto Valencia pled guilty and was sentenced to more than ten years in prison.

According to a September 2017 report from the International Labor Organization (ILO) and Walk Free Foundation an estimated 24.9 million victims are trapped in modern-day slavery. Of these, 16 million (64 percent) were exploited for labor, 4.8 million (19 percent) were sexually exploited, and 4.1 million (17 percent) were exploited in state-imposed forced labor.

In 2014 ILO and Walk Free reported that human trafficking earns profits of roughly US$150 billion a year for traffickers, $99 billion of which comes from commercial sexual exploitation.
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Do You Own Your Home?



B
 efore we attempt to answer the question about home ownership a little background is necessary to understand why such a question should be asked at all. This takes us back to the passage of México’s Constitution in 1917, which was the culmination of the Mexican Revolution.

In November of 1916 then President Venustiano Carranza established the Constitutional Convention in Santiago de Querétaro, México, in order to draft a new Constitution for the country to replace the one created in 1857.  He primarily invited those from the country’s new political class to participate. They were mostly middle class reformers. Half of the attendees had attended a university and held professional degrees, and less than half had fought in the Revolution. The attendees were young, ambitious, and relatively apolitical.

On February 5, 1917, a mere three months after the beginning of the convention, the Constitución Política de los Estados Unidos Mexicanos
 (Political Constitution of the United Mexican States) was approved by the Constitutional Congress. The new Constitution was the first in the world to set out social rights and became the model for subsequently drawn constitutions by different countries.

Some of the most important provisions are Articles 3, 27, and 123. Article 3 stated that education was to be free of any religious doctrine and Article 123 implemented the country’s first labor laws. Article 27 established wide-sweeping land reforms for the country. Article 27 nationalized México's mineral, water, and land resources and created a Restricted Zone
 which forbade foreigners from owning land within 100 kilometers of the Mexican borders and 50 kilometers of its seacoasts.

As time went by the Mexican government sought foreign investment in order to spur the growth of its economy. A hindrance to this was the prohibition of foreign ownership of land by foreigners within the Restricted Zone.


In 1971 President Luis Echeverria signed a decree allowing Mexican banks and credit institutions to acquire the ownership of real estate located along the borders and coastlines as fiduciaries, when these real estate properties were to be used by foreigners in industrial and tourist 
 activities. This decree utilized the legal institution of the U.S. trust contract, known in México as a Fideicomiso
 .  The Fideicomiso has become known as a Mexican bank trust. The Fideicomiso provides foreign investors with a legal and practical avenue that allows them to acquire, not the direct ownership, but instead  the beneficial use of real estate located within the Restricted Zone.

Over the years I have lived in Mazatlán I have heard numerous conversations about home ownership in México, since Mazatlán is located in the Restricted Zone
 . Some people, mostly real estate agents, emphatically state you can own property within the Restricted Zone
 , while others argue just as vigorously that ownership is not possible within the restricted zone.

When I hear these often heated discussions, I am reminded of U.S. President Bill Clinton’s Grand Jury testimony in 1998 when he said, “It depends on what the meaning of the word ‘is’ is.”  Although not consciously aware of it, the parties debating home ownership are usually defining the word “own” differently.

Most people when they talk about title to property, are unknowingly merging two legal concepts, "legal title" and "equitable title." In most instances when you acquire property you acquire both the legal and equitable title, e.g. you purchase a car and drive it, buy a house and live in it. Because of this a lot of people understandably think legal title and equitable title are the same thing.

However, the fact that a person has the legal title to a particular piece of property, i.e., the document of conveyance, such as a bill of sale or a real estate deed that shows the person as the owner, does not necessarily mean the person has the right to enjoy the property. In other words, the real estate deed may show a person as the owner of the home, but he may not have the right to live in it. The person that has the equitable title to the home has that right. To really understand these concepts let me give you a couple of examples.

Many of us own or have owned publically traded common stock. In most cases when you purchase publicly traded stock the name that appears on the certificate on the purchased stock is that of your brokerage firm, not yours. This is referred to as being held “in street name
 .” This means your brokerage firm will hold your securities in its name and not in yours. But your brokerage firm will keep records 
 showing you as the equitable owner. In this case the brokerage firm has the “legal title” to the securities and you have the “equitable title.” This manner of holding title to your stock is done because it speeds up the selling of those shares when you decide to sell.

Another situation in which legal and equitable title to property are separated is when property is held in a trust. A trust always has three parties and the property that is subject to the trust, legally known as the corpus. The three parties are the grantor, the trustee, and the beneficiary. When speaking of a Fideicomiso the parties are the fideicominte (grantor), the fiduciario (trustee), and the fideicomisario (beneficiary).

In a common law trust (one you would see in Canada and the United States) the grantor is the person that creates the trust and transfers property to it and the trustee is the person who takes legal title to the property transferred into the trust. Finally, there is the beneficiary. This is the person that has the right to enjoy the property in the trust. The terms of the trust spell out exactly what rights of enjoyment a particular beneficiary may have. There may be several beneficiaries, e.g., one may have the right to the rental income from a home owned by the trustee and another beneficiary may have the right to the sales proceeds when the home is later sold.

As would be the case in a common law trust, the seller of the home (the fideicominte) conveys legal title to the home to the trustee (fiduciario). The fiduciario holds the legal title to the home for the benefit and enjoyment of the foreign beneficiary (the fideicomisario). So the foreigner does not have legal title to his home, but he does have the equitable or beneficial title to it.

As a footnote, I would like to point out that a Fideicomiso is not exactly the same as the common-law trust I discussed earlier. Although they both have a grantor, trustee, and beneficiary, there are some major differences. In a common law trust a beneficiary cannot sell the property and the beneficiary may not be liable for property taxes, maintenance expenses or other charges attributable to the trust property. By contrast the beneficiary of a Fideicomiso (the foreigner) enjoys all the rights of fee simple ownership and may direct the trustee to sell, gift, lease, or encumber his beneficial rights in the property. The trustee has no involvement in the management or use of the property and cannot object to anything the foreigner does, including selling the 
 home. In fact, a Fideicomiso will frequently prohibit the trustee from taking any action with respect to the property without specific instructions from the beneficiary.             

So when someone asks, “Can a foreigner own property in the Restricted Zone
 ?” just smile and say, “It depends on what the meaning of the word ‘own’ is.” 
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Riding the Beast



T
 
 he journey through México most frequently begins with a man, woman, or child from Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, or El Salvador. Although each of their stories are different, they are all the same, a family they cannot feed, clothe, or shelter, an abusive family where the female, not necessarily a grown woman, has been regularly beaten or sexually abused by family members, a child assuming to early the role of an adult to help his family survive, or a soul looking to reunite with its family. For countless numbers it is their first trip to El Norte
 (the North), the name they give the United States. For others this may be their 8th or 14th trip.

They pay someone to ferry them across the slow moving Sauchite River, the river that serves as México’s southwestern border with Guatemala. The crossings are a hub of commerce. For most this will be their last moment of excited anticipation. The balance of their journey will be fraught with dangers, some of which are worse than death.

After stepping foot in México some go their separate ways, others have made quick friends seeking safety in a group. A few migrants have already paid coyotes to help them traverse the thousand plus miles they must travel. Unfortunately, many of them will later discover that their coyote has already made a deal to turn them over to some gang to be used for extortion and prostitution for the females. Another option, and the one chosen by innumerable migrants, is to ride what they call the “Train of Death,” for others it is simply La Bestia
 or the beast.

The city of Tapachula, less than thirty miles from the Guatemalan border, is the second most populated urban center in the state of Chiapas and is at the center of a clandestine world of illegal migration, human smuggling, and prostitution. From Tapachula migrants have a choice of routes to take. They can proceed toward Salinas Cruz, into the State of Oaxaca and up the Pacific coast, passing through Guerrero, Michoacán, Sinaloa, and Sonora, before arriving at the México-US border either in California or Arizona. Alternatively, they can make their way along México’s eastern coastline, passing through Veracruz and Tamaulipas. These are the routes most often used by criminals who traffic migrants north from Tapachula and by migrants who choose to make the trek alone.

 It is in Tapachula where they gather to ride La Bestia
 . There is no schedule, so they wait until the slow moving freight train begins its journey north. On the whole, those who travel this way are those with the least resources. Although as they travel as stowaways, they have to pay officials, who profit from the undocumented, or private security guards, and train workers, so they can get on the train, not be ejected, be let off before a checkpoint, and be assured the train will not slow down before a migration control point.

For some their journey will end before it begins. Twenty-eight-year-old Salvadoran Luis Gerardo Santos lost his leg when he failed in his attempt to board the train in Chiapas. “I didn’t grab onto the car very well and I slipped off. The train wheel crushed part of my leg,” said Santos. A boy named Marvin, age fifteen, said he took the train to have a better life for himself and his family. “When I was trying to grab the rail on the side of the train, the air that the wheels generated pulled me under," he said.

The train will take the lives and limbs of others as they fall asleep, lose their grip and fall underneath the rolling wheels. A 31-year-old man, missing both legs, recalls bitterly how he fell from the moving train, pushed by “that policeman,” on the outskirts of Coatzacoalcos, already in Veracruz, close to finishing his trip on La Bestia
 . Others are pushed from the train by fellow travelers wanting what few worldly possession they have.

But if they survive the rolling train, they are not home free. Because of their undocumented status, migrants traveling through México have long been subject to abuse by criminal groups and Mexican authorities.

In January of 2010 Amnesty International reported that armed police stopped a freight train carrying over 100 migrants in the State of Chiapas. Veronica (not her real name) said that Federal Police forced her and the other migrants to leave the train and lie face down on the ground, before stealing their belongings and threatening to kill them unless they continued their journey by foot along the railway. After walking for hours, the group was assaulted by armed men who raped Veronica and killed at least one other migrant.

Two suspects were later detained after a local activist helped the migrants file a complaint; but no action was taken against the Federal Police, despite migrants identifying two officers allegedly involved.

The involvement 
 of authorities was again disclosed by the Mexican weekly newspaper, Proceso
 , when it reported that members of the National Immigration Institute (INM) kidnapped over 120 migrants on a bus in Tamaulipas going to the U.S. The migrants were delivered to criminal gangs who exploited them for months before selling them into some form of servitude.

In recent years, this expansion of organized criminal groups in México has added one additional layer of danger to the trip. These organized gangs see the migrants as an easy way to extort money and an endless supply of young women to sell into prostitution.

In 2011 the British newspaper, The Guardian
 , reported that masked gunmen stormed a train in southeastern México
 and kidnapped at least eighty Central American migrants, presumably bound for the U.S. Father Alejandro Solalinde, who I will discuss later, said migrants who had escaped the attack had told him that armed men in ski masks and civilian clothes intercepted the train, as it headed northwards through the State of Veracruz. The gunmen allegedly forced migrants to climb down from the top of the cars and bundled some into at least six waiting cars and vans.

It is interesting to note that the train was scheduled to stop at the community of Medias Aguas in Veracruz, but continued on to an isolated area where the attack occurred, the witnesses told Solalinde. The priest said some of those who had escaped had told authorities about 250 migrants were on the train. Most of them were from Honduras
 and Guatemala
 .

A nineteen-year old Honduran, who was released from one of these mass kidnappings, described what occured. He spent fifteen days with his hands cuffed and his feet bound together. He was being held, he said, with a dozen other migrants in a house in Matamoros.

“All you could do is talk on the phone,” he said. “They'd hold it up to you.” They'd hold the phone so the migrants could beg their families to pay a ransom. The young migrant said his heavily armed captors went from one migrant to another, forcing them to give a phone number of a family member, preferably in the United States. If the relative who answered the phone did not take them seriously, the kidnappers would beat the victim so the screaming could be heard on the other end of the 
 phone. One survivor said if a ransom was not paid, they would cut the victim up into pieces, put the body parts in a barrel, and set in on fire, all for the others to watch.

Amnesty International estimates that a minimum of six out of every ten female migrants are raped while traveling in México. The Guatemalan authorities put the number at eight out of every ten. There are cases of women who have been raped more than twenty times before reaching the northern border of México.

Mexican authorities estimate that approximately 300,000 migrants cross México’s southern border on their way to the United States every year. Ninety-five percent of these migrants are from Guatemala, Honduras, El Salvador, and Nicaragua. For all too long the atrocities that these Central American migrants have suffered, as they made their trek across México, were below the radar.

Briberies and brutalities by police, ruthless gangs hunting them like a pack of wolves
 , the rape of women and young girls, and the disappearance of thousands has too often all been ignored, and if seen, was done so with a blind eye.

As is often the case, it is a few that step up and do what they can, usually with little resources, for those less fortunate. An example is a group of women in La Patrona, Veracruz. For seventeen years these women have been handing out food and water to the Central American migrants riding La Bestia
 .

In 1995 two sisters, Bernarda Romero Vázquez and Rosa Romero Vázquez, were standing with their groceries at a train crossing in the village, waiting for the train to pass.  Migrants on the first train car began shouting, “Madre, I’m hungry.” The shout was picked up by people on the second car.  When shouts came from a third car, the women tossed them their food. Bernarda said, “It’s bad that here we have beans, tortillas, and a cup of coffee, and they have nothing.”

Today there are fifteen women handing out food and water every day. The ladies are called Las Patronas
 . For many, Las Patronas
 is the one bright spot they will see on their trip El Norte
 .

In 2007 Father Alejandro Solalinde
 , mentioned earlier, founded a migrant rest stop in Oaxaca. It is known as Hermanos en el Camino
 (Brothers on the Road). It is one of fifty-two rest stops or centers located in small towns along the territory crisscrossed by La Bestia
 . These 
 rest stops assist thousands of Central Americans
  in their travel from their home countries to the United States.

In the years since it opened, the shelter has become more than just a stopping-off point for migrants heading north for work. It has become a center for activism on their behalf. Solalinde has become a passionate and vocal advocate for human rights in México.

Father Alejandro Solalinde works ceaselessly for migrant rights, constantly pressuring the Mexican government to provide migrants with better protection. This work has placed him in direct conflict with corrupt politicians and drug cartels who abuse, exploit, and kidnap migrants. He has received many death threats over the years. In 2012 after receiving six death threats in two months, he decided to take precautions. He left México, traveled through North America and Europe, and then spent a few weeks resting in Guadalajara.

He did not stay away for long, though. He returned to his shelter two months later. After he returned he was ordered by the Bishop of Tehuantepec, Oscar Armando Campos, to stop his work with migrants. Solalinde said the Bishop objected to his public statements in the media in support of migrants who face harassment from not only organized crime groups, but also local government and police officials. A political backlash forced Bishop Armando Campos to clarify that he never told Solalinde to leave Hermanos en el Camino
 .

   The plight of these poor souls was glaringly brought to the attention of the world when on August 24, 2010, a wounded Ecuadoran migrant stumbled into a military checkpoint and told the marines he had just escaped gunmen at a ranch in San Fernando, a town in the northern state of Tamaulipas about 100 miles from Brownsville, Texas. He told them he and many other migrants had been kidnapped by a group of armed men who said that they were part of the Zetas, one of México’s most brutal drug trafficking organizations. When the marines arrived, a gun battle with the kidnappers ensued, leaving three of the assailants and one marine dead.


    The group of soldiers then made a gruesome discovery: the bodies of seventy-two migrants, fifty-eight men and fourteen women, just a few miles from their goal, the U.S. border. They had been executed by their abductors reportedly for refusing to join the ranks of the criminal group.


The discovery of the bodies of the seventy-two migrants in San 
 Fernando, Tamaulipas, shocked Mexicans and the international community.

With the attention of the world focused on México and pressure from various Human Rights organizations, in May of 2011 President Felipe Calderón signed into law Ley de Migración
 . At the signing ceremony he said it was the most comprehensive advance in Mexican migration policy in eighty years.  He noted that, among others things, the law would grant unrestricted respect for the human rights of migrants, create equity between Mexicans and foreigners, and facilitate the international mobility of migrants. The regulations to implement this law were not issued for almost a year and a half.

I ask myself, “Why would they travel north, when death may await them?” A Salvadoran migrant answered that question when he said they are more afraid of hunger than death, which is why there is no stopping them. And if they are stopped, they reoffend. If death catches up with them, only they die. Hunger, on the other hand, can destroy the entire family. Thus, he said, “Famine is to be feared more than la huesuda
 (the bony one).”
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Noise - An Annoyance or More?



O
 ver the 
 years there seems to have been a lot of discussion about noise in México. Since I have a few thoughts about this subject, I am going to weigh in on it.

From what I have heard and read many people think that the noise we hear on a daily and nightly basis is a mere annoyance to foreign nationals, but not to Mexicans. In fact, some expatriates say the Mexicans “love it.” They think it is part of México’s cultural patrimony. Others bemoan the barking dogs and late night fiestas often seen and heard in Mexican neighborhoods. How is it that there are such divergent views over noise?

Like many readers, I live in a middle class Mexican neighborhood. Although there are no roof dogs, when one begins to bark it seems as if all the dogs in the neighborhood quickly join it. Fortunately for me, it does not last long and the dogs do not seem to be on vocal guard duty every day.

My small inconvenience is miles away from the poor person that lives in a neighborhood where loud music and barking dogs seem to be almost a nightly occurrence. He or she is dealing with a different animal - noise pollution.

Studies have shown that noise pollution affects both a person’s health and behavior. Researchers agree that high noise levels can damage a person’s psychological health. Many who have investigated this subject have shown that noise pollution can cause tinnitus
 , hearing loss, and sleep disturbances. It can also contribute to adverse cardiovascular effects, a rise in blood pressure, an increase in stress and vasoconstriction, and an increased incidence of coronary artery disease. These results go beyond the definition of an “annoyance.”

In 1994 the World Health Organization said,





Exposure to excessive noise is the major avoidable cause of permanent hearing impairment worldwide. In a developed country, it is at least partially the cause in more than one-third of those with hearing impairment.

The term “noise pollution” is frequently defined as excessive noise that may affect the balance or activity of human or animal life
 .

In 1972 the United States became the first country to address the issue of noise pollution when it passed the Noise Control Act. Several European countries followed suit.

Whether a sound (noise) goes beyond an annoyance and become pollution depends upon three factors:


	
How intense, or loud, the noise is. This “noise level” is relatively easy to record and is measured in decibels.



	
How long the noise lasts.  The duration of any noise makes a big difference on its effects to our hearing system. This is also relatively easy to quantify.



	
The individual’s susceptibility to noise. This is extremely difficult to predict in advance, meaning that noises that prove an annoyance for some may permanently damage the hearing of others.





In order to bring objectivity to this issue, the World Health Organization (WHO) said that 65 decibels (dB) should be the maximum noise level to which people are exposed for any prolonged period of time, such as a working day.

In January of 1995 México passed its first noise pollution law. It basically followed the WHO, establishing a maximum noise level of sixty-eight decibels between the hours of 6:00 am and 10:00 pm and sixty-five decibels between 10:00 pm and 6:00 am.

At the end of 2013 the federal government expanded upon the 1995 law, establishing a wider range of noise levels, reduced acceptable noise levels, and varied the times during which those noise levels were permissible. Those permissible times and noise levels are:


	
Residential (outside)
      






         6:00 am to 10:00 pm -        55dB



	
Residential (outside)
     





             10:00 pm to 6:00 am
 -        50 dB


	
Industrial & Commercial   





             6:00 am to 10:00 pm
 -        68 dB


	
Industrial & Commercial





             10:00 pm to 6:00 am
 -         65 dB


	
Schools (outside areas)






          during outside activities - 55 dB



	
Ceremonies, Festivals & Entertainment events  






         4 hours -                                   100 d
 
 B


So México, as with many countries, has put on its books laws to abate and control noise. By objective standards these laws  move noise from an annoyance to pollution. However, unlike most developed countries, the problem lies in enforcement.

Agencies often disagree over who has the responsibility to enforce the noise pollution laws and even when responsibility is agreed upon, the agency so designated frequently responds that it lacks the manpower, finances, equipment, or all of the above and does nothing.

As we know, this predicament is not limited to noise pollution. In 1993 México enacted air pollution laws regulating the pollutants industry could pump into the air. However, it was only a few years ago when the Federal Electricity Commission plant, just outside the city of Mazatlán, excused itself from the laws because of its inability to obtain the necessary scrubbers.

Until México can get its governmental entities to address the noise pollution that affects many of us, those who suffer have little hope. Nevertheless, to me it seems that these poor souls should not have to also bear the scorn of others who decide that what is being heard by them is not a pollutant.

I think our problem is that we have one word (“noise”) that has two different meanings, i.e., a sound that is annoying and a sound that is polluting. Unless one hears the sound or measures it, how can they define it? I think it would be best for people to defer to the person who actually hears the noise to define it. Maybe they are wrong, but they are certainly in a better position to define it than one who only reads or is told about it.

I cannot leave this subject without commenting on those whose simple remedy is “Love it or Leave it” when one complains about the noise in México.

This phrase was coined by the syndicated United States columnist and radio show host Walter Winchell in 1940. His style was to attack people in order to destroy the careers of personal or political enemies. A favorite tactic was to accuse them of being communists or of some sexual impropriety. When people objected to his labeling of people as a communist, he implied he was defending America and if they did not like it, they could leave America. President Richard Nixon resurrected the 
 phrase when people began to question the Vietnam War. His answer was if they did not like what America was doing, they could leave it.

Now, I must admit it is a cute simple little phrase, but it reveals, in my opinion, the speaker’s lack of comprehension of the issue. Yes, noise, annoying or polluting, may be the history of México, but does cultural patrimony justify its continuance?

It is common knowledge that parents in countries like Chad, Cambodia, and India have historically sold their children into slavery. Not long ago the newspaper, The Guardian
 , said that each year as many as 200,000 children are sold into slavery in India. Does the phrase “Love it or Leave it” apply?

The World Health Organization says female genital mutilation is practiced as a cultural ritual by ethnic groups
 in twenty-seven countries in sub-Saharan
 and Northeast Africa
 , and to a lesser extent in Asia and the Middle East. Should the person in one of the countries who objects to this brutality be told to “Love it or Leave it?”

Not long ago a young Pakistani woman was stoned to death by her family and friends, as bystanders cheered them on. She had married the man she loved, not the man her family had chosen for her.

The Pakistani human rights group, the Aurat Foundation, says that each year in Pakistan around 1,000 women die as the result of “Honor Killings” and according to a PEW Research survey, eighty-three percent of Pakistanis support the stoning of women for adultery. Does the expatriate in México that casually says “Love it or Leave it” condone this part of Pakistan’s cultural patrimony?

If a cultural practice it harmful to a country’s citizens, I think we all have a responsibility to step forward and object. Scientific evidence clearly establishes the harm noise can cause. Let’s not show our ignorance by saying that what a person heard was not noise pollution or by simply saying “It’s México…Love it or Leave it.”
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México and Its Wines



W
 hen in 1519 Hernán Cortés landed in what was to become known as New Spain, he landed in Veracruz, which is 19° latitude north and over 800 miles south of the beginning of the northern hemisphere’s global wine zone.  The global wine zone is the area between 30° latitude north and 50° latitude north in which grapes are grown. Presumably Cortés was not aware of this because when he exhausted the supply of wine he had brought with him he encouraged the planting of vineyards.

By 1524 he had put in place a law that ordered all the Spanish settlers who had been granted a concession territory from the Crown, which were assigned 100 indigenous workers, to plant 1000 vine plants every year for five years. It was also decreed that “all vessels for New Spain must bring a number of seeds and plants to enrich the local varieties.” The Catholic Church was also active in México’s vineyards, as it needed wine for the sacraments. The first vineyards took root in what are now the states of Puebla, Querétaro, Aguascalientes, and Coahuila.

By the end of the 16th century the oldest surviving winery in the New World had been established, it operates today as Casa Madero
 in the state of Coahuila.

As we know, during the 15th and most of the 16th century, Spain was one of the richest and most important countries in the world. By far Spain had the most powerful army. But by the end of the 16th century Spain’s fortunes began to change. This change in Spain forever impacted México. Because of the impact Spain’s misfortunes had on México as a wine producing and wine consuming country, I want to diverge just for a moment.

In 1588 the Spanish Armada, the Spanish fleet of 130 ships, sailed against England with the intent to defeat Queen Elizabeth I. Because of miscommunications and weather the Armada returned to Spain with only about sixty-five ships. The loss of half of its navy and 20,000 sailors and soldiers was a crippling blow from both a prestige and economic standpoint. In 1650 the Black Plague hit Spain and it lost more than 1.2 million citizens, over ten percent of its population.

While Spain was reeling from these economic blows, exports of its wine to New Spain had almost come to a stop, as wine production in 
 New Spain grew. Spain was not in a position to lose this revenue, and in 1699 King Carlos II of Spain ordered the destruction of all vineyards in New Spain and stopped all winemaking, leaving the Church as the sole exception. By the early part of the 1700s most vineyards had been destroyed and the consumption of wine in New Spain had almost come to an end.

From 1700 until about 1825, the little wine production there was in New Spain was done by clergy. Two years after the edict, a Jesuit
 priest planted the first vines in Baja California after his arrival at the Loreto
 Mission in 1701.

The Santo Tomás Mission was founded in Baja California by Jesuit
 priests in 1791 and in 1843 Dominican
 priests began growing grapes at the nearby Nuestra Señora de Guadalupe del Norte mission, located in what is now called Valle de Guadalupe
 .

Mexican independence in 1821 finally brought the end to the restriction on vineyards and wine production. However, a century of political turmoil, combined with a long-neglected winemaking tradition, left the country’s industry in the doldrums.

Additionally, just thirty years after wine production was permitted, most of the Church’s land holdings, including its vineyards, were taken by the state in 1856 under the newly enacted law known as Ley Lerdo. Most of the small vineyards and wineries tended by missionaries were eventually abandoned. In 1888, the former lands of the Santo Tomás Mission were sold to a group of investors, which established México’s first large-scale commercial winery and the earliest winery, which is still in operation today, now called Bodegas Santo Tomás
 .

However, it was only when protections disappeared in the 1980s, due to new free trade agreements, that Mexican wineries really began the move toward producing quality wines. Since the end of that decade several new wineries have appeared and many older wineries have revamped their vineyards and production methods.

The term Appellation (Denomination of Origin) is a government defined and protected wine growing area where specific grape varieties are grown, harvested, and produced into wines. Unlike other wine producing countries, the Mexican government has never defined its country’s wine growing areas, so it does not have Appellations.

In 2008 an attempt was made to establish an Appellation in Baja California, but it was turned down by the wineries. The vintners felt the 
 wine industry was too young to specify the varietals that could be grown. Therefore, the areas in which the country’s grapes are grown and produced into wines are merely referred to as regions.

There are three wine regions in México, the first of which is referred to as the Center Region
 . This area covers the states of Aguascalientes, Zacatecas, and Querétaro. There are not many vineyards in the Center Region
 and about eighty percent of the grapes grown in the region are used for distilling into brandy, thirteen percent are grown for eating, and only seven percent for wine production.

Querétaro is the most prosperous wine growing area in this region. This is the home of the Spanish vintner Freixenet's Mexican operation. In 1979, the company Freixenet de México was established. Its popular sparkling wine Sala Vivé
 was first bottled there in 1984, however, it would not be until 1988 that all the grapes came from the vineyards of the estate.  L.A. Cetto
 in Baja California and Freixenet
 are the only two wineries in México that produce a sparkling wine and Freixenet produces less than 30,000 cases per year.

Other than Freixenet
 almost all other wines produced in the Center Region
 are for local consumption. It is difficult to find a wine produced in the Center Region
 available for sale outside its borders.

The second region, the La Laguna Region,
 includes the states of Coahuila and Durango. The La Laguna Region
 is one of the oldest wine-making areas in México and straddles those two states with grapes thriving in the Parras Valley.

The most important winery, mentioned earlier, is Casa Madero
 founded in 1597 under the name Hacienda Las Lorenzo. The winery closed for a period of time and so, although it is the oldest surviving winery in the Americas, it is not the oldest continually operating winery.

The last, but the most important, wine region in México is known as the North Region
 . It has become the leader in reviving the reputation of Mexican wines. Ninety percent of Mexican wines come from northern Baja California, centering around the city of Ensenada, which lies just inside the global wine zone at 31° latitude north.

The major winegrowing sub regions of Guadalupe, Calafia, San Vincente, and Santo Tomás Valleys, all lie close to the Pacific Ocean where they can benefit from the cooling ocean breezes and mists. Hot days and cool nights is a classic winegrowing combination throughout 
 the world in general and California in particular, allowing grapes to develop their sugars without a corresponding drop in acidity.

Few people realize that over half of México’s grapes are grown in the state of Sonora, which is a part of the North Region
 , although it does not produce wine on a commercial basis. As with other Mexican states, most of its grapes are distilled into brandy. Most of Sonora’s vineyards are situated around Hermosillo and Caborca. Commercial grape production in Sonora did not begin until 1993 when Pedro Domecq began the cultivation of grapes.

The wine and spirits giant, Allied Domecq, is one of the largest companies to invest in México’s wines. Domecq is most known to Mexicans for its brandy, but it also makes several brands of wine at different price points with Chateau Domecq
 being its premium label. Domecq purchases all its grapes instead of owning their own vineyards and many of those grapes come from the state of Sonora.


L.A. Cetto
 is named after its Italian founder, Don Angelo Cetto, who emigrated from California in the 1920s. L.A. Cetto
 is the largest wine producer in México. It is family-owned with 1,200 acres of vineyards in the Guadalupe Valley, as well as a further 1,600 acres in Sonora.

Between them Domec
 q and L.A. Cetto
 account for over 80 percent of México’s yearly production of 1.6 million cases. The Unites States consumes about half of México’s wine exports, followed by the European market at thirty-five percent.

Primarily because of Spain’s action in 1699, México is not a wine consuming country. Statistics show that on average Mexicans drink two glasses of wine a year! This compares poorly to the ten bottles per capita in the United States and sixty bottles per capita in France.

The vast majority of the grapes grown in México are distilled into brandy. In fact, most Mexicans do not even realize that México grows grapes, and those who do until recently considered the Mexican wines to be inferior. It was not until only ten to fifteen years ago that an upscale restaurant in México would even have a Mexican wine in its wine list.

The country of México will never be world famous as a producer of quality wines. Nevertheless, it does produce some vintages that have received recognition as world-class wines. It is worth a trip to some of our local retail establishments that sell spirits and try either a wine from Casa Madero
 or one of the wineries located in Baja California.


Chapter





TWENTY-SIX









Two Bits, Four Bits, Six Bits, a Dollar



I
 f 
 you did not go to high school football games in Texas in your younger days, you may never have heard the Cheerleader chant: “2 bits, 4 bits, 6 bits, a dollar, all for [insert appropriate football player’s name or the name of the school mascot] stand up and holler.” I know, it sounds kind of corny now, but it sure didn’t in my teens.

Even if you did not have the good fortune of growing up in Texas, you might have heard the musical call
 “Shave and a Haircut” and the associated response “two bits.” It is a simple, 7-note musical couplet
 popularly used at the end of a musical performance, usually for comic effect.

I must admit I never gave the meaning of the words any mind when I yelled the chant or when I listened for the response to “Shave and a Haircut.” But, not long ago I was reading about the history of Mexican coinage and my reading engendered those long forgotten melodies.

Not surprisingly, the history of Mexican coinage has its origin in Spain. On June 2, 1497, the Ordinance of Medina del Campo
 made the real
 the unit of account in Spain. The standard silver coin became the real
 .
 The word real
 means “royal.” Reales is the plural of the word.

The famous “piece of eight” (peso de a ocho
 ), also known as the Spanish dollar
 , was issued that same year as a trade coin. The “piece of eight” got its name because the denomination was divided into eight silver reales (8 reales = 1 silver dollar). In addition to the “piece of eight,” which was a one-ounce silver coin, other coins based on it were issued: 4 reales, 2 reales, 1 real and the little half real.

The term peso
 was used in Spanish to refer to the Spanish dollar and it was widely used by many countries as international currency because of its uniformity in standard and milling characteristics. In fact, some countries countersigned the Spanish dollar so it could be used as their local currency.

It is interesting to note that the Spanish dollar was the coin upon which the original United States dollar
 was based and it remained legal tender
 in the United States
 until the Coinage Act of 1857
 . Because it was widely used in Europe
 , the Americas
 , and the Far East
 it became the first world currency
 by the late 18th century
 .

As we all know, the Spaniards discovered huge quantities of silver and gutted New Spain of its resources. In order to export this precious metal as quickly as possible to Spain the Spanish Crown decreed the creation of a mint in México in 1535. It was the first mint in the Americas.

The mint’s first coin was the popular eight-real, the Spanish dollar. The mint was the first to produce irregular coinage called cobs. A bar of silver was cut into bite-sized chunks of the appropriate weight, and then struck with a hammer between crude dies. In fact, the Spanish word “cabo” (from which the English "cob" is derived) refers to the end, in this instance, the clump of silver clipped off the end of the bar.

Silver cobs from México are handsomely crude, nearly all with a cross as the central feature on one side and a coat-of-arms (shield) on the other side. Some cobs were struck with a date and most show a mintmark and an initial or monogram for the assayer, the mint official who was responsible for weight and fineness. Size and shape were immaterial, which means that most cobs are far from round or uniform in thickness, however, they are of the proper weight.

The intention in minting these crude but accurately weighed cobs was to produce an easily portable product that could be sent to Spain. In Spain the cobs would be melted down to produce silver jewelry, coins, bars and other items.

Although the melting of them was the intent in Spain, the cob coins minted throughout the Americas quickly became widely traded currency.

As an aside: the cobs were loaded onto galleon sailing ships, which headed up the coast of Florida before turning east toward Spain. Hurricanes often sunk the ships, and the cobs became treasure coins. In addition to Mother Nature taking her share of these coins, the “pieces of eight” were a tempting target for seagoing pirates.

Cob coins were minted at the México City mint from 1536 through 1733, when they were replaced by the machine struck milled pillar dollar.

Once more, an aside, since cob coins are irregular in shape, they easily lent themselves to “clipping.” By this is meant the assayer or someone farther down the line would shave off a part of the coin before passing it on.

At the various mints in Peru the position of assayer was annually auctioned to the highest bidder, so the winning appointee tried to get as much profit from the enterprise as possible during his year in office. 
 Because of this, clipping became so common in Peru that in 1631 the public began refusing all coins minted in Peru. In 1650 all Peruvian coins circulating in Spain were called to the mints to be re-coined.

Many clipped and lightweight Spanish cobs were melted down in Boston to make the Massachusetts silver coinage. Notwithstanding the crooks, the reputation of coins from the México City mint was unblemished and continued to be produced until 1794.

Following México's independence from Spain in 1821, coinage of silver reales followed that of the Spanish until “decimalization” and the introduction of the peso. Decimalization is the process of converting a currency from its previous non-decimal denominations
 (1/8) to a decimal
 system (1/10).

The Mexican 8-reales
 coin became a 1-peso coin in the 1860s with the introduction of coins denominated in centavos; however the currency did not fully decimalise in practice immediately, and pre-decimal reales
 were issued until 1897.

And so, like everything in life, the term “bit,” the colloquial expression referring to coins based upon an  eighth of a dollar came to an end. But in Texas, at least in the 1950s, the term was alive and well.

Just a little “bit” of history.
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The Legacy of César Chávez Lives On



W
 hen on March 18, 2015, I saw in the newspaper a photograph of México’s indigenous farm workers standing on the side of the main highway that goes through Ensenada, Baja California, carrying signs of protest, my mind raced back to 1965. When I read the story behind their strike, I thought of César Estrada Chávez.

As I am sure many will recall, in 1962 César Chávez set out single-handedly to organize migrant farm laborers in California’s grape fields. He, his wife, and their eight children packed their belongings into a nine-year-old station wagon and moved to Delano, California, a small town that was the center of the country's table grape industry.

Most people who were aware of him considered Chávez's goal of creating the first successful union of farm workers in the history of the United States an impossible dream. The laborers endured high rates of illiteracy and poverty. They also experienced high rates of unemployment. The fact that farm workers rarely remained in one locale for very long also hindered forming a union for them.

At that time farm workers were specifically excluded from the protection of the National Labor Relations Act of 1935. Unlike other American workers, farm workers were not guaranteed the right to organize, had no guarantee of a minimum wage, and had no federally guaranteed standards of work in the fields in which they labored. State laws requiring toilets, rest periods, and drinking water in the fields were largely ignored.

In September 1965 Chávez was unexpectedly asked to join a strike by the Filipino grape pickers. Despite the fear that his newly-formed organization, the National Farm Workers Association, was not sufficiently well-organized to support a strike and had less than $100 in its strike fund, he assured the Filipino workers that members of his association would not go into the field as strikebreakers. Within a short period of time the two groups had merged into the United Farm Workers of America.

The labor strike began to attract national attention. Unions, church groups, and civil rights organizations offered financial support for La Causa,
 as the farm workers' movement became known
 .

In 1967 Chávez initiated a boycott of table grapes. An estimated seventeen million American consumers went without grapes in support of the farm workers bargaining position. It was the boycott that pressured many of the growers into settling the strike. By mid-1970 two-thirds of California grapes were grown under contract with Chávez's union.

In 2015 the farm workers in México were different than those in California in that they were officially represented by the Confederation of Mexican Workers (CTM) and the Regional Confederation of Workers of México (CROM). Many are of the opinion that both organizations were corrupt and colluded with employers to keep wages low. Under employer contracts with the CTM and the CROM, first negotiated in 1994, most workers were paid only 100 pesos per day. Wage rates had not improved for years.

The March 18, 2015, strike was not organized by either the CTM or the CROM but by the Alliance of National, State, and Municipal Organizations for Social Justice (Alliance) made up of indigenous groups from the states of Chiapas, Oaxaca, Guerrero, and other areas whose members work in the San Quintín Valley of Baja California. 

Leaders of the Alliance included Fidel Sánchez Gabriel, Justino Herrera, Bonifacio Martínez Cruz, and Eloy Fernández. Each of these gentlemen’s background included stints in the farm fields of the United States where they learned about strikes on behalf of farm workers.

Fidel Sánchez teamed up with the Coalition of Immokalee Workers in Florida and fought for its tomato pickers.  Justino Herrera led protesters in Oregon causing a work stoppage for an abusive labor contractor. Bonifacio Martínez picked crops in Santa Maria and the Central Valley of California before picking strawberries, blueberries, and blackberries for San Quintín's giant BerryMex, fruit sold in the U.S. under the Driscoll’s label. Eloy Fernández was a union organizer in California’s produce farms.

Earlier in the year the Alliance had submitted a written petition to the Baja California state government with a list of issues they wanted to see addressed. The demands of the farm workers included:

1.      
 Revocation of the agreement that the CTM and CROM had made with the growers’ association, especially that part regarding “agreed upon wages.”

2.      

 Affiliation with the Mexican Institute of Social Security (IMSS) from the first day of work at a company, and medical coverage for both the worker and his or her dependents.

3.      
 After eight hours of work double-pay for each additional hour and triple pay after more than 10 hours.

4.      
 Maternity leave for six weeks during pregnancy and for another six weeks after birth for pregnant workers.

5.       
 Measures against sexual assault by foremen.

6.      
 Payment of all benefits of the law to workers (one day of rest per week, holidays, and other benefits).

7.      
 An increase of pay to 30 pesos ($2.00) for each box of strawberries (since 2001 workers were being paid 10 or 12 pesos ($0.67 or $0.80) per box. Double pay on Sundays and holidays.

8.      
 Establishment of a state minimum wage for agricultural workers of 300 pesos ($20.00) per day.

According to the workers, they never received a response.

Unlike Chávez’s strike, the one in Baja was not spontaneous. When the leaders of the Alliance concluded that the state was going to ignore them, they timed their strike to begin when the time for harvesting the acres of strawberries in the San Quintín Valley finally arrived.

The strike by an estimated 50,000 farm workers affected some 230 farms, including the twelve largest that dominate production in the region. It interrupted the picking, packing, and shipping of zucchini, tomatoes, berries and other produce to stores and restaurants in the United States.

It was reported that within three days the striking farm workers reached an agreement with the CTM and CROM that gave the workers the right to create their own union and negotiate directly with the owners. Additionally, a representative from the Mexican Institute of Social Security (IMSS), which provides health and pension benefits, agreed to enroll all farm workers and to penalize companies that failed to do so. However, the growers rejected the demand for a state minimum wage for farm workers of 300 pesos per day.

As the strike period began to lengthen, Eric Johnson, Vice President of United Farm Workers of America
 , gave advice and counsel to the 
 leaders of the Alliance. As with Chávez’s strike, NGOs, unions and churches in the United States began leading their support to the striking farm workers. The United Farm Workers launched a petition “Standing in solidarity with the workers from San Quintin” and named one of the region’s largest growers, Berrymex, which supplies Driscoll's, a major U.S. berry distributor. 

The United Farm Workers also circulated a petition demanding that large grocery retailers, such as Walmart, Kroger, and Target, hold their Baja suppliers accountable for “abiding by the law, paying decent wages, and treating their workers with dignity.” In two days 20,000 people had signed the petition. The AFL-CIO joined in support and sent a letter to Alfonso Navarrete Prida, México’s Secretary of Labor and Social Welfare, urging federal officials to protect the workers’ rights.

On March 27, ten days after the strike began, the main association of growers, the Agricultural Council of Baja California, offered a fifteen percent wage hike, a percentage they said was unprecedented in México. Based upon the average daily wage of 100 pesos the increase would raise the daily wage to 115 pesos a day, far short of the 300 pesos demanded by the strikers.

Although the leaders of the Alliance turned down the offer, the growers made their offer directly to the farm workers, saying anyone who returned to the field would be paid the fifteen percent increase.

The following day thousands of farm workers headed for the strawberry fields, while hundreds of others prepared to ride buses across Baja California, continuing the campaign launched for higher wages and improved working conditions in the region’s farms.

Even though the number of active protestors dwindled, their leaders did not lose the faith. Shortly after the return to the field of so many, an estimated 7,000 farm workers protested again for better pay. Fidel Sánchez said, “I think we will get 200 pesos in this meeting, but if there's no answer, our next step is an international economic boycott” to convince consumers to avoid the region's produce.

In a final negotiation session between the workers’ organization and the government on June 4, 2015, authorities announced a new minimum wage in San Quintín of 150, 165 or 180 pesos a day, depending on the size of the employer.

Notwithstanding the agreement between the government and the farm workers union, the protest continued. On October 15, 2016, almost 
 a year and a half later, about 40 protestors from Santa Cruz and Watsonville, California, came out to the Driscoll’s Distribution Center and Berry Store in Aromas, California, to relay the message that the boycott of Driscoll’s continues
 until Driscoll’s negotiates a union contract with the farm workers in San Quintín, México, who harvest berries for them. Similar protests occurred in Bellingham, WA, Chicago, IL, New York City, NY, San Diego, CA, as well as in México City, Tijuana, and Mexicali, México.

Fidel Sánchez, the Alliance leader, said, “I have no schooling. The only thing I have is my education in life, learning from others. I learned from the experience of César Chávez that we should not accept living submissively.”

A placard carried by sympathizers in Calexico, California, read:  “César Chávez, the work continues.”

And, so it does.
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México's Informal Economy



T
 he National Institute of Statistics and Geography (INEGI) reported that at the end of fourth quarter of 2017 a total of 30.2 million people worked in México’s informal economy. This number represented fifty-seven percent of the employed population. 

This got me to wondering whether the size of the informal economy was good or bad, or whether anyone really cared. And, if they did, what needed to be done to convert the informal economy to the formal one.

The informal economy or informal market generally refers to that part of a country’s economy that is not taxed or monitored by any form of government, and therefore not included in the determination of the country’s gross national product, unlike the formal economy. All countries have an informal economy, but in developed countries the informal economy is small. That is not the case in developing and underdeveloped countries. In some countries, such as México, the percentage can be well over fifty percent.

When most people think of a developing country’s informal economy, they think of street vendors. Although that is certainly an example, it is more expansive than that. The informal economy includes most people working from their homes and many smaller businesses, as well as people employed informally by companies in the formal economy.

Some academics, development experts, and government officials note there are a lot of positive aspects to having an informal economy. But when you analyze this economy, you need to look at the companies and workers separately. For the worker, who is most often less educated and poor, it provides employment he may otherwise not get and relieves urban employment tensions. It increases self confidence, develops the habit and routine of going to work, and widens a person’s work experience. In the case of the company it fosters entrepreneurial spirit and permits the delivery of a service or product at lower cost than a company in the formal economy. The informal company also often maintains economic activity where it is needed and otherwise would not exist. Additionally, these companies support the formal economy, as a large percentage of their workers’ earnings are spent in the formal economy
 .

Although one cannot deny the positive aspects of an informal economy, it seems to me the negatives outweigh those positives. Even though employment is provided, often the work is in the most hazardous jobs, conditions, and circumstances, and the worker is unable to defend himself against the natural and man-made hazards and problems. The workers lack employment rights, such as minimum wage, sick pay, and limitations on the number of working hours. They are not covered by the country’s social security schemes, occupational and safety measures, working conditions regulations, and have limited, if any, access to health care. They have no bargaining rights and no job security. If they lose their job, there is usually no severance pay and no governmental safety net is provided for them.

One of the greatest disadvantages to a business in the informal economy is the lack of access to credit. The reasons cited for the unavailability of credit include (i) the lack of collateral, (ii) the bureaucracies in the formal financial institutions, (iii) the owner’s lack of understanding and knowledge about sources of credit, and (iv) the unwillingness on the part of the financial institution to reach out to the informal sector, apparently because they perceive a high risk in such transactions. Because of the lack of credit, the growth of a company is difficult, if not impossible.

Additionally, most owners of these businesses lack the skills to manage the risks inherent in operating a business. Because many of the owners lack much of a formal education, they often lack the entrepreneurship or managerial skills. As a result, they often incur heavy losses in times of high economic risks and are eventually forced to close their business.

Although the negatives are acknowledged by most academics, some argue the informal economy will disappear as the formal economy grows and creates more jobs. However, the statistics do not bear out that optimistic view. In countries where incomes and assets are not evenly distributed, which seems to be the case in most developing countries, the informal economy has more of a fixed character.

Research shows that if a country’s economic growth is not accompanied by improvements in employment level and income distribution, the informal economy does not shrink. In countries with high rates of urbanization, like México, the informal economy tends to absorb most of the growing labor force in the urban areas, when the formal economy does not grow at the same pace
 .

Some development experts believe that the informal companies will grow, if given the credit, and eventually join the formal economy. This belief is behind many of the “microcredit” programs often touted in developing countries.

It seems, however, that the majority of academics, development experts, and some governmental officials realize that a large informal economy is a drag on a country’s overall productivity and standard of living. The productivity level of companies in the informal economy is usually half or less of that of similar companies in the formal economy. 

Furthermore, these companies evade fiscal and regulatory obligations, including income and other forms of taxation, labor obligations, and product market obligations, e.g., copyrights and intellectual property laws. The evasion of these business obligations undermines the rule of law. With a large portion of businesses failing to pay their fair share of taxes, the tax burden on the formal economy is unnecessarily high. The formal economy is, in fact, subsidizing the informal portion of the country’s economy.

The tax aspect is particularly important in México. The Organization of Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) noted that in 2016 México’s tax to GDP ratio of 17.2 percent was low compared to other OECD member countries where the average is 34.3 percent. This important indicator helps to understand how much tax revenue is being collected by the government as compared to the overall size of the economy, so a higher tax-to-GDP ratio gives more room in a government's budget so that it can spend more without borrowing.

If a significant portion of the informal economy could be transitioned into the formal one, more tax income would be available for governmental purposes. With a larger tax base the tax rates could probably be lowered, while still generating more tax revenues for the government than is now the case.

So the question becomes, how does a country such as México move its informal economy into the formal one? There are many things that can be done, but none of them alone will solve the problem and they all take a steadfast commitment of time and finances. The first thing is to increase the quality of education, so potential workers have marketable skills to bring to the marketplace. The country also needs to strengthen the value of the mandatory social security package for low-wage earners, so they demand employment benefits
 .

The World Bank says that to make the transition, governments should reduce the number of business licenses, permits, and approvals a newly-formed company must acquire, all of which reduce the likelihood they will be obtained. Heavy business regulations in developing countries generally result in longer delays and higher costs of public services, higher corruption, and less investment. It is a fact that the developing countries not only have more regulations, but also have more difficulty in enforcing them. The administration process for companies should also be streamlined, and most importantly, according to the World Bank, access to capital should be enhanced.

There is no question that México’s plate is full when it comes to addressing many of these issues. However, they must continue to be in the forefront when government officials set their priorities.






































Thank you for reading my book. If you would take a few minutes and write a review of this book on Amazon, it would be appreciated by those who come after you and are trying to decide if The Gringo Guide to México – Its History, People, and Culture
 is something they would enjoy
 .

Murry E. Page
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