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Preface





ThT                  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
 The Mazatlán Messenger
 .


My articles for The Page Turner
 ran the gamut. I have written about  Hernán Cortés, as well as Carlos Slim. I have written articles on Mexican politics and abortion in México. However, my writings include lighter topics, such as México City’s Organ Grinders
 and Santa Claus Comes to México.

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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ONE

 





Hernán Cortés

The Conqueror of México



M
 éxico’s convoluted history has produced many men whose lives have left an indelible imprint on the country. But few can compare to Hernán Cortés. In a ruthless and cunning manner, and in a relatively short time period, he conquered what is now known as México and claimed the land for Spain.

Cortés was the son of Martín Cortés de Monroy and of Doña Catalina Pizarro Altamarino. As was often the case in the late 15th century, they were long on honor, but short on wealth. However, they did have sufficient resources to send the young Hernán to boarding school. In school he was described as “ruthless, haughty, mischievous, and quarrelsome,” traits he never lost.

He left school and by age 19 sailed for the island of Hispaniola, now known as the Dominican Republic. Killing time, he became a farmer and a notary to a town council. But in 1511 wanderlust led him to sail with Diego Velázquez to conquer Cuba. For his efforts Cortés received a gift of land, Indian slaves, and a house in the new capital of Santiago. He was now in a position of some power.

Velázquez decided to send a new expedition to the mainland (México) and appointed Cortés as the captain general in 1518. Cortés loved the challenge and through his cunning manner in less than a month and without the knowledge of Velázquez he had assembled 300 men and six ships.

When Velázquez heard of the undisclosed change of plans he decided to replace Cortés as the captain general. But, when Cortés heard of the pending removal as captain he hastily set to sea with the intent of gathering more men and ships at other Cuban ports.

By February of 1519 Cortés had 11 ships, 508 soldiers, about 100 sailors, 10 brass cannons, and what turned out to be most important, 16 horses. On February 18th he set sail for Tabasco. When he arrived he had a short-lived battle with the natives. They quickly fled in fear, as they were terrified of Cortés’ cannons and the horses, which they had never seen.

As part of their peace-offering the natives gave Cortés twenty women servants, one of whom was to become known as La Malinche. 
 As they say, “Behind every successful man is a woman.” In this case the woman was La Malinche. It was through La Malinche that Cortés learned of the great wealth of the Aztec empire. Arthur Helps, who wrote The Life of Hernándo Cortés
 in 1871, said, “Without her aid his conquest of México would never have been accomplished.”

Cortés continued up the coast and on April 21st landed at a site where he founded a city he named Villa Rica de la Vera Cruz. When he established the first Spanish setlement on the mainland of the Americas, now known as Veracruz, Cortés’ action revoked the authority of the Governor of Cuba. This placed him directly under the orders of King Carlos I. This was quite a bold step and in order to eliminate any ideas of retreat by his men, Cortés scuttled his ships.

Unknown to Cortés when he landed the Aztecs were bitterly resented by many of the native people. They had been defeated by the Aztecs with many of their people sacrificed in Aztec rituals. Then to top off their humiliation they then had to pay tribute to the Aztecs.

Based upon what he had learned about the Aztecs from La Malinche, Cortés began his trek to the interior of the country. Although small skirmishes occurred, he kept them to a minimum and used the political crises in the Aztec empire to his advantage. Cortés’ cleverness was apparent as he quickly grasped the situation and converted the natives to his cause. This led him eventually to having more than 200,000 Indian allies.

Montezuma, the ruler of the Aztec empire, sent envoys to greet and spy on Cortés and his men, as Cortés moved farther inland. Reports went back to Montezuma, saying:

The noise weakened one, dizzied one. Something like a stone came out of their weapons in a shower of fire and sparks. The smoke was foul; it had a sickening, fetid smell.

Another message characterized the visitors as people with:

Very light skin, much lighter than ours. They all have long beards, and their hair comes only to their ears.

Having never seen horses before Montezuma’s, envoys also described 
 the Spaniards, who traveled on horseback, as beasts with “two heads and six legs.”

Although Montezuma attempted to keep Cortés at bay through both threats and blandishments, Cortés entered Tenochtitlán (now known as México City) in November of 1519. He was accompanied by 2,000 native warriors and 450 Spaniards, a small contingency in view of the fact that at that time Tenochtitlán had a population of around 300,000. Montezuma received the invaders with open arms and provided Cortés one of his castles as a place to stay. Montezuma believed Cortés was the incarnate spirit of the Aztec god Quetzalcoatl and treated him with cautious deference.

Shortly after he arrived in Tenochtitlán, Cortés learned that in his absence the Aztecs had plundered Veracruz. In retaliation he seized Montezuma and held him captive until he turned over the marauders. When they were presented to Cortés he had them burned alive in front of the gate to the imperial residence.

Upon Velázquez's hearing Cortés had assumed control over Veracruz, he sent an expedition to arrest Cortés. When Cortés heard the Spaniards had landed in Veracruz he returned to Veracruz to defeat the Spanish posse, leaving only 200 men in Tenochtitlán.

Although outnumbered, Cortés defeated Pánfilo Narváez, the leader of Velázquez’s expedition, and convinced his surviving men to join forces with him. While Cortés and his men were fighting Narváez and his army, one of Cortés’ men contracted smallpox, a very contagious disease, from an African being held as a slave by Narváez.

While Cortés was in Veracruz, Montezuma asked Pedro de Alvarado
 , the person Cortés had left in charge, if they could celebrate Toxcatl
 (an Aztec festivity in honor of Tezcatlipoca
 , one of their main gods). But after the festivities started, Alvarado interrupted the celebration and killed the most prominent people of the Aztec upper classes. This event became known as The Massacre at the Temple
 and led to a rebellion by the Aztecs.

Upon hearing this Cortés hastily returned to Tenochtitlán. As Cortés and his men reached the city, they were attacked by thousands of Aztec warriors. Montezuma was brought out to pacify his people. What happened next depends upon who tells the story. The Spanish version is 
 that Montezuma was unable to pacify his people and they stoned him. He later died of his wounds. The Aztec version is that the Spaniards killed Montezuma when they realized he could not placate his people.

But in any event, Montezuma was dead and Aztec warriors greatly outnumbered Cortés’ small contingency. The Spaniards managed a narrow escape from Tenochtitlán, while their back guard was being massacred. Much of the treasure looted by Cortés was lost (as well as his artillery) during this panicked escape from Tenochtitlán in July of 1520. One of Cortés’ soldiers who did not survive the battle was the one who had contracted smallpox and, likely when his body was looted an Aztec caught the disease.

Unbeknownst to Cortés, smallpox spread among the Tenochtitlán population.  The people had no resistance and no idea how to treat it.  In many cases, everyone in a house died.  With no time to bury so many people, houses were simply demolished over the bodies. It has been estimated that as much as twenty-five percent of the population of Tenochtitlán died.

Not a man to give up, Cortés began a war of attrition with the Aztecs. He cut off supplies heading for Tenochtitlán and defeated cities allied with the Aztecs. With lack of food and the devastation caused by smallpox, the Aztecs were incredibly vulnerable.

The following May, Cortés once again entered the city of Tenochtitlán. After a seventy-five day battle, on August 13, 1521, Cuauhtémoc, the Aztec emperor who had replaced Montezuma, surrendered and the great Aztec empire came to an end. Cortés was able to claim the country for Spain and renamed the city of Tenochtitlán,  México City
 .


King
 Carlos I appointed Cortés as governor, captain general, and chief justice of the newly conquered territory, named New Spain
 of the Ocean Sea
 . Because of the King’s distrust of Cortés, four royal officials were appointed at the same time to assist him in his governing, in effect submitting him to close observation and administration.

Nevertheless, Cortés managed the founding of new cities and appointed men to extend Spanish rule to all of New Spain, imposing the encomienda
 land tenure system in 1524. The encomienda
 system rewarded the conquerors with the labor of the conquered. He awarded an encomienda
 to each Spanish individual. In 1528 Cortés returned to Spain.

He was received by King Carlos I and was decorated with the order 
 of Santiago
 . In return for his efforts in expanding the Spanish Empire
 , Cortés was rewarded in 1529 by being named the Marqués del Valle de
 Oaxaca
 (Marquis of the Oaxaca Valley), a noble title.

In 1530 Cortés returned to New Spain and retired to his estate in Cuernavaca
 , about 30 miles south of México City. In 1541 he returned once again to Spain. Six years later he decided to return to his Mexican homeland. When he reached Seville, he was stricken with dysentery
 and died on December 2, 1547, from a case of pleurisy
 at the age of sixty-two.

As a man who was never trusted by either his peers or superiors, in frustration Hernán Cortés once told King Carlos I., “I am a man who has given you more provinces than your ancestors left you cities,”…a boastful, but true, statement.
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A Cup of Coffee



I
 
 really know very little about coffee, although in a prior life I used to drink up to eight cups a day, now…maybe two cups a day in the winter. But, it seems to me there is an extraordinary amount of interest in this subject in Mazatlán. Some people rave about the coffee at “X” place, while others say “The Chiapas coffee at “Y” is the best you can find.”  Maybe we just have fewer things to talk about now or perhaps coffee is merely a frequent subject of conversation at coffee klatches.

Whatever the reason I got to thinking about the origin of this brew, how it became a product of México, and whether one coffee in Mazatlán is really better than the next. I raised the latter question because I do not have an educated palate when it comes to this drink. I would have to defer the answer to that question to those with a more sophisticated palate.

The legend, which most people believe, is that coffee was first discovered by a goat herder named Kaldi, an Ethiopian in the 9th century. He noticed that if his goats ate the red berries from this particular bush they became very energetic and would not sleep at night. Kaldi reported his findings to the abbot of the local monastery, who made a drink with the berries. He also discovered that it kept him alert for the long hours of evening prayer.  Soon the abbot had shared his discovery with the other monks at the monastery and ever so slowly knowledge of the energizing effects of the berries began to spread. I guess marketing came into play somewhere because now you can find coffee roasting companies and coffee houses containing the name “Kaldi.”

The Arabs were the first not only to cultivate coffee but also to begin its trade.  By the fifteenth century coffee was being grown in the Yemeni district of Arabia and by the sixteenth century it was known in Persia, Egypt, Syria, and Turkey. Its popularity was perhaps due, in part, to the fact that Muslims, who could not consume alcoholic drinks, found coffee's energizing properties to be an acceptable substitute.

“Coffee bean” is really a misnomer, as it is really the seed of the coffee plant. It is the pit inside the red cherry. The pit contains two stones or seeds with their flat sides facing each other. This shape looks 
 like a bean and the appearance is where the seed got its name the “coffee bean.”

The two most important varieties of coffee plants are the Arabica and the Robusta. Arabica coffee amounts to almost eighty percent of all of the coffee produced, Robusta the remaining twenty percent. Although these two varieties account for most all coffee, the growing conditions, locations, and methods used actually mean that there is quite a variety of beans available from around the world. However, it is interesting to note that all coffee is grown within 1,000 miles of the equator, between the tropic of Cancer and the tropic of Capricorn.

The Arabica variety is more difficult to grow, but generally speaking produces the better coffee. It is commonly grown at altitudes over 2,000 feet. Arabica beans typically produce mild, flavorful, and aromatic coffee with approximately half the caffeine content of the Robusta beans. Robusta coffees are grown at altitudes below 2,000 feet, produce higher crop yields, and are typically more disease resistant than Arabica bushes. To control costs, supermarket quality coffee is usually made from a blend of Robusta and Arabica beans.

Arabica coffee is the coffee grown in México. It is said that the coffee plant was brought to México from Jamaica in the 1800s. Coffee is grown in twelve of México’s thirty-one states. Chiapas produces forty-one percent of México’s coffee, Veracruz twenty-six percent, Puebla twelve percent, and Oaxaca eleven percent.  Together these four states produce ninety percent of México’s coffee, the remaining ten percent comes from the states of Colima, Guerrero, Hidalgo, Jalisco, Nayarit, Queretaro, San Luis Potosi, and Tabasco.

The best Mexican coffees come from Chiapas, Oaxaca, and Coatepec in the state of Veracruz. The state of Veracruz produces mostly average coffee in its low- lying regions. But in the mountains near the city of Coatepec, that is not the case. It is there that a specialty coffee called Altura Coatepec
 is produced. Altura Coatepec
 is considered by most coffee connoisseurs to be the gold standard of Mexican coffee.

Maybe Oaxaca Pluma
 is not the “gold standard,” but it is regarded as the finest coffee from the state of Oaxaca. Pluma coffee is México’s best-known denomination of export coffee. Only coffee grown on Pluma Mountain with a certificate of authenticity of origin can carry the label Café Pluma. This sets it apart from other coffee growing regions and countries which also harvest the Pluma Arabica coffee bean
 .

Some of the highest quality coffee in México is from Chiapas, grown near México’s border with Guatemala. The best is labeled with the market name Tapachula
 , the name of the nearby town. A fine Chiapas coffee is said to rival the complexity and power of the finer Guatemalan coffees.

There are several things that set the growers of Mexican coffee apart from most others. One is that most Mexican coffee is shade-grown coffee. As the name implies, this coffee is planted under the natural canopy of shade trees. Shade-grown coffee has many benefits. Coffee plants growing under the shade of trees become a part of the natural ecosystem where the coffee is grown, contributing to and receiving help from the system. Shade trees provide many nutrients to the coffee plants. Migratory and tropical birds, reptiles, ants, butterflies, and a host of other organisms and plant life call the canopy home.

This natural biodiversity has positive impacts on the overall environment. The roots from the coffee plants help to trap runoff water and keep the local water supplies cleaner and more pure. Trapping runoff water also helps to prevent erosion. Shade-grown coffee needs less irrigation than sun-grown coffee. Because shade coffee is slower to ripen, it often provides a more complex taste and is more flavorful than other coffees. Shade trees protect coffee plants from rain and sun, help maintain soil quality, reduce the need for weeding, and provide habitat for diverse wildlife. Organic matter from the trees also provides natural mulch, which reduces the need for chemical fertilizers, prevents erosion, and contributes important nutrients to the soil. The coffee plants are healthier, last longer, and are less expensive to maintain.

With all these positive aspects, why would anyone want to grow their coffee in the sun? The answer is really simple…business. Coffee plants grow faster and more bountiful in sunny conditions and clearing other vegetation from the land leaves much more space for the coffee plants. However, sun-grown coffee is  overly susceptible to disease. In the 1970s, researchers developed sun-tolerant coffee strains, along with chemicals that could protect coffee from the harmful effects of sun, opening the door to a whole new world of java.

A sun-grown coffee bush can produce up to three times more beans than a bush in the shade and more of those bushes can occupy a given plot of land, meaning higher profits for the farm and the brand. They 
 produce higher yields, but require extensive use of pesticides, irrigation, and fertilizers to maintain their higher output. Runoff containing these chemicals pollutes the environment and harms wildlife and people. Up to ninety-seven percent fewer bird species are found in full sun plantations when compared to shade-grown.

The second unique aspect of growers of Mexican coffee is that most have small plots of land, not the hundreds of acres often found with large commercial growers. Ninety percent of Mexican coffee producers cultivate less than five hectares (12 acres). Sixty-nine percent work plots which are less than two hectares (5 acres).

These two factors have worked to put Mexican coffee growers in the forefront of producing organic coffee. In 2018 México was the ninth largest producer of organic coffee in the world with one-third of its total production being certified as organic. The large commercial growers have opted for sun to increase production and shade is a necessity for organic coffee. The shade permits the grower to rely on nature instead of chemicals to protect and enhance its crop.

The experts say, “The very best Mexican coffee is just okay.” This is not to say it cannot be delicious. While there are some great Mexican coffees, some of which have been noted, they are exported to Europe and to a lesser degree to the United States.

I have heard people say “They roast their own coffee.” That is probably a true statement, as a couple of México’s more popular coffee shops do roast their own coffee beans. But, did you know that according to the experts, roasted coffee beans are stale within a week. So if one retailer gets his coffee shipped from his supplier the day it is roasted and another roasts his own, unless you grind and drink your coffee within five days of the roasting, it will be stale. Recien tostado
 (recently roasted) is not good enough. Also, if you want to make sure you are buying organic coffee, you should ask for it. Not all  Mexican coffee shops sell only organic coffee.

“Fresh Roasted Coffee” is coffee within one week of roast date regardless of how it’s packaged. If the coffee bean has not been roasted, it stays fresh up to one year. Another little tidbit, because the greater the surface area of the bean exposed to air, drip ground coffee is stale within 24 hours. Espresso, ground far finer, is stale in an hour.

The connoisseurs say buy your “freshly roasted coffee” the week it is roasted. (I guess you throw the unused portion out and start all over). 
 Well, they do say in México you can freeze the beans up to a couple of months. You are supposed to always buy coffee in whole bean form in the bag and store it in a cool place away from spices, and grind it every morning.

A few interesting facts I ran across while doing the research for this article includes the fact that for the 2017/2018 season México produced 4 million bags of coffee (a bag weighs 60 kilograms) making it the ninth largest producer in the world. Although at the time this article was revised, the export numbers for the 2017/2018 season were not yet available, for the 2016/2017 season México exported 2.8 million bags.

Even though México is a large producer of coffee, most of the growers have never tasted coffee. Mexicans drink on average 1.15 kilos (2 pounds) of coffee a year. Sweden holds the per-capita title, with a staggering 26.5 kilos (58 pounds), Canadians drink on average 6.5 kilos (14 pounds) and Americans 4.2 kilos (9 pounds) each year.

With Mexicans' lack of attraction to coffee, I can now understand why we often get a cup of hot water and bottle of Nescafe when we ask for a cup of coffee. 
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The Mexican Flag



B
 eing an American I have not had much interest in flags. I say that because there is not much of a story about the flag of the United States. On January 1, 1776, the Continental Army was reorganized and put under the leadership of George Washington. In May of that year Betsy Ross sewed the first American flag, although there is some question about this. The thirteen colonies declared their independence on July 4, 1776, and less than a year later the Flag Act was passed, which adopted the flag design attributable to Betsy Ross. Other than adding stars as new states joined the Union the flag has not changed since it was created prior to the country’s Declaration of Independence.

It takes a little longer to talk about the flag of México. The flag we see today is a colorful metamorphosis, as seems to be the case for many things in México. One could rightfully argue that the origin of the flag goes back to the 1300s. However, as with the United States, I will begin with its battle for independence. I will later talk about the influence of the 1300s.

Although never officially adopted as the flag of México, most historians regard the Standard of the Virgin of Guadalupe as the first flag. It was carried by the Mexican priest Miguel Hildago, assigned to the church in Dolores, México, who gave the famous Grito de Dolores
 (the Cry of Dolores) on September 16, 1810, and led an army of peasants in the country’s first battles for independence. In reality it is not a flag, but a banner taken from a Franciscan church and was one of many carried by his followers.
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The next Mexican “flag” was created at the direction of Agustín de Iturbide. I put the word flag in quotation marks, since many Mexicans would deny the “Flag of the Three Guarantees” was either the official flag of México or even a de facto one. 

Agustín de Iturbide was the colonel of the loyalist army at the beginning of the battles for México’s independence. When he saw the handwriting on the wall he decided to change sides. In February of 1821 he met with two insurgents, Vicente Guerrero and Guadalupe Victoria, to discuss a plan for the independence of México. The plan offered three guarantees: México would be independent from Spain, Roman Catholicism would be the official religion, and all of Spanish blood, whether born in Spain or in the Americas, would be able to live as equals in the new state.

The plan was widely supported and Iturbide was proclaimed the leader of the Army of the Three Guarantees. The story goes that Iturbide immediately directed a local tailor to make a flag with the following specifications:

The flag shall be composed of three colors diagonally arranged: the first, it will be red with a white star; the second one, green with a red star; and the third one, white with a green star; in the middle will be the Imperial crown embroidered and heightened with gold silk, trimmed with the motto Religión, Independencia, Unión.

White stood for religion, green for independence, and red for Mexican unity. It was called the “Flag of the Three Guarantees.” Since these flags were handmade by different people at different places, variations of them appeared.
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The first official national flag was established in 1821. The sole article that created the flag said:

The national flag and flags of the army shall be tricolor, adopting forever the colors green, white and encarnado [flesh-colored red] arranged vertically, with the crowned eagle in the center of the white stripe.

It is interesting to note that the symbolism of the tri-colors was not set forth.
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When someone sees the green, white, and red they often think of the Italian flag. At first glance with the coat of arms removed it seems almost identical to the Italian flag. However, there are differences. First, the Mexican flag has a darker shade of green and red. Secondly, the aspect ratio (the proportions) gives them a different look. The Italian flag has a ratio of 2:3, while the ratio of the Mexican flag is 4:7, giving it a longer shape.             

In 1823 José Mariano Torreblanca was commissioned to design the new flag. The crown was removed and new elements from European tradition were introduced to celebrate the victory of the Republic. The coat of arms was now official and began to be used in coins, stamps, seals and official papers. But until 1917 it would not be defined by law, so many variants can be found
 .


The
 Mexican Coat of Arms
 is taken from an Aztec legend which recounts the way in which the Aztecs came to choose the site where they built their capital city of Tenochtitlán and there lies my reference to the 1300s. The Aztecs, also known as the Mexica (“meh-shee-ka”), were a nomadic people traveling from the north of the country. Their leader was informed in a dream by the god of war, Huitzilopochtli, that the Aztecs were to settle in the place where they would find an eagle on a prickly pear cactus holding a serpent.


The place where they saw this sight was quite inhospitable. It was a swampy area in the center of three lakes. Nevertheless, this is where they settled and built the great city of Tenochtitlán, and this is where México City stands today.

The 1823 flag’s coat of arms showed the lake, the small island in the center, the eagle standing on a prickly pear cactus holding the serpent in its right talon. The eagle was changed from profile to three-quarters view with this flag. Additionally a half circle of green oak (encino) and laurel was added at the bottom, which continues to today.
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When Ferdinand Maximilian became Emperor of México in 1863 he decided to change the flag. Although he kept the tri-color, he basically redesigned the flag. In the center of the flag he placed a royal crown like those in imperial France and the coat of arms was surrounded by the imperial mantle with the motto Religión, Independencia
 (Religion, Independence). The position of the eagle was changed back to profile and four eagles with crowns were placed on the corners of the flag. Maximilian also changed the proportion of the flag from 4:7 to 1:2.

He ordered that the coat of arms be,






…oval in shape in blue; in the center is depicted the eagle of
 Anahuac
 , in
 profile
 and
 passant
 , supported by a
 cactus
 , supported, in turn, by a rock sunk on water, and ripping a snake. The border is gold charged by a
 garland
 of
 encino
 and laurel. The crest is the Imperial Crown. As supporters, two griffins from our elders' arms, their upper half in black and the lower in gold; behind the
 scepter
 and
 sword
 in
 saltire
 . The
 shield
 is surrounded by the
 collar
 of the Order of the Águila Mexicana, and the
 motto
 : "Equidad en la Justicia" [Equity in Justice]….
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This flag was abandoned in 1867 when Ferdinand Maximilian was overthrown by Benito Juárez. The flag design of 1823 again became the official flag. The flag we see today is the result of variations of the 1823 coat of arms.

As mentioned earlier, the law of 1821 did not state the symbolism of the tri-colors on the flag. By the time Benito Juárez became president, 
 secularism was more popular in México and he changed the meaning of the color green from independence to hope, white from religion to unity, and red from unity to the blood of the national heroes.

Because of the lack of clarity in the legislation regarding different national symbols, such as the national coat of arms, there were many interpretations, and all was left to artistic interpretation. Several governments tried to unify the criteria about the arms' design through decrees, laws and rules, but in the process failed to abrogate the original decree of 1823, just adding to it.

Despite government efforts to unify the design: eagle, nopal, stone and lagoon, were all drawn, painted, embroidered after the artists' imagination. Those “official” attempts all eventually reached a certain kind of uniformity, and the one of 1934 finally achieved the goal of being the only version universally known throughout the country and abroad.
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In anticipation of the 1968 Olympic games being held in México,  President Gustavo Díaz Ordaz ordered another redesign of the Coat of Arms. He wanted the eagle to look more aggressive. This design, by the painter Francisco Eppens Helguera, is still used today, the one that flies over the country of our second home.
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February 24
 th is Flag Day in México. Now, when your friends and family come to visit you can tell them the story of the Mexican Flag. Well, at least the part about the coat of arms.
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I
 n México, Cinco de Mayo is infrequently celebrated and then primarily in the State of Puebla. In Puebla the holiday is most often called El Dia de la Batalla de Puebla
 (The Day of the Battle of Puebla). In the United States it is more widely celebrated. But to most people living in the U.S. it is seen more as an opportunity to eat Mexican food, drink tequila, and Mexican beer at reduced prices. Many of the rabble rousers think they are celebrating México’s Independence Day.

Unfortunately, most people do not realize the significance of the Battle of Puebla to both México and the United States.  Most of us living in México know that Cinco de Mayo is observed to commemorate the Mexican army
 's victory over French forces at the Battle of Puebla
 on May 5, 1862. But to appreciate the significance of that battle, we need to back up a little.


After many countries had invaded México and ravaged its people, natural resources, and treasury, it finally won its independence from Spain in 1821. Fifteen years after México won its independence Texas seceded from México and became a separate nation in 1836. It remained
 as such until 1845 when it became part of the United States. 

When Texas joined the United States, U.S. armed forces quickly occupied California, New México, northeastern and northwestern México. This led to the Mexican-American War (1846 – 1848), and the eventual loss by México of almost half of its territory to the U.S.  Although México had never been financially stable, the Mexican-American War left it in a financial crisis.

When Benito Juárez became President of México in 1858, México was basically bankrupt. As a result of these financial problems, in July of 1861 he issued a moratorium on the payment of México’s foreign debt. Much of this debt was owed to France, Britian, and Spain.

As a side bar, only months earlier Abraham Lincoln had been elected President of the United States. But before he took office on March 4, 1861, seven southern states seceded from the Union and the American Civil War began.  Also, before Lincoln took office, Texas, the most recent addition to the Union, seceded from the Union and joined the Confederate States of America a month later. The importance of this side bar will be seen a little later
 .

In response to Benito Juárez’s proclamation, France
 , Britain
 , and Spain
 sent naval forces to Veracruz
 to demand payment. Britain and Spain resolved their differences with México and went back home.

Napoleon III, who then ruled France, saw this as an opportunity to set up an empire under French patronage. At that time France was considered one of the greatest military forces in the world. Conservatives, meeting with Napoleon in Paris, assured him that a French invasion of México was feasible and that French forces would be warmly welcomed by the Mexican people.

Napoleon knew the United States was now engulfed in its own Civil War and was not likely to offer much opposition to a French invasion. Although officially neutral during the U.S. Civil War, Napoleon favored the Confederacy. He was also aware that Texas, México’s northern neighbor, was a member of the Confederacy.

The United States’ rate of expansion and power was threatening to the other world powers. If Napoleon was successful in conquering México, he would not only begin his new empire, but he also saw the possibility of marching north to aid the Confederates. If successful, this wold mean two less powerful and less threatening countries. With this background, a large French naval force landed in Veracruz. The United States quickly announced opposition to the landing, but could do nothing else, because of its own internal battles.

Napoleon expected to be able to march the 400 miles from Veracruz to México City with no resistance. On May 4, 1862, about half way to México City the French were camped on a plateau outside Puebla. The next day General Zaragoza, commander of Mexican forces in the area, decided to attack the French even though the Mexicans were outnumbered by more than two to one.

The attack was led by Brigadier General Porfirio Díaz. His soldiers lacked battlefield experience and were armed with outdated artillery and muskets. However, in a four-hour battle the Mexicans suffered only 250 casualties, while inflicting heavy losses on the French. They had beaten the strongest army in the world! The French withdrew to Veracruz and waited for replacements.

Unfortunately, the victory was short-lived. Upon hearing the bad news, Napoleon III had found an excuse to send more troops and invaded México again. This time they made their way to México City, 
 took the capital, and in May of 1864 installed Emperor Maximilian of Hapsburg as the reigning monarch of México.

Less than a year later the American Civil War was over and any threat from France ended also. As soon as the 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 any intervention by the French and supply weapons to Benito Juárez’s forces.

In February of 1866 the U.S. demanded the French withdraw their forces from México. They moved soldiers into positions along the Rio Grande and set up a naval blockade to prevent French reinforcements from landing. Napoleon III announced the withdrawal of French forces beginning in May of that year. One year later Maximilian was executed. The republic was restored and President Benito Juárez was returned to power in the national capital. However, there was little change in policy given that Maximilian had upheld most of Juárez's liberal reforms.

In the big scheme of things Cinco de Mayo seems like an insignificant celebration of a short-lasting victory. But its importance far surpasses its popularity. Those proud Mexicans may have unknowingly helped end slavery and saved the United States from disintegration. Their defeat of the French gave the United States time to end its internal war and stand ready to assist México in its battle against the French.

Although militarily insignificant by the later victories of the French, it injected the people of México with a sense of pride and patriotism not seen before. La Batalla de Puebla
 was the first time in a long time Mexicans could rally around a common cause and proudly proclaim, “¡Yo soy Mexicano!”
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Will the Real Pancho Villa Please Stand Up?



I
 am sure there is not a reader who has not heard of Francisco Villa, also known as Pancho Villa. I recall as a child growing up in Texas of learning that he was a bad bandito. However, there are plenty of Mexicans who came to know him as México’s Robin Hood, still others put him in the category of one of México’s great patriots.

I had not really thought much about this man until a recent trip to Durango on that beautifully designed highway that is having a great positive impact on both Mazatlán and Durango. Of the various things I saw on my trip, nothing was more interesting to me than the Museo Francisco Villa. A young man, whose English was very good, led Linda and me through each room of the museum telling us of the life and times of Francisco Villa.

After returning to Mazatlán I was lucky to run across over a dozen newspaper articles written between 1913 and 1922, concurrently with the events that created this legend. Thanks to Google and these newspaper articles, my interest has grown even more. So much so that I would like to share with you the legends of Pancho Villa - the Robin Hood, the Mexican Napoleon, the ruthless killer, and the only foreigner who has attacked the mainland of the United States since the war of 1812 and actually got away with it.

When he was born at the Hacienda Rancho La Coyotada in San Juan del Rio, Durango, in 1878, no one could have suspected that he would ever be anything more than a lowly hacienda hand. He was the son of sharecroppers, Augustine Arango and Micaela Arambula, who named him Doroteo Arango.

When he was a small boy his family moved from Durango to Chihuahua, living in the state capital. At the age of twelve Doroteo’s dad died, leaving him as head of the family with his mother, two younger brothers and two younger sisters to support. According to the newspaper, El Paso Times
 , when he was almost 18 a federal army captain took a fancy to Doroteo’s younger sister and attempted to assault her. As the newspaper said, “Being of the so-called lower class, there was no redress by law for the outraged family.”

Young, fearless, and impetuous, her older brother took the law into 
 his own hands. It is said he met the captain one afternoon near the governor’s palace and shot him dead. That single bullet changed him into an outlaw. He fled the capital and headed for the mountain country to the west where he stood a better chance of evading the rurales
 who would be coming after him. The rurales,
 the Texas Rangers of México, were sent after him time and again, but always returned empty-handed and usually bringing back several horses with empty saddles.

Before long he had a small group of men, outlaws like him. They say the group never had more than 40 or 50 men, but they were trained fighters. It was during this time that Doroteo Arango began using the name Francisco “Pancho” Villa. (“Pancho” is a common nickname for “Francisco”). There are many theories as to why he chose that name. Some say it was the name of a bandit leader he met, others say it was Villa's maternal grandmother's last name.

When he and his band of outlaws needed provisions they would take them from the rich ranchers living in the area. It is legendary that he never let his men injure or rob the lower class. Many times he would give the poor portions of the food that he had stolen and they became his friends, acting as spies for him.

After escaping death one more time it is reported that he said, “I was spared; I'm supposed to help my people. I gave those “Cientificos” some trouble and I am still here giving them more.” The name “Cientificos” was given to a group of officials serving in then President Porfirio Diáz’s regime.

For fifteen years he roamed throughout Chihuahua and the neighboring states spreading terror among the ranchers by burning their property, stealing their cattle, and looting shipments of money and goods intended for the wealthy. The rurales, sent to capture him “dead or alive,” seemed powerless and he became famous for his fights with Diáz’s Mexican rangers. He and his small group of banditos became skilled guerrillas.  He was such a persistent threat to Diáz and his followers that, according to an article in The Washington Times
 , Porfirio Diáz set a bounty of $10,000 in gold on his head.

Many saw Pancho Villa as a bloodthirsty villain who thought of very little else other than carnage and riot. He was often described as a cigarette smoking drunkard. But nothing could have been further from the truth. He neither smoked nor drank. The first thing he did when he entered a vanquished town was close all the saloons and station guards at them. 
  

While Pancho Villa reigned supreme in Chihuahua and the surrounding states, a wealthy statesman and writer by the name of Francisco I. Madero was fomenting his plan for a revolt against Porfirio Diáz. In 1908 Madero wrote a book calling for an end to the presidency of Diáz, who had been in power since 1876. He founded the Anti-Reelection Party and incited the people to rise up against Diáz, which ignited the Mexican Revolution of 1910.

Since Porfirio Diaz had created many of the problems for the poor and Francisco Madero promised change for the lower classes, Pancho Villa became an avid supporter. When Madero’s forces entered the western part of Chihuahua, Pancho Villa offered his services and those of his men. Pancho Villa's notoriety as a bandit and his prowess at escaping capture had caught the attention of Madero, who realized that Villa's skills could be used as a guerilla fighter during the Revolution. Villa became a leader in the revolutionary army.

Pancho Villa inflicted one of the first defeats on federal troops and after that his audacity became legendary and by 1911 Villa had become a general in the Revolutionary Army. Porfirio Diáz resigned as president in May of that year. 

Weeks before Diáz resigned and left for Spain, Villa and his soldiers rode into the town of San Andrés, Chihuahua, and demanded monetary contributions from the townspeople. One of the town’s widows asked to be excluded and Villa visited her small store to see if she was really as poor as she claimed to be. There he met her teenage daughter, Maria Luz Corral.

When the demise of Porfirio Diáz was imminent Francisco Villa resigned his military post because of differences he had with another commander, Pascual Orozco, Jr. Within days after he resigned his position he married Maria Luz and they settled down to a quiet life.

After Villa married Maria Luz and resigned his position in the Revolutionary Army he operated a butcher store in the city of Chihuahua. As the two were trying to live a simple life, Pascual Orozco, Jr., the army general with whom Villa had had a falling out and over whom he resigned his military position, was becoming resentful of President Francisco Madero because he failed to name Orozco to his cabinet or appoint him as a state governor.

In less than a year following Madero becoming president, Orozco began a revolt against him. Seeing the potential danger that Orozco 
 posed to his regime, Madero sent General Victoriano Huerta
 out of retirement to stop Orozco's rebellion. Being a staunch supporter of Madero, Villa gathered up his dedicated followers and joined Huerta. Within a few months Orozco was wounded and fled to the United States.

But before Villa could return home his life took another turn when in June of 1912 Huerta accused Villa of stealing a horse and ordered that he be executed. It is said that the real reason he wanted Villa out of the way was because he had grown jealous of Villa’s leadership abilities. Also, Huerta was beginning to plot against Madero and did not want Villa siding with Madero, as he knew he was extremely loyal to the president.

Anyway, Madero heard of the situation and ordered a reprieve for his old friend at the last minute. He ordered that Villa be sent to México City where the charges against him could be investigated more fully. Huerta obeyed Madero and sent Villa to a prison in México City where he remained until the following December when he escaped. There are several reports that during the time he was in prison Villa taught himself to read and write.

While Villa was in prison Huerta finalized his plans against Madero and on February 18, 1913, he had Madero arrested and four days later the president was executed. According to Huerta, he was killed when Madero’s supporters tried to free him by force, but it is far more likely that Huerta gave the order himself. With Madero gone, Huerta turned on his fellow conspirators and claimed himself provisional president.

When that occurred, Venustiano Carranza
 , who had been Madero’s Minister of War, began his plan to oust Huerta. Although Villa disliked Carranza he decided to support him in his fight against Huerta, seeing him as the lesser of two evils.

Villa worked together with Carranza's Constitutionalist Army of México. Villa's leadership and recruiting abilities, combined with his unique and successful fundraising methods to support the rebellion, were determinative in forcing Huerta from office a little over a year later.

After Huerta resigned Villa and Carranza broke into separate camps because Villa felt that Carranza would impose a dictatorship on the country. For the next several years México found itself in a civil war between the two men. Unfortunately for Pancho Villa, although the United States had supported Villa’s fight, it decided that Carranza was the best hope for a stable México and refused to supply Villa with any more arms
 .

The decision of the U.S. to support Carranza was a severe blow to Villa and on March 9, 1916, General Villa ordered nearly 100 members of his revolutionary group to make a cross-border attack against Columbus, New México
 . There is disagreement as to whether the attack was prompted by his need for equipment and supplies or Villa’s feelings of betrayal by the United States choosing Carranza over him. Regardless of the reason, it was the first attack on American soil since 1812.

In response to the attack, President Wilson sent General John Pershing
 and 5,000 soldiers into México to capture Villa. The punitive expedition against Villa was the first in which the U.S. Army used aircraft and trucks. General Pershing chased Villa until February of 1917. The search for Villa proved to be unsuccessful and he remained a free man.

In May of 1920 Carranza was assassinated and Adolfo de la Huerta became interim president. Pancho Villa saw the death of Carranza as his opportunity to return to a simple life with his wife. On July 22, 1920, Villa sent a telegram to the interim president, which stated that he recognized Huerta's presidency and requested amnesty. Six days later, Adolfo de la Huerta met with Villa and successfully negotiated a peace settlement.

In exchange for his retirement and a promise to stay out of politics, Villa was given a 25,000 acre hacienda just outside of Hidalgo del Parral
 , Chihuahua
 . Additionally, the last of the men who had remained loyal to Villa were permitted to live with him at the hacienda and received pensions.

As he had attempted in 1911 when he married Maria Luz, he settled down. He spent his time taking care of personal business and his ranch. On July 20, 1923, he drove into Hidalgo de Parral to take care of some business. While driving back home through the city in his black 1919 Dodge roadster, Villa passed a pumpkin seed vendor who ran toward his car and shouted Viva Villa!
 – a signal for seven riflemen who appeared in the middle of the road and fired over forty shots into Villa’s roadster. In the fusillade of shots, nine bullets hit Villa in the head and upper chest, killing him instantly.

Although no one knows who organized the hit, Pancho Villa’s past caught up with him that day. Over the years he had accumulated a number of enemies, including members of the Carranza and Huerta families. Villa was a hero to some, but a devil to others. During the 
 revolution, he was responsible for thousands of deaths, some directly, some indirectly. He had a quick fuse and had murdered many men in cold blood.

After reading about this legend, I think had Francisco “Pancho” Villa responded to the request “Will the Real Pancho Villa Stand up?” the Bandito, the Robin Hood, and the Patriot would have all risen.
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The Bracero Program











T
 he United States entered World War II in December of 1941. By the early part of 1942 thousands of men and women were pulled from the workforce and headed overseas. Those who were left behind were put to work in those industries that supported the war effort. This reshuffling of the American workforce created an incredible need for additional workers, especially in the agricultural industry.

To fill this void, in 1942 the United States signed the Bracero Treaty with México. It opened the floodgates for the legal immigration of needed Mexican workers. The needed workers were farmers who had tilled the soil of their rural farms for years.

The Spanish word “bracero” means “laborer” in English, but the word “bracero” is rooted in the Spanish word for “arm.” The bracero or migrant worker sold the work of his arms in the agricultural fields of the United States.

Under the Bracero Program more than 4.5 million Mexican workers left their rural towns and villages and traveled north. They came to work in the fields of the United States and later its railroads.

Under the terms of the Bracero Treaty there was an official Bracero Contract that each bracero had to enter into, which contained the following:

1. The employer had to provide transportation and pay subsistence expenses for the worker and his family, if they were accompanying him, and all other expenses that accrued from the border point to the point of origin and comply with all imigration requirements.

2. The bracero had to be paid in full his agreed upon salary and no deduction was permitted from any of the expenses described in item 1.

3. The employer had to post a bond or cash deposit, satisfactory to the labor authorities, equal to the repatriation cost of the bracero and his family to the border point at the end of the employment contract.

4. Once the employer showed proof that he had paid all the costs described in item 3, the bond or cash deposit was to be returned to the employer.

The employer was the Farm Security Administration (FSA). The owner of the farm or farms on which the bracero was to work was 
 referred to as the “sub-employer.” These farmers picked up the braceros at the border and entered into agreements with the FSA that covered the points discussed above.

Under their agreements of employment braceros were to be paid wages equal to those paid other laborers in the area. The braceros could not be reassigned to a different farm or sub-employer without the approval of the worker and the Mexican government. Any family member under the age of fourteen was prohibited from working and was to enjoy the same schooling opportunities granted the children of other laborers in the area.  Additionally, the workers were to be provided, without cost to them, hygienic housing, medical, and sanitary services comparable to that provided other laborers in the area. The braceros also had the right to elect from their group a representative to deal with the employer, should they feel the need.

As the terms of the employment agreement were being negotiated the Mexican government feared that hundreds of thousands of its able-bodied men who were going north might not return to México at the end of their contracts. In an effort to help ensure they returned to México, the Mexican government promoted a provision in the employment agreement whereby the braceros, upon repatriation to México, would have available to them a guaranteed savings accumulated through their earnings.

The Mexican government argued that this savings would provide the braceros funds to pay a mortgage or open a small business when they returned to México. This concept was adopted and all employment agreements included a provision that ten percent of the workers' earnings would be deposited in a U.S. bank and later transferred to a bank in México. The Mexican bank would hold the money until the bracero returned to México when it would be paid to him. This provision was later changed in 1950 so that a check for the forced savings would be given to the bracero on his return to México.

The Bracero Program became the largest guest worker program in history. But, for the braceros, was it opportunity or exploitation? Although the employment agreements contained stipulations with regard to health, housing, food, wages, and working hours, most of these provisions were disregarded by both the U.S. government and the growers. The requirement that Mexican nationals not be discriminated against was also disregarded
 .

The braceros suffered all types of abuses not only from racist extremists, but by the average American. Some restaurants had signs to prohibit the entrance of Mexicans. If restaurants did allow Mexicans to enter, they were forced to eat in the back of the kitchen. Segregation was noticeable in the theaters where Mexicans were only allowed in the upper sections designated for African Americans, if they were admitted at all. Often braceros were required to sign blank receipts for their wages, which were in English, and then paid an amount much less than that called for under their agreements.

How the braceros were regarded is summed up in a passage from the book, Latin Americans in Texas
 by Pauline R. Kibbe:

Generally speaking, the Latin American migratory worker going into west Texas is regarded as a necessary evil, nothing more nor less than an unavoidable adjunct to the harvest season. Judging by the treatment that has been accorded him in that section of the state, one might assume that he is not a human being at all, but a species of farm implement that comes mysteriously and spontaneously into being coincident with the maturing of the cotton, that requires no upkeep or special consideration during the period of its usefulness, needs no protection from the elements, and when the crop has been harvested, vanishes into the limbo of forgotten things - until the next harvest season rolls around. He has no past, no future, only a brief and anonymous present.

Theoretically the Bracero Program ended in 1964.  I say theoretically, since although the treaty terminated and the braceros were forced to return home that year, they found that their savings, which were supposed to be waiting for them, were not there.              

Although the agreements called for a return of their forced savings, no guidelines had been developed for the actual return of their savings. The Mexican banks along with the Mexican government would fabricate elaborate obstacles that prohibited the braceros from getting their 
 money. Many braceros returned to their remote villages and had no access to the México City banks they were required to go to. Often banks would require documentation that the braceros never had or could not get. Archives in both the U.S. and México are replete with complaints filed by braceros where they were unable to retrieve their money. An undetermined number of braceros did in fact receive their savings, but since records are not available, no one will ever know the exact number.

In 2001 a class action was filed in California against the governments of the United States and México, Wells Fargo bank, and two Mexican banks. According to the complaint, more than $32 million was withheld from the wages of agricultural and railroad braceros between 1942 and 1949. According to the lawsuit, that money had been accumulating interest for more than half a century. Estimates placed the withheld, but unreturned savings, plus interest, at $500,000,000.

When the lawsuit was filed, it understandably received a lot of publicity. Only at that time did thousands of additional braceros learned that monies had been withheld from their wages. A year after the complaint was filed, it was dismissed. The court ruled that, under U.S. federal law a foreign country could not be sued in a U.S. court, the Mexican banks did not operate in the U.S., and the Wells Fargo bank had provided evidence it had sent the funds to the Mexican banks.

For years the government of México ignored its obligation to its citizens. Finally in 2005 President Vicente Fox created the 2106 Trust Fund for Social Support of Mexican Ex-Migrant Workers. It was determined that each bracero or his surviving widow or family would receive 38,000 pesos ($2,950). However, Congress failed to fund the trust it had just created. Six years later President Felipe Calderón persuaded the Chamber of Deputies to fund the trust. In December of 2011 the trust was finally funded with 3.8 billion pesos ($295 million).

In March of 2012, in Zamora, Michoacán, President Calderón handed the first vouchers for 38,000 pesos ($2,950) to braceros who had waited seventy years for their money. He said that 108,000 Mexicans would finally be receiving the money long owed to them. Calderón said, “This money is not a gift from my government, it is something you earned by working from dawn to dusk and today we are just repaying 
 you.” He also clarified that the money would be given "directly and without any intermediaries, leaders, organizations, representatives, or anything. It will be paid directly, bracero by bracero, account by account.”

And so the curtain finally began to descend on a long period of time that has brought shame to the governments of the United States and México. The only ones involved in the Bracero Program who can hold their heads high are the braceros, the ones who sold the work of their arms to the United States, so it could flourish in a time of need.
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The World's Ugliest Woman














































A
 lthough one may choose not to read the article, the headline “The World’s Ugliest Woman,” cannot go unnoticed. That was certainly the case when I saw this headline back in February of 2013 in newspapers from the U.S., Great Britain, Australia, India, and México.

Like many people scattered around the world, I read the article. But, the article just aroused my innate curiosity and I had to dig a little further.

It is believed that Julia Pastrana was born in 1834 to a tribe of Root Digger
 Indians somewhere in the Sierra Madre of Sinaloa, México. She gained immortality as one of the most extreme cases of generalized hypertrichosis upon record, as well as suffering from gingival hyperplasia.

Hypertrichosis is an abnormal amount of hair growth on the body. Extensive cases of hypertrichosis have informally been called werewolf syndrome, because the appearance is similar to the mythological werewolf
 . Unfortunately Julia fell into the latter category.

Gingival is a medical term for gums while hyperplasia refers to an increase number of cells. This means that when one experiences hyperplasia, their gums will enlarge abnormally. In some cases the gums swell and become so enlarged that the gums may start to cover the teeth. Such was the case with Julia.

Julia had an appearance unlike any marvel before her on record. She had excessive hairiness over her body, predominately in the face, and she also possessed a jutting jaw and swollen gums. These features led to her being called a “bear woman” or “ape woman.” In odd juxtaposition to her ape like features, Julia possessed a feminine grace. She sang Spanish songs sweetly, had slender feet and hands, and displayed a buxom figure, at a petite height of only four-and-a-half feet. In any case, Julia was a positive human being whose peers wondered as to whether she was in fact human.

As with most stories, people fill in the missing pieces according to what they have heard in the past. This methodology is true for Julia Pastrana’s story, as well.

It is said that, as a child, she spent time in a Mexican orphanage before becoming a ward of the governor of Sinaloa, México. Part of this 
 version of the story says that a gentleman named M. Rates discovered the young Julia as a servant girl to the governor of Sinaloa, México and bought her. Another version says she was sold into marriage by her mother to Theodor Lent. Although Lent did come into her life, most believe it was a few years later.

Her documented career began in 1854 as she was exhibited in New York at the Gothic Hall on Broadway as The Marvelous Hybrid or Bear Woman
 . It appears that M. Rates was her handler at this time. Onlookers would gawk at her extraordinary features, but as the performance went on they began to admire her for her elegance and talent, for she was talented. Unknown to many, she was actually a highly intelligent woman who was an accomplished vocalist and dancer.

While in New York, Julia attracted the attention of many scientific minds and media moguls. One newspaper described her as “terrifically hideous” and possessing a “harmonious voice.” One member of the medical society to examine her was a Dr. Alexander Mott, who declared her “the most extraordinary being of the present day” and “a hybrid between human and orangutan.”

Julia then moved on to Cleveland with a new promoter, J. W. Beach, and it is there that a Dr. S. Brainerd declared her a “distinct species.” That analysis was, of course, quickly added to all subsequent promotional materials.

Julia impressed many with her charm and grace. When invited to attend a military gala, she waltzed with many of the braver men there and, while in Boston, Julia again impressed with her grace and singing voice. So much so that she was put on exhibition by both the Horticultural Society and the Boston History Society.

It is at this time that Charles Darwin met Julia and described her in his book The Variation of Animal and Plants under Domestication
 , as follows,





Julia Pastrana, a Spanish dancer, was a remarkably fine woman, but she had a thick masculine beard and a hairy forehead; she was photographed, and her stuffed skin was exhibited as a show; but what concerns us is, that she had in both the upper and lower jaw an irregular double set of teeth, one row being placed within the other, of which Dr. Purland took a cast. From the redundancy of 
 the teeth her mouth projected, and her face had a gorilla-like appearance.

Julia was later bought by Theodore Lent, who seemed in every way to care only about how much money Julia could fetch by being such an oddity. He valued her as a commodity. Lent took Julia to London. Her arrival was preceded by impressive newspaper announcements touting her as “a Grand and Novel Attraction,” now going by the epithet “The Nondescript” – a term that in this era meant something unexplainable.

She was a rousing success. In fact, the bulk of the documentation on Julia comes from this time period, when London reporters could not stop debating her origins and describing her appearance in lengthy articles. In these articles Julia was described as being very civilized and domestic. In addition to her native indigenous language, she also spoke Spanish and English quite well. She loved to travel, cook, and sew. She willingly gave herself to medical examination and was said to have an eager thirst for knowledge.

These articles also seemed to emphasize that she was both happy and content with her situation and she did not covet wealth, although her ‘handler’ Theodore Lent surely did. During her performances in London, Julia sang romances in both Spanish and English and danced what were described as ‘fancy dances’.

After London, Lent secured a tour of Berlin and Leipzig. In Leipzig, Julia played the leading role in a play called Der Curierte Meyer
 . In the play, a young German boy falls in love with a woman who always wears a veil. When the young man was not on stage, Julia would lift her veil to the great amusement of the audience. The play ends with the young man finally seeing his beloved and ending his infatuation.

Following the play, the weekly magazine, Gartenlaube
 , published an extensive interview with Julia. The article consisted of Julia speaking about her tours of America and London and of the numerous marriage proposals she had received. She claimed to have turned down over twenty admirers because “they were not rich enough.” That was a response that the reporter suspected Lent had coached – in the hopes of attracting a rich suitor.

That notion was short-lived and Theodore Lent, wary of losing his investment in Julia to rivals, married her in 1857. While there is evidence 
 that Julia was infatuated with her husband, he was not a kind man. While in Vienna, Lent forced Julia to undergo sensitive physical examinations and barred her from leaving their apartment during daylight.

As their tour continued through Poland and on to Moscow, Lent became more and more controlling. In late 1859, while in Moscow, it was discovered that Julia was pregnant. The doctors feared a difficult childbirth due to Julia’s stature and narrow hips, however Julia was more concerned that the baby should take after its father.

On March 20, 1860, her fears were confirmed when she gave birth to a hair-covered newborn boy. The child lived only thirty-five hours. Julia died five days later.

Shortly after her death, Theodore Lent, her husband and handler, continued his commercial aspirations with Julia. He sold her corpse, as well as the body of his son, to a Professor Sukolov of Moscow University. After his purchase Sukolov took the bodies to his Anatomical Institute; dissected them, and then, using unknown embalming techniques, mummified the bodies of Julia and her son.

Unlike the mummies of ancient Egypt, these mummified remains retained their color, texture and form and appeared very lifelike. Sukolov placed the mummies in the anatomical museum of the University where they attracted great crowds.

When Lent heard of the profit his wife and child were earning, he attempted to reclaim them. He presented his marriage certificate to the American consul and Sukolov was forced to release the remains. Lent tried to put the mummies on display in Russia but the authorities refused, as they were outside of a scientific institute.

Lent returned to England in 1862 to show Julia Pastrana again. The price was only a shilling and, with the added attraction of the mummified infant, the exhibit was packed with onlookers.

In 1864 Lent took the mummies on a tour of Sweden. While in Sweden, Lent met Zenora, a young lady with a condition very similar to Julia. In fact the two looked so much alike that Lent married her and began touring her as Zenora Pastrana, Julia’s sister.

Lent and Zenora retired to St. Petersburg in the early 1880s and purchased a small waxworks museum. Lent was quite wealthy by this time. However, shortly after retirement he experienced a mental breakdown and was confined to a sanitarium. It is assumed that he died shortly thereafter
 .

In 1888 Zenora moved to Munich. A year later she gave the mummies to an anthropological exhibit in Munich run by a man named J. B. Gassner. She retired again and remarried. In 1895 Gassner sold them to the highest bidder. The ownership of them changed hands several times until in 1921 a Mr. Lund bought them for his Norwegian Chamber of Horrors
 .

In 1943, during the German occupation, Lund’s chamber of horrors collection was ordered to be destroyed. Fortunately, Lund was able to convince the authorities that a tour of the Apewoman
 , as Julia was now called, would prove beneficial to the treasury of the Third Reich. For several years Julia and her son toured German occupied territories.

The mummies remained on display in Norway until 1970. In 1971 they made their way back to the United States. The tour was cut short, however, due to public outcry. When Lund attempted to return to Norway, he was denied exhibition rights and stored the mummies in Oslo.

In August of 1976 the storage facility was broken into and the mummies vandalized. The child was badly damaged as its jaw and arm were torn off. His remains were thrown in a ditch outside and before it could be located, it was almost entirely eaten by mice, only scraps remained. Julia now stood alone.

In 1979 the storage facility was again broken into and this time Julia was stolen. The police responded to a call involving some children who found an arm in a ditch. A search of the area revealed the mummified body of Julia, badly mangled. Unsure of what to do or even what it was, the police brought the mummy to the Institute of Forensic Medicine where it remained in limbo.

In 1996 Laura Anderson Barbata, a Mexican artist living in Oslo, heard the story of Julia Pastrana and began a search for her. In 2008 her investigation resulted in the discovery that Julia’s remains were stored in Oslo’s Institute of Forensic Medicine and Barbata began a legal battle to repatriate her remains to México.

The Institute said that they would seriously consider returning the remains, if Julia Pastrana’s relatives wanted her to be buried in México in a Catholic ceremony. Unable to find any living relatives of Pastrana Anderson Barbata argued that the government should return the body 
 for moral reasons. Mario López Valdez, the then Governor of Sinaloa, also lobbied to have her remains repatriated to her home state for burial.

Governor López said, “Imagine the aggression and cruelty of humankind she had to face, and how she overcame it. It's a very dignified story.” He added, “When I heard about this Sinaloan woman, I said, there's no way she can be left locked away in a warehouse somewhere.”

In June 2012 the National Commission for research on human remains recommended that Julia should be returned to her homeland México for burial.

On Tuesday, February 12, 2012, crowds flocked to the small town of Sinaloa de Leyva to pay their respects to Julia Pastrana, who was buried in a white coffin garlanded with white roses.

“The mass was beautiful,” said Barbata. “I was very moved. In all these years I've never felt so full of different emotions.”





May Julia Pastrana rest in peace.
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N
 ot long ago I wrote an article about an item of men’s apparel in México, the Guayabera. It seemed only fitting that I do the same for the ladies. As one might easily guess, the ladies’ story is more involved. In fact, I think the storyline could work for a paperback romance novel. If you will recall the original Guayabera is white. Well, this story is truly more colorful.

If you hear a story about China Poblana different than the one I am going to tell, do not be surprised, as there seem to be a few.

My story begins with a small girl named Mirra born in India to a noble family in the early 1600s. I think she may have been a princess.  I will say that she was because that would work better in a romance novel.

Most stories agree that, at a very young age, she was kidnapped by Portuguese pirates. She was taken by them to a trading port on the Arabian Sea. Mirra managed to escape from them and took refuge in a Jesuit mission. There she was converted to Catholicism and was baptized with the name Catarina de San Juan.

As fate and the story line would have it, she was later spotted by the same pirates and taken by them once again. She was shipped to Manila to be sold into slavery. By this time she was in her early teens and developing into a beautiful young lady.  While she was awaiting her fate word arrived in Manila that the Viceroy of México, Diego Carrillo de Mendoza, was looking for a beautiful young Chinese (Asian) girl to be his personal servant in his México City palace.

A merchant heard the story, decided Mirra would fit the bill, and bought her. His intention was to take her to México and double his money selling her to the Viceroy. The merchant and Mirra boarded the next sailing ship for México. The voyage took six months with winds blowing them off course. Instead of landing in Acapulco, the ship ended up in northern California. As they sailed south down the coast to Acapulco, the story appropriately says, they spent the last five weeks dodging more pirates.

Once they landed in Acapulco in 1620 the unnamed merchant ran into Miguel de Sosa, a wealthy man from Puebla. He offered the merchant ten times more than the Viceroy had offered for Mirra. Needless to say, Mirra quickly became the property of Miguel de Sosa
 .

Miguel and his wife, Margarita, were childless and instead of treating Mirra as a slave, they treated her as their daughter. While living with Miguel de Sosa and his wife, Mirra always wore the style of dress of India, completely wrapped in a sari
 that covered her whole body.

Only four years after he bought Mirra, Miguel de Sosa died. In his will he manumitted her and she gained her freedom. Here the stories conflict. One version says she married a Chinese man and another says she immediately entered a convent. If the former version is correct, the marriage was short-lived, as she was undoubtedly living in a convent shortly after her emancipation.

Within weeks of entering the convent she started having visions of the Virgin Mary and the Baby Jesus. Initially people thought she was mad. But, in time she came to be revered as a holy woman and prophetess. Most believe she did not take her vows, as she continued to wear her colorful native saris throughout her life.

Although she went by the name Catarina de San Juan, people referred to her as La China Poblana,
 roughlymeaning “The Chinese Woman of Puebla
 .” She was not Chinese, but at that time in México, anyone from Asia was considered Chinese.

Historians say La China Poblana
 continued to wear her native saris
 , but little by little adapted their designs to the culture of México. Soon, her bodices were sporting colorful flowers and even the country's classic eagle on a prickly pear cactus clutching a snake.

As time went by, her dress morphed into what would become an outfit typically consisting of a short-sleeved white blouse with vibrant silk embroidery, a billowing skirt decorated with sequins and beads, a white, lace trimmed slip that dropped below the skirt's hemline and a shawl woven from blue and white thread.

The “China Poblana look,” as it came to be called, was first adopted by the women of Puebla and then spread northwest to finally become a hit in México City and then in other parts of the country.

La China Poblana lived until 1688, she was 82. Her burial in the Sacristy of the Jesuit Temple of Puebla is indicative of the respect in which she was held. It is still popularly known as La Tumba de la China Poblana
 , Tomb of the China Poblana.

If you travel to Puebla you will see a 10-foot-high likeness of her towering over a downtown fountain in a UNESCO World Heritage Site.
  

Whether you go to Puebla or not, you will probably never go to a folkloric dance without seeing women dipping and swirling to the tune of the music in their ornately decorated dresses, carrying on the tradition of La China Poblana.
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Carlos Romero 
 Deschamps



C
 arlos Romero Deschamps is president of the Sindicato de Trabajadores Petroleros de la República Mexicana (Petroleum Workers Union of México or STPRM). He became the head of this powerful union in 1996.

The STPRM was formed in 1935 and signed its first collective bargaining agreement with Petróleos Mexicanos
 (Pemex) in 1942. Sources place the current number of union members at around 120,000.

During the Institutional Revolutionary Party
 ’s (PRI's) rule from 1929 to 2000, the PRI traded patronage and political favors for political support from public sector unions. The oil workers were no exception. The 1994 union bylaws pledged allegiance to the PRI.

Before President Calderón’s energy reform of 2008 five of the eleven seats on Pemex’s board of directors were reserved for the STPRM. In order to block anything of the union’s disliking, they needed to pick up only one vote.

In 2014 Pemex announced that it had pension liabilities of 1.2 trillion pesos (US$93 billion at the time).  In the fourth quarter of 2015 Pemex reported a loss of $9.3 billion, bringing its full-year loss to a record $32 billion. With falling revenues and mounting liabilities, at the end of 2015, the company announced an estimated reduction on its pension liabilities of approximately $11 billion, which the government was expected to match.  The company also reached an agreement to change its pension plan into a “defined contribution” plan from a “defined benefits” plan. It increased the retirement age for employees who had been with the company for fewer than fifteen years to sixty years of age and thirty years of service. Previously it was fifty-five years of age and twenty-five  years of service.

According to media sources, STPRM, like the National Education Workers Union (SNTE), the powerful teachers union, has a history of corruption. In 2010 the Ministry of the Public Service stated that Pemex is the “most corrupt entity” in the federal government. According to The New York Times
 , hundreds of millions of the union's dollars have gone to “unexplained benefits.”

Although there are many stories of corruption in the STPRM the 
 one that got the greatest news coverage  happened in 2000. It was named “Pemex-gate” by the media. In May of 2000, the then director of Pemex, Rogelio Montemayor, transferred to the STPRM, without authorization from the board, two checks for 1.1 billion pesos ($83.6 million), which were deposited in a bank in Houston, Texas and then transferred to bank accounts in the name of the PRI.

In 2001 it was discovered that funds from the STPRM had been illegally directed to support the campaign of Francisco Labastida, the presidential candidate of the PRI in the year 2000. After a long investigation, the government declared that Pemex-gate was not a matter of money laundering
 or organized crime. Because of this conclusion, many people were declared innocent, but some were still declared responsible for electoral fraud and the abuse of the public trust.

Even though Carlos Romero Deschamps was declared innocent of money laundering and organized crime, he was accused of electoral fraud
 and funneling 1.5 billion pesos ($114 million) from Pemex's coffers to the PRI.  After years of legal maneuvering and inaction on the part of the Attorney General’s office, the case against Deschamps was dismissed in August of 2011.  The case was dismissed because of the failure of the government to pursue its case against him before the Statute of Limitations had run out.

Although the boss of the STPRM has not garnered as much media coverage about his unexplained wealth, as has Elba Esther Gordillo, the head of the SNTE, Romero Deschamps has not always flown below the radar.

In 2008 the Mexican newspaper, El Manana
 , posted a picture of Romero Deschamps sporting a yellow gold, 18-carat, Audemars Piguet
 watch on a return trip from Las Vegas. The newspaper noted, “Depending on the model and specifications, the watch has a U.S. price of between $40,000 and $200,000….”

In May of 2012 the newspaper, La Reforma
 , published an article on Carlos Romero Deschamps’ daughter, Paulina Romero Deschamps. In the article she was described as posting on Facebook her worldwide travels on commercial airlines and private jets, attending private parties in the most exclusive restaurants, sailing on yachts, and drinking Vega Sicilia
 wine, one of the world’s most highly regarded wines, at a cost of more than $700 a bottle. On Facebook she also revealed her weakness for the
 Birkin
 bag by Hermés with prices starting at around $9,000 and rising to about $34,000 for a crocodile skin bag.

Paulina Deschamps is also known for traveling with her three pets, the English bulldogs Keiko
 , Boli,
 and Morgancita
 , where they rest in VIP lounges and sleep in the most expensive hotels in Europe.

After the La Reforma
 article Vazquez Mota, the then candidate of the National Action Party (PAN) for president, was quick to pounce, calling Romero Deschamps a throwback to corruption under seven decades of PRI rule. But President Peña Nieto, the then presidential candidate for the PRI, defended him, saying: “He is a leader that has worked hard and has the respect of his union.”

In March of 2013 the Idaho Statesman
 newspaper reported,

Romero’s son and daughter-in-law, Jose Carlos Romero Duran and Maria Fernanda Ocejo, own two spacious condos on Miami Beach’s “millionaires’ row” worth a combined total of $7 million. One of the units, at 5959 Collins Avenue, has soaring views from the 30th floor.

In the parking lot is a red Ferrari Enzo, a sports car worth more than $1 million, a gift from his father. Tabasco Hoy, a newspaper in the oil-rich state of the same name, last month published a report saying that it spotted two other cars in the dedicated parking spots for the couple’s Florida condos: a Porsche Carrera 911 and a beautiful Lamborghini Aventador LP700-4, a 700-horsepower “hypercar” that pops 0-60 miles per hour in 2.9 seconds.

The Idaho Statesman
 newspaper noted that Romero Deschamps’ salary was 24,663 pesos ($1,874) a month. It said, “On that paltry salary, Romero bought and maintains a British-built Sunseeker Portofino 47-foot yacht, registered in the Cayman Islands, but docked near his $1.4 million waterfront condominium in Cancún. The yacht bears the name La
 Indomable
 (The Indomitable One)."

Just a day after Elba Esther Gordillo was arrested in 2013 on charges of embezzling hundreds of millions of dollars, President Peña Nieto told reporters that no one is above the law. The law “is written this way, 
 and this is how it will be,” he said. “The union’s resources belong to its members, not its leaders,” he added.

In December of 2017 Carlos Romero Deschamps was reelected to serve as president of STPRM until 2024.
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I
 thought it might be interesting to take a look at México’s political history, its parties, how they operate, and how México conducts its national political campaigns. Because Article 33 of México’s Constitution specifically states, “Foreigners may not in any way participate in the political affairs of the country,” most of us will never have the in depth knowledge that many of our Mexican neighbors have. Nevertheless, since México is our second home, it seems as if we should be able to at least carry on a social conversation about the subject.

The Governing Body:


The Instituto Nacional Electoral
 (The National Electoral Institute – INE) formerly the Federal Electoral Institute (Instituto Federal Electoral
 , IFE) is the autonomous public organization responsible for organizing and overseeing federal elections in México
 , i.e., elections for the president and members of the Chamber of Deputies and the Senate. The INE is responsible for registering, funding, and monitoring México’s national political parties (as opposed to local political parties, which are registered by each state's
 Electoral Institute). This organization is relatively new. The IFE was dissolved and replaced by the INE in 2014. Counting the 2018 elections, it has supervised only five presidential elections.


México
 has a multi-party system
 , which means that there are more than two dominant political parties
 . For an organization made up of citizens to become a national political party and possess the rights established for those parties, it is mandatory that the organization register with the INE. The name of “national political party”
 is exclusively awarded to those political organizations registered with the INE as a political party. In order to be registered with the INE, the political organization must have (i) 3,000 members in at least 20 of the 31 states and the Federal District, or (ii) 300 members in at least 200 of the country’s 300 single-member districts. Even if an organization meets one of those tests, it must nevertheless have no fewer members than 0.26 percent of the registered voters in the federal election that preceded the submission of their application to the INE
 .

The Political Parties:

Although there are three political parties that have in the past dominated federal elections, at the present time there are six additional national political parties. The three that have dominated México’s elections are Partido Revolucionario Institucional
  
 (Institutional Revolutionary Party - PRI), Partido Acción Nacional
 (National Action Party - PAN), and Partido de la Revolución Democrática
 (Party of the Democratic Revolution - PRD). These three parties will be discussed more fully. The 2018 elections were the first elections that permitted an independent to run for President. To qualify to run as an independent the candidate must obtain 850,000 signatures
 across 17 of México’s 31 states.

The National Regeneration Movement
 (MORENA), the Citizen's Movement Party
 , the Labor Party, the Green Ecological Party, the Social Encounter Party, and the New Alliance Party are the remaining six parties. For a national political party to keep its registration with the INE, it must receive at least 2 percent of the total votes cast in any federal election.

The PRI is the political party
 that held power in México under a succession of names for more than 70 years. From 1929 to 1982 the PRI won every presidential election by well over seventy percent of the vote, margins that were allegedly usually obtained by massive electoral fraud. The members of the PRI party are known in México as the priistas
 and the party is nicknamed El tricolor
 because of its use of the colors green, white and red.

The PRI was founded in 1929, under a different name, as the result of President Plutarco Elías Calles
 's (1924-1928) efforts to stop the violent struggle for power between the victorious factions of the Mexican Revolution
 and guarantee the peaceful transmission of power for members of the party. In 1986 a left-wing movement known as the “Democratic Movement” was formed within the PRI. This left wing movement tried, among other things, to democratize the internal election in the PRI. The Democratic Movement was expelled from the PRI in 1987. Today the PRI is considered a center-left party and, up until the 2018 elections, was the largest political party in México
 .

After the 2018 elections it held only 61 seats in the Chamber of Deputies and 21 seats in the Senate, a resounding defeat for the party. The PRI presidential candidate garnered only 16.4 percent of the votes.

After the expulsion of the Democratic Movement by the PRI, the left wing group formed Frente Democrático Nacional
 , FDN (National Democratic Front) in 1989. The name was later changed to the PRD. The PRD is considered a left wing party and is the smallest of the three major political parties.

The winner of the 2018 election for President, Andrés Manuel Lopez Obrador, was the presidential candidate for the PRD in 2006 and again in 2012. After losing the 2012 campaign Obrador left the PRD and formed his own party, MORENA. After the 2018 elections were over, the PRD had lost its control of the government of México City, which it had held since 1997. Of the 500 seats the PRD had in the Chamber of Deputies, it held only 16 and just eight in the Senate after the election.

 Mexican
 Roman Catholics
 , together with other conservatives, founded the PAN in 1939.  They were looking for a peaceful way to bring about change in the country and to achieve political representation after the years of chaos and violence that followed the Mexican Revolution
 .

In 1946 four PAN members were elected as the first federal deputies from the opposition in post-Revolutionary México. In 1989, Baja California elected its first opposition governor. Two years later, Baja California elected its first PAN federal senator. From 1992 to 2000, PAN candidates won the elections for governorships in Guanajuato
 , Chihuahua
 , Jalisco
 , Querétaro
 , Nuevo León
 , Aguascalientes
 , Yucatán
 , and Morelos
 . In the 2000 presidential elections
 , the candidate of the “Alliance for Change,” the PAN’s political alliance, Vicente Fox Quesada
 , won 42.5 percent of the popular vote and was elected President of México
 . He was the first individual who was not a member of the PRI to be elected President of México.

The PAN is considered a center-right political party. After the 2018 elections, the PAN held 129 seats in the Chamber of Deputies and 38 seats in the Senate.

The big winner of the 2018 elections was MORENA. Its candidate, Obrador, won 53 percent of the votes to become the country’s next 
 President. In addition his political party took control of the House of Deputies with 310 of the 500 seats (62 percent) and 69 of the 128 seats in the Senate (54 percent).

Political Alliances:

Political parties are allowed to form alliances or coalitions with other parties and to nominate candidates for any particular election. Because there are several parties, and in an attempt to not fragment the vote, political coalitions are frequently formed. Each coalition must have a unique name and logo. However, once the election is over the parties in the coalition do not have to work as a coalition in government.

For the 2018 elections the very liberal Obrador formed a surprising and controversial alliance with the Social Encounter Party (PES). The PES is a very conservative political party. It has branded itself as the “Party of the Family
 ” and its electoral base is mainly evangelical Christians. When asked why MORENA would form an alliance with PES, a far right-wing party, which only had a three percent support nationally, López Obrador said that it was because MORENA “respects all belief systems and religions,” that the alliance has a “moral foundation,” and that he did it for the “good of the soul.”

Picking the Presidential Candidates:

Unlike the United States, primaries have not been a part of the history of the political process in México. For over 70 years México was ruled by the PRI. When the PRI was in power, the President of México was the de facto head of the political party. From 1929 until 1988 the sitting president would select the next presidential candidate. The president was often referred to as the “Great Elector.”

This methodology began to change during the presidential contest of 1988 when the Democratic Movement began to emerge in the PRI. The head of that movement demanded that the selection process become more democratic.  Those pressures influenced the then president to organize a “parcel,” where the presidential hopefuls would participate. The new version was more of a facade than a truly democratic mechanism
 .

As far as how to conduct primary elections the Constitution was of no help, since the concept of selecting candidates was foreign to México. There are now three options available to the various political parties in choosing their presidential candidate. Each party must decide in advance which method it is going to use and advise the INE. Those options are: (1) to have the party’s Executive Committee directly pick the candidate. This is most analogous to the historical methodology, (2) the “ordinary method,” which consists of the members of the party voting for their party’s presidential candidate, and (3) the “open method,” which consists of opening the selection process to the general public by a vote and not just party members. 

It is interesting to note that during the primaries, unlike the United Sates, the presidential hopefuls never speak ill of the other presidential hopefuls in their party. They feel that any such dissention between the candidates would only hurt the party. They do, of course, draw distinctions between themselves and the other candidates.

Terms of Office:

Because Porfirio Díaz
 managed to monopolize the presidency for 35 years (1876-1911), the Mexican Constitution limits a President to a single six-year term. No one who has held the office, even on a caretaker basis, is allowed to hold the office of President again. Elections for the Senate are also scheduled every six years, to be held concurrently with the presidential elections. Until the 2018 elections senators could not be reelected. A federal law, passed in 2014, permitted senators to serve two six-year terms. The President, state governors, and the mayor of México City are still limited to a single term of six years. The new rules also allow legislators in the Chamber of Deputies to serve up to four consecutive terms, with elections still being held every three years.

The Voters:

Suffrage in México is free and secret for all Mexican citizens (whether by birth or naturalization) 18 years and older. Voting is also compulsory (but not enforced). The identity document
 in México serves also as the voting card, so all citizens are automatically registered for all 
 elections. All elections are direct; that is, no electoral college is constituted for any election.

The Electoral Process:

The presidential electoral process in México is divided into four stages. The first stage begins the first week of October, preceding the election, and is the preparation for the election. This is when the parties start to search for and determine who is going to be their standard bearer. They have until February 15 of the following year to complete that process. If there is going to be a primary contest by a political party, it must be carried out in the phase known as the “pre-campaign,” which is analogous to the primaries in the United States. This phase must begin in the third week of December, preceding the elections, and cannot last more than sixty days.

Beginning on February 16th preceding the election México begins the second phase of the pre-election stage. This phase continues until March 29th and is called the period of intercampañas. This period is often referred to as the “silent period.” However, this name is misleading because the candidates are not required to be silent. A more accurate name would be “electoral ban,” since the candidates or parties cannot campaign during this period.
 The political parties must remove all posters, banners, signs, or similar formats that refer to candidates. However, candidates can be invited to give lectures, have meetings with businessmen and journalists, and discuss matters of public interest. They cannot solicit votes.

The period of intercampaña
 was designed by legislators as the time to resolve disputes arising among the political parties and coalitions that relate to the selection of their candidates so that at the beginning of the campaigning period all candidates are on an equal footing.

The campaign, or third phase of the pre-election, stage begins March 30th and continues until three days before the polling day when all campaigning must cease. In 2012, for the first time in history, the presidential campaign process lasted only 90 days. Prior to the 2007 electoral reforms, the election period was 160 days.

Candidates must be very careful about their activities before and after the official campaign dates. Their actions could be considered either 
 early or late campaigning, which is potentially punishable by reprimand, financial penalty, or even the refusal to permit the individual to continue as a candidate.

These rules are strictly enforced. For example, on December 28, 2011, the Federal Electoral Tribunal overturned the PRI’s November mayoral election win in Morelia because of a PRI badge worn on the shorts of a Mexican boxer in a televised world title fight in Las Vegas the day before the election. The boxer was fined 29,000 pesos ($2,260 dollars) and a new vote was scheduled.

The second stage is the actual voting process. It begins at 8:00 am on the first Sunday in July of the election year. There is no absentee voting. However, beginning with the 2006 elections nationals living outside of México were permitted to vote in national elections. To do so, they must register by January 15th. They will receive their ballots between April 15th and May 20th. The ballots must be mailed to México no later than July 1st. All people in México vote at polling stations.

The third stage involves the counting of the ballots by the volunteer election workers. The election workers then write up the totals, seal up the ballot boxes, and return the results to the INE. The Electoral Tribunal then reports the results and declares the validity of the election. During the third stage the Electoral Tribunal addresses any complaints on the validity of the election. Once the Electoral Tribunal has resolved the last complaint, if there are any, the third stage is over.  This stage must be completed by the last week in August.

The fourth and final stage is the one that corresponds to the report and declarations of validity of the election and the elected President. It begins at the end of the third stage and is concluded at the moment in which the High Chamber of the Electoral Tribunal approves the report that contains the final tally. It then issues the declaration of validity of the election and announces the elected President. In any case, this last stage of the electoral process must conclude no later than the first Sunday in September following the Presidential election.

Whoever wins a simple plurality of the national vote is elected; there is no runoff election
 . President Felipe Calderón
 , won with 36.38 percent of the votes in the 2006 general election
 , finishing only 0.56 percent above his nearest rival, López Obrador
 (who contested the official results
 ).






INE’s Control of the Election Process:




Unlike some countries, funding for political elections comes primarily from the INE. The Constitution states that public funding must prevail over private funding. The law does not specify the exact amount, only the proportion. The INE also regulates private contributions to national political parties.



All political advertising on radio and television by a national political party is free and the political parties may not purchase additional time with their own resources. The INE establishes the amount of time given to the parties for this purpose. The INE designates the distribution of television and radio spots, as well as closely monitoring the fairness of media coverage. The law mandates that no political advertising or announcements can denigrate any other political party or an individual.

The law also requires that there must be two debates between the presidential candidates. There may be more, but there must be at least two.

During the eight days preceding the election and continuing until the official closing of the polling sites in the westernmost time zone of the country, the law forbids the publication or broadcasting through any media of the results of polls or public surveys that aim at revealing the electoral preferences of the citizenry.

Summary:

Although certainly not in its infancy, the electoral process in México is relatively new. There have only been five presidential elections, since the PRI’s hegemonic reign. Additionally, the 2006 elections, in which the President, all senators, and all members of the Chamber of Deputies were up for election, were exceptionally heated.  The election results were incredibly close and the post-electoral crisis in the country was deeply divisive.

As a result, shortly after the 2006 elections talks to reform the electoral code and to overhaul the IFE started. Those talks produced many electoral reforms that were instituted in 2007. Some of those changes have been mentioned, such as granting political parties with free airtime on radio and television, reducing the length of campaigns and the money available for 
 them, and the prohibition against negative advertising. For these reforms, as well as others not mentioned, 2012 was the first presidential elections in which they were in effect. So, to an extent many are still feeling their way along this democratic process.

No one could reasonably argue that México has not come a long way in such a short period of time. The Mexicans are passionate about their politics and they have every right to be proud of what they have accomplished.
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G
 onzalo Guerrero was born in Spain around 1470 and became a soldier/sailor (what we might call a marine). He fought in the campaign that in 1492 ended with the capture of Granada and the end of eight centuries of Islamic rule of the Iberian Peninsula.

During the war Guerrero fought under the command of Gonzalo Fernández de Córdoba, who reorganized the emerging Spanish army and its tactics, and was regarded as the “father of trench warfare
 .” He was also called “The Great Captain.” Under the tutelage of The Great Captain Guerrero honed his military skills and became an accomplished tactician.

By 1510 Guerrero had made his way to the New World and joined forces with Captain Núñez de Balboa, who is best known for having crossed the Isthmus of Panama
 to the Pacific Ocean
 , becoming the first European to lead an expedition to have seen or reached the Pacific from the New World
 .

In August of 1511, Balboa put Guerrero in charge of a ship sailing north to Santo Domingo from the Darién colony in Panama carrying 20,000 ducats of gold and slaves. While sailing near Jamaica the ship encountered a hurricane that dismasted his ship and sank it. Everyone on board was lost except for eighteen men and two women, who made it to a small skiff, but without food or water.

Only eight lived to make landfall. When the group of eight survivors landed on the coast of Yucatán they were apprehended and enslaved by their Maya Cocom captors. The Cocom was the Maya
 family who controlled part of the Yucatán Peninsula
 . Although an inauspicious arrival, it was the first definite (although accidental) landing of Spaniards in Yucatán.

According to the story, four of the survivors were sacrificed and eaten immediately. The others were caged and fattened for a future festival of flesh feasting. After regaining their strength, from the fattening process I assume, the remaining four escaped. They were captured and taken as slaves by the Tutul Xiues tribe headed by Aquincuz, Lord of Xamanzana, who was hostile to the Cocoms
 .

As slaves to the Tutul Xiues they endured extremely harsh treatment and only Guerrero and Gerónimo de Aguilar, a Franciscan
 friar
 , survived. As time went by Aguilar and Gonzalo were separated, being traded to different leaders.

Aguilar lived as a slave
 during his years with the Maya. He remained a Christian and had with him his Franciscan breviary, which consisted of the psalms
 , Scripture lessons
 , writings of the Church Fathers
 , as well as hymns
 and prayers
 . Throughout his time as a slave he maintained his fidelity to his religious vows
 , which led him to refuse the offers of women made to him.

While Aguilar remained true to his culture and religion, Guerrero adapted to and integrated into the Maya culture
 . He participated in clashes with enemy tribes and because of his training he was quickly recognized for his military skills. At some point, Guerrero was presented as a valuable slave to the leader of the Chetumal, Na Chan Can.

As he became more immersed in the Maya culture, he took on their manners and traditions. He decorated his body, let his hair grow, pierced his ears to wear rings like them, and even adopted their religion. By 1514 Guerrero had been freed from slavery by Na Chan Can and achieved the rank of nacom
 , a war leader who served against Na Chan Can's enemies.

As captain of Na Chan Can’s army, Guerrero disciplined the Indians, trained them in handling weapons and taught them how to build strong trenches and ramparts. He taught forms of attack and defense, different formations and also how not all fighters had to fight at the same time, but could take turns in order to rest and outlast their enemies. Guerrero led the battle against the Cocoms in which they were defeated, giving him great prestige.

Because of Guerrero’s acceptance of the Maya culture and his military skills, Na Chán Can arranged for him to marry his daughter, the Maya Princess Zazil Há
 , and was given the temples of Ichpaatún, presently called Oxtankah and located approximately four miles north Chetumal. Guerrero and Zazil Há had three children who were the first M
 estizos
 , (people of mixed European
 and indigenous
 ancestry) in the New World.

In 1519
 Hernán Cortés
 landed an expedition on the island of Cozumel
 . While there, he learned that two “bearded ones” lived on the Yucatán Peninsula.  These were in fact Aguilar and Guerrero, the only 
 survivors from the ill-fated 1511 expedition. Cortés sent letters to the Maya leaders requesting their release along with ransoms of green glass beads resembling jade.

Within two days Aguilar, who lived not far from Cozumel, had received the message and ransom. He begged his master for his freedom, which was granted to him. Aguilar travelled about fifteen miles to see his former countryman, Gonzalo Guerrero. When asked if he would leave with Aguilar, according to Bernal Díaz del Castillo in his book, The True History of the Conquest of New Spain
 , written in the late 1500’s, Guerrero said,

Brother Aguilar, I am married and have three children and the Indians look on me as a cacique (a leader) and captain in wartime - you go, and God be with you, but I have my face tattooed, and my ears pierced, what would the Spaniards say, should they see me in this guise. And look how handsome these boys of mine are, for God's sake give me those green beads you have brought, and I will give the beads to them, and say that my brothers have sent them from my own country.

Aguilar left and was led to Cortés and for the remainder of the time Cortés was in New Spain, Aguilar served as his interpreter, along with Malintzin, a Maya slave girl and Cortés’ concubine. Gonzalo continued his life as a Maya, overseeing and directing the battles in which Na Chan Can was involved. Many of these were against conquistadors attempting to invade the area around Chetumal, where he lived.

He successfully led campaigns against Francisco de Montejo, father and son, in 1527 and 1535, respectively, which thwarted the Spanish plans of conquest and pacification of Yucatán. Guerrero became despised by the Spaniards, referring to him as the Renegade. He was hated as much, if not more, for renouncing his Catholic faith as he was for his skills as a warrior.

In 1536 he led his men, some 1,000 strong, against the conquistador Lorenzo de Godoy
 . In the battle he was mortally wounded by a musket shot. His men took him from the battlefield
 and hid behind some palm 
 trees. Guerrero asked those closest to him to look after his children and ordered his men to continue fighting.

However, his men were forced to retreat and Guerrero's body was in the enemy camp. It is said that during the night some of his men rescued his body and as last homage threw him into the river Ulua
 , so that the current would take him to the ocean from where he came.

Today on the prestigious Paseo de Montejo
 in Mérida, a monument commemorates the memory of Gonzalo Guerrero. The bronze monument of Gonzalo Guerrero, his wife, and three children sculpted by Raul Ayala is perched atop a stone pedestal at the north end of the city’s main boulevard.
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La Malinche - Friend or Foe














































L
 a Malinche (also known as Malinalli, Malintzin, or Doña Marina) was the interpreter for the Spanish expedition leader, Hernán Cortés. She has been cast as traitor, victim, survivor, a bridge between two cultures, and the mother of México. Records from the early 1500s to the late 1700s show almost no presence of significant characters emerging entirely from the indigenous culture. One of the exceptions is Malinche. So, regardless of how one may perceive her, she is significant because she is the first "famous" woman in the history of México.

Around 1505 Malinche was born into a noble family in the Paynalla province of Coatzacoalcos, in the Veracruz region of southern México. At that time the area was the frontier region between the Aztec Empire and the Maya of the Yucatan.

Although stories vary as to how the noble young girl became a slave, the story I will tell says Malinche’s father died, her mother remarried and she became nothing more than an unwanted stepchild. Her mother gave birth to a much-adored son and Malinche stood in the way of his inheritance. The mother rid herself of her daughter by making a deal with passing traders to take the young girl with them. To save face, she took the body of a slave’s child and buried her as Malinche. She told the villagers that her daughter had died.

At the end of Malinche’s journey with the traders, she found herself in the Maya town of Xicalongo where, as a slave, she became the property of the cacique (ruler or chief) of Tabasco.

At the young age of seven, she had been suddenly separated from her noble heritage and thrown into slavery. While Malinche served in the house of the cacique of Tabasco, she learned the Mayan language and the importance of being able to speak other languages. She also learned to serve her masters unconditionally.

During the early part of 1519, Hernán Cortés came to the Tabasco coast and started exploring the region. He used Gerónimo de Aguilar, a Franciscan monk, as his interpreter. In the preceding chapter (Gonzalo Guerrero
 ) I describe how Aguilar had been held as a Maya slave for eight years and learned the Mayan language during his captivity.


After the cacique of Tabasco lost a battle to Cortés, the cacique decided to win Cortés’ favor and, as part of the tradition of tribute to the winner, gave the Spaniard food, cloth, gold and twenty women, including the young Malinche, to serve as cooks.

After the Spaniards taught the women the basics of their Catholic faith, they were baptized in March of 1519. Following her baptism Malinche was given the name “Marina,” her Christian name. Cortés distributed the twenty slaves among his captains and gave Marina to Alonso Hernandez Puertocarrero, one of Cortés’ favorite conquistadors.

It is reported that one month later he took her back. It seems her noble heritage had never left her. Historian Jerome R. Adams citing a “firsthand account” says Malinche was “good looking, intelligent, and without embarrassment.” She held her head high, while the other slave women did not.

One day two ambassadors from Montezuma, the Aztec king, appeared in Cortés’ settlement and asked for the captain in a language no one, including Aguilar, knew. It was the Nahuatl language. From the group of slaves a young voice answered, “that’s the one you are looking for,” and pointed to Cortés. In that moment Malinche gained a face and a personality and became “Doña Marina” for the Spaniards and “Malinalli Tenépal” for the natives.

The name “Doña” was placed before a woman’s Christian name as a sign of respect. The word “tenépal” comes from the Nahuatl word ‘tene’ meaning sharpened, leading to “Malinalli Tenépal;” a skill with words.

Cortés took Doña Marina aside and promised her freedom and other advantages, if she would serve as his interpreter along with Aguilar. Whether by choice or not, she acted as the interpreter, advisor, lover, and intermediary for Hernán Cortés.

As Cortés and his men moved farther west, Doña Marina would translate Nahuatl into the Mayan language for Aguilar, who could translate the Mayan into Spanish for Cortés and his men. In accordance with her position in life, she was loyal and helpful to her new masters and quickly learned the Spanish language.

Doña Marina was now the official interpreter for Cortés. Knowing the area well, Doña Marina also served as a guide for Cortés and his men. She helped to find routes for Cortés’ army through the unfamiliar territory.  She also used her language skills to seek friendly natives who would help them through the territory
 .

Doña Marina helped Cortés to communicate with the natives and made his relations with various conquered native peoples as smooth as possible. According to historian Jerome R. Adams, Cortés, “...had to negotiate with the particular community that lay in his path.” Doña Marina helped him to do this by becoming not only his translator, but also a fellow strategist, and by carefully manipulating the native peoples.

During the travels of the conquering Spaniards, Bernal Díaz, one of Cortés’ conquistadors, who later wrote his memoirs called The True History of the Conquest of New Spain,
 noted that Marina “always went with us on every expedition, even when it took place at night.” Because the Indians perceived Cortés and Marina as a single unit, many dubbed her “the Captain’s woman,” or “La Malinche.”

The Mexican author Gómez de Orozco says Malinche, “...was an instrumental part of [the Spanish] strategy, interpreting in three languages and providing essential information about economic organization, knowledge of native customs, the order and succession of kingdoms, forms of tribute, rules governing family relations, and so on.”

Not only did Malinche interpret for military purposes, she also helped spread Christianity with her work as a translator. She wanted to save her people and this was her way of doing so. In addition, with Christianity, human sacrifice and cannibalism would come to an end. In his writings Díaz noted that both Malinche and Aguilar had become expert at portraying the story of Christ in a variety of tongues and “were so expert at it that they explained it very clearly.” Now a firm follower of the new religion, Malinche wanted these new ways for her people as well.

A letter from Cortés, housed in the Spanish archives, states, “After God we owe this conquest of New Spain to Doña Marina.”

Although they were never married, Malinche became to many the “Mother of the Mexican Nation” when she bore Cortés a son, Don Martín Cortés, in 1522. Her son is considered one of the first Mestizos
 (people of mixed European
 and indigenous ancestry). Although not the first Mestizo, his was the first Mestizo career that could be charted. He rose to a high government position as Comendador of the order of Saint Jago. He was subsequently suspected of being part of a treason conspiracy against the government. In 1568 he was tortured and exiled to Spain
 .

Sometime after the birth of Don Martín, Doña Marina traveled to Honduras with Cortés to act as his interpreter, where she was reunited with her mother and step-brother. It was reported that Cortés was in awe of her willing forgiveness of her mother.

When smallpox began to overtake Cortés’ men, he returned to his wife in Spain. He chose Don Juan Xamarillo, one of his knights, to marry Doña Marina. Cortés attended the wedding and presented Doña Marina with three gifts of land, one having once belonged to Montezuma. Marina and Xamarillo had a daughter together, but she soon fell out of sight. In 1529, Diego de Ordáz, a Spanish adventurer, reportedly sighted her with her husband and daughter.

During her lifetime the majority of people highly regarded Malinche. However, after her death that was not the case. To call a Mexican or Mexican-American a Malinche is to call them, in some way, a traitor to their culture. “Malinchista” was a word associated with people who turned their backs on their culture. Today most Mexicans place a villainous emphasis on La Malinche’s life, "lover of foreigners, whore, harlot, mistress, betrayer and a sell-out."

Some say there is no basis for saying she was a traitor; she was only a slave convinced her role was to serve her master. History cannot condemn her when her only mistake was to be the perfect slave, they say.

Sandra Messinger Cypess, the author of La Malinche in Mexican Literature: From History to Myth
 , says, “In the way a Mexican man enjoys dominating a woman, wants service from her, and expects to impose his will and body on her and then dispose of her, he repeats the pattern Cortés established with La Malinche.”

Her role in the conquest of México permits different interpretations. For some, Malinche gave hope to the defeated tribes under the Aztec Empire. For others, Doña Marina gave birth to the Mexican identity, the Mexican character that is willing to fight and die for freedom and equality. Malinche has not died but remains a latent force inside each Mexican.
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A
 s you know, in this macho culture, it is usually the country’s men who have streets named after them, statues erected to memorialize their lives, and museums built to maintain a link between us and the iconic person. Ms. Beltrán is one of the few women of México who has rightfully joined the men in this regard.

Born into a humble beginning on March 7, 1932, Maria Lucia Beltrán Alcayaga was raised in the small town of Rosario, Sinaloa. She was one of seven children of Maria de Los Angeles Ruíz del Beltrán, a homemaker, and Pedro Beltrán Felix, a miner. As a child she sang at family gatherings, for the nuns where she was schooled, at mass, and in the church choir, where her director introduced her to the romantic ballads of Pedro Infante and Agustín Lara.

At home, she would listen to XEW, a México City radio station that was the home base of the Mariachi Vargas
 , México's most famous mariachi.  Her mother, also a lover of music and who “sang in a beautiful soprano voice around the house,” Beltrán would later say, and encouraged her to hone her vocal skills. Beltrán said,

Music always came before anything else. When I wasn't sitting at the foot of a tree singing,  I was on the front porch of the house singing or on the swings singing or at church singing. Music was always there.

After graduating from secretarial school in Rosario, Beltrán and her mother left Rosario for México City, seeking to make a name for the young woman singing in the tradition of the balladeers she admired.

Although stories vary as to how she got her first recording contact, the one I like best is the one told by The Billboard Guide to Tejano and Regional Mexican Music
 .  According to The Billboard Guide,
 Beltrán visited the radio station XEW and pleaded for a chance to sing on the air. Although rudely dismissed by the station executives, Tomás Méndez, a songwriter and singer with the group Los Diamentes
 , got her an audition with the station manager, Amado C. Guzmán. Even though Guzmán did not offer Beltrán a job as a singer, he did hire her as his secretary because she had her secretarial certificate
 .

One day she walked by the recording studio at XEW while the Mariachi Vargas
 group was rehearsing.  Beltrán said, “'I banged on the glass and begged to be admitted.  I pleaded with them to let me sing just one song, and finally they relented.”

She ended up singing three songs that day, impressing not only the Mariachi Vargas
 , but also Tomás Méndez, who would go on to write many of her most famous songs, including Cucurrucucu Paloma
 . Soon thereafter, the Discos Peerless label released her first single and changed her name to “Lola.” Her career was launched and within a year she was well on her way to becoming the biggest female star that mariachi music had ever known.

Even though another story may be told as to how she got her first recording contract, it is undisputed that radio station XEW played a major role. Many years later Beltrán said, “Even now, every time I go by the station, I make the sign of the cross.”

Beltrán's impassioned vocals, that spoke of the down-and-out, yet ultimately redeemed, characters, immediately captured the hearts of Mexican listeners poor and rich, unknown and influential. In addition to Jiménez, other well-known writers, such as Thomás Méndez, Augustín Lara, and Rubén Fuentes contributed to her fame.


The Billboard Guide
 says, “She had an impeccable sense for choosing material that was best suited to her voice and style and in which she could capture life's melancholy essence.” In discussing the material she chose to perform Beltrán said,

When I hear a song, I want it to tell me something. I want it to be well structured and well proportioned. It can tell the story of a great love or of a tremendous sadness, but it has to have emotion and truth. The song has to make it worth my while to sing it.

Beltrán married bullfighter and film actor Alfredo Leal, but they separated immediately after the birth of their daughter, Maria Elena Leal, and they later divorced.

Beltrán’s recording success eventually led her into the movies and from the late 1950s on she starred in one Mexican musical after another. She appeared in 53 films of varying quality as a singer or as an actress, a 
 differentiation she found meaningless.  She told the New York Times
 , “Any good singer is already an actress. If you're doing things properly, you are projecting, and as you project, people are feeling the drama and the emotion that pours out of you.”

In both her private and professional life, Beltrán played the role of diva to the hilt. She dressed extravagantly, was fond of furs and ornate jewels and relished the deference her admirers showed her. She consequently earned a second nickname, La Reina
 (The Queen).

All told, Beltrán recorded more than 100 albums with total sales estimated in the tens of millions.  Beltrán was one of the most successful ranchera artists of all time. Ranchera is a genre of music that takes its name from the ranch lands on which the music was originally performed and embraces rural themes. It later became closely associated with mariachi groups.

 Beltrán gave concerts before various world leaders and was the first ranchera singer to perform at the Palacio de las Bellas Artes
 (Palace of Fine Arts), the premier opera house and concert hall in México. She also sang in the Olympia Music Hall
 in Paris
 , the Tchaikovsky Hall
 in Moscow
 and the Conservatory
 of Leningrad (now Saint Petersburg
 ) in the former Soviet Union.

Despite her widespread appeal, Beltrán performed in the same manner for every audience. In 1988 she told the New York Times
 ,

My lot in life has been to sing, and I have been fortunate enough to sing for Eisenhower, Nixon, de Gaulle, the King of Spain and the United Nations. But I sing no differently for them than for that great public whose affection for me is like a fountain that never dries up.

Beltrán's sudden death on March 25, 1996, followed what has been called both a stroke and a heart attack. As testament to her popularity, thousands flocked to pay their respects both in México City, where her body lay in state at the Palacio de las Bellas Artes, and in her hometown of Rosario. Radio stations played her songs all week and her movies became fixtures on Mexican television.

Lola Beltrán's New York Times
 obituary described the singer in the words of Mexican novelist Carlos Fuentes: “passion and desire, joy and 
 risk, tenderness and the cry for existence are the wings of this dove that is the voice of our lady Lola Beltrán.” Linda Ronstadt, who recorded several of Beltrán's songs for her 1988 Spanish-language album, Canciones de Mi Padre,
 was quoted in the same article, saying, “Singers don't come any more real than Lola Beltrán. She's a world-class singer, up there rubbing shoulders with Billie Holiday and Edith Piaf.”


Note
 : If you have not heard Lola Beltrán sing one of her most famous songs, Cucurrucucu Paloma
 , you can hear it here by following the below link:






https://supersonido.files.wordpress.com/2011/02/cucurrcucu-paloma.mp3
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 Diego Rivera - The Mural Man




T
 here are few, if any, who have spent time in México who have not seen the art of Diego Rivera or at least heard of him. To say he was larger than life is almost an understatement. It seems that life experiences were thrown at him faster than he could assimilate them. I believe Rivera’s expression of life required walls, a smaller canvas could not hold everything within him.

Diego Rivera was born in Guanajuato, México, in 1886 to a well-off family. His father worked as an inspector at the National Department of Public Health and his mother was a doctor. It is said that Rivera began drawing when he was only three years old. His father built him a studio with canvas-covered walls and art supplies to keep the budding artist from drawing on the walls and furniture in their home.

In 1892 his family moved to México City. At the age of ten he decided he wanted to be an artist. So, his family gave him evening classes at the Escuela Nacional de Bellas Artes
 (the National School of Fine Arts), formerly known as the Academia de San Carlos, the oldest art school in Latin America. Like many fathers, his dad felt a military school would be good for the young boy. However, Rivera did not like the strict regimen and after two weeks he returned home and attended San Carlos as a full-time student.

At the school’s annual show, he exhibited for the first time with 26 works and became recognized as a gifted child.

His penchant for controversy bloomed early when at the age of sixteen he was expelled from the México City academy for leading a student protest when Don Porfirio Díaz began his third successive term as president of México. After his expulsion the prodigious young artist traveled throughout México painting and drawing, although he dreamed of studying in Europe.

Rivera’s father traveled extensively in his position with the National Department of Public Health and on one occasion showed some of his son’s paintings to Teodoro Dehesa Méndez, the governor of Veracruz, who was known for funding artists. Dehesa was very impressed with what he saw and when he met with Rivera he offered him a scholarship to study in Europe
 .

In 1907 Rivera went to study in Madrid, Spain, where he promptly became part of the intellectual circles. Two years later he moved to Paris to live and work with the great gathering of artists in Montparnasse, including the likes of Renoir, Cézanne, and Matisse.

Rivera, while living in Paris, moved in with a young Russian artist, Angelina Beloff, who quickly became his common law wife. They had a son together, but he died at a young age during a flu epidemic. Rivera’s sexual wanderlust became evident when he fathered a second child with another young artist right after the death of his son.

In 1918 Rivera met the French art historian Élie Faure who encouraged him to go to Italy and study the works of the masters. While in Italy Rivera was exposed to the Renaissance frescoes. The frescoes used a technique of mural painting executed upon freshly-laid or wet lime plaster. Water is used as the vehicle for the pigment to merge with the plaster, and with the setting of the plaster, the painting becomes an integral part of the wall. They were often painted on the walls of churches so that everyone in the towns could enjoy and appreciate them.

Rivera quickly found the method he wanted to use for his art. The mural would permit him to express the complexities of his day that everyone could see, the opposite of what he regarded as the elitist character of paintings in galleries and museums.

Although Rivera was living and studying in Europe, he kept up with what was going on in México, including the Mexican Revolution (1910-1920). When Álvaro Obregón was elected as president of México to lead the country out of the Revolution in 1920, he asked José Vasconcelos, his Minister of Education, to breathe new cultural life into the nation.

Vasconcelos urged the country's intellectuals to “Leave your ivory towers to sign a pact of alliance with the Revolution.”

Vasconcelos commissioned local artists to create works for the walls of prominent public buildings in México City. In the process he jumpstarted Mexican muralism, a large-scale revival of mural paintings intended to communicate the nation's post-revolutionary ideals to a broad audience. He reached out to Rivera to join the state-sponsored art program.

In 1921 Rivera returned to México leaving his wife, Angelina, in France. He told her that once he was established he would send for her. 
 He never did and they did not see each other again until many years later and then by pure chance.

During the fourteen years he was in Europe, Rivera began to feel that the artists he met had separated themselves from the community. He believed that prior to the European Renaissance artists were not isolated from society, as the current ones were. The earlier artists were merely craftsmen among other craftsmen, who taught the importance of art and beauty.

Rivera concluded that the Renaissance had brought about easel art, the prerogative of wealthy patrons. It was then that artists started to cater to the whims of the buyers and became pawns of the rich. Rivera believed that art must be for the people. Art was also Rivera’s first taste of communism. Socialist Russia had brought about a new era in art. It was an era where art was seen as having a social role, which subordinates art to political and social ends. That resonated with him.

At age thirty-five Rivera returned to México with a clear understanding that his art should serve his countrymen, not the wealthy.

Jose Vasconcelos offered Rivera an indoor wall at the National Preparatory School, today known as the Antiguo Colegio de San Ildefonso, if he would join the revival of mural paintings.

It is here that Rivera painted one of his more popular works, Creation
 . It is said that he carried a pistol with him while he painted to protect himself from right-wing students. Although Creation
 was quite popular, Rivera did not like it. He felt that the painting was too Italian and did not portray well the Mexican character.

Rivera wanted his art to be a popular art for people who were untrained at looking at art, interesting at first sight. In addition to being art for the people, it was also to be epic art, dealing with momentous themes and controversial topics.

While painting Creation,
 Rivera met a young lady named Guadalupe Marín, who was merely called Lupe. They quickly became lovers and he painted her into many of his murals, including Creation
 . In 1922 she became his second wife. They had two daughters together, but Lupe’s jealousy, possibly justified, drove Rivera away shortly after the birth of their second child.

Although always a rebel, during his time with Lupe, Rivera he became addicted to the taste of communism he had experienced in Europe. He 
 joined protests against the U.S. expansion in México, the U.S. intervention in Central and South America, and a variety of other causes. He also joined the Communist Party of México and was one of the artists who formed the radical Union of Technical Workers, Painters and Sculptors.

He became increasingly seen as a controversial figure, and in México some of his murals were hidden or removed because of their nature. A mural on the Palace of Fine Arts, that included images of Stalin and Mao Tse-tung, was taken down and a mural he painted at the Hotel del Prado was hidden from view because it included the phrase “God does not exist.”

In the fall of 1927, Rivera left Lupe and México and headed to the Soviet Union to join in the celebration of the 10th anniversary of the Bolshevik Revolution.

While there he was offered a contract to create murals for Moscow’s Red Army Building. Although that never came to pass, Rivera taught classes, gave lectures, and contributed to art magazines. During his time in the Soviet Union, Rivera met Leon Trotsky, one of the leaders of the Bolshevik Revolution. When Vladimir Lenin died in 1924, Joseph Stalin and Trotsky began a power struggle over who would assume leadership.

Stalin won that battle and Trotsky was removed from the Politburo. Stalin disliked the relationship that seemed to be building between Rivera and Trotsky and, in 1928, Rivera was ordered out of the Soviet Union. He returned to México and a year later Trotsky was expelled from the Soviet Union. He and his wife, Natalia, began almost ten years in exile.

After Rivera returned to México, his marriage to Lupe officially ended. Rivera was appointed the Director of the Academy of San Carlos, his childhood school. He then met Dwight Morrow, the U.S. ambassador to México, and accepted a commission from him to create murals at the Palacio de Cortés in Cuernavaca.

By this time the Mexican government had declared the Communist Party of México an illegal organization. Party members became upset with Rivera because, in their opinion, through his position he was working with the Mexican government and therefore, colluding with an anti-communist regime, as well as doing business with a U.S. official.  By the beginning of 1929 he was officially expelled from the Communist Party of México
 .

A short time later, Rivera was painting one of the uppermost frescoes at the Ministry of Education when he heard the voice of a young girl below him. The young girl of eighteen was Frida Kahlo. She asked him to come down to look over some of her paintings and give her his opinion as to whether they were good. Rivera did as requested and on August 21, 1929, they were married. Kahlo was twenty-two years of age and Rivera was forty-two.

Rivera was becoming well known in the United States. In 1930, the year after the stock market crash, he was commissioned to paint a mural at the Pacific Stock Exchange Lunch Club in the newly opened eleven-story Stock Exchange Tower in San Francisco. The choice of the Mexican artist was controversial. Local newspapers referred to the incongruity of selecting a Hispanic artist of Rivera’s leftward political leanings to create a mural in “the citadel of capitalism.”

Nevertheless, Rivera created his first U.S. fresco on the wall and the ceiling of the grand stairwell of what is now known as The City Club. The central figure represents Calafia, the Spirit of California, for whom the state is named. Her right hand mines the Earth for its hidden treasure while her left hand holds the treasures that grow above ground.

That mural was followed by a large mural at the California School of Fine Arts (now the San Francisco Art Institute). After the completion of the Fine Arts Mural Rivera and Kahlo returned to México.

But, their stay was not long. In 1932 Edsel Ford, the son of Henry Ford and president of the car company that bears the family name, and William Valentiner, the director of the Detroit Institute of Arts, commissioned Rivera to paint 27 murals at the Detroit Institute of Art. The only rule was the work must relate to the history of Detroit and the development of industry.

The murals were completed in March 1933. Besides images of the assembly lines made famous by Ford, the murals also depicted office workers and airplanes, boats, and agriculture as well as Detroit's other industries at the time, medical, pharmaceutical, and chemical. They also showed images of nudes representing fertility and a panel depicting vaccination.

A Detroit News
 editorial called the murals “coarse in conception ... foolishly vulgar ... a slander to Detroit workmen ... un-American.”  Edsel Ford never responded to the outcry. He only issued a simple statement, “
 I admire Rivera's spirit. I really believe he was trying to express his idea of the spirit of Detroit.”

Shortly after Ford had commissioned Rivera to paint the murals at the Detroit Institute of Art, the industrialist tycoon John D. Rockefeller Jr. commissioned him to paint a mural in the middle of Manhattan's Rockefeller Center, which was scheduled to open in 1933.

Dr. Susana Pliego, an expert on Diego Rivera, says, “The theme of Rockefeller Center was ‘New Frontiers,’ so that was a very spiritual way of looking at development and art.” However, she wonders what made the Rockefellers think that Rivera's vision would be the same as theirs.  Pliego says the original sketch for the mural, and what Rivera agreed to paint, included three men clasping hands in the middle: a soldier, a worker and a peasant. “A spiritual union of all the three elements that Rivera thought man — humanity — was composed of,” she says.

Notwithstanding the agreement, Rivera painted communist revolutionary Vladimir Lenin into the mural. The angry John Rockefeller said, “The picture of Lenin was on the right-hand side, and on the left, a picture of [my] father drinking martinis with a harlot and various other things that were unflattering to the family and clearly inappropriate to have as the center of Rockefeller Center.”

After a flurry of letters asking Rivera to replace Lenin and the artist's declaration that he would rather see the work destroyed than mutilated, Rivera was fired and his work was eventually chiseled off.

The public controversy caused General Motors to withdraw the commission they had given Rivera to paint a mural at the World's Fair in Chicago and Rivera returned to México.

Upon his return his life began a downward spiral. His health began to deteriorate and he started an affair with his sister-in-law, Christina Kahlo.  Upon discovering the affair Kahlo left for New York with the intent of ending their marriage. She soon changed her mind and returned to México to tell Rivera that from then on their marriage would be an open one. With no choice Rivera agreed.

In all this turmoil, the Mexican government granted Rivera permission to reproduce a revised version of the Rockefeller Center mural at the Palacio de Bellas Artes in México City, which he completed in 1934.

As mentioned earlier, Leon Trotsky, who had become a friend of Rivera, was exiled from the Soviet Union in 1929. He and Natalia, his 
 wife, spent time in Turkey, France, and Norway writing about the Bolshevik Revolution, portraying Stalin as a tyrant. Needless to say, this did not set well with the Soviet ruler and, in 1936, Trotsky was formally condemned to death and Soviet pressure prevailed on the Norwegian regime to put him under house arrest.

     Rivera petitioned the government of President Lázaro Cárdenas to grant the controversial Marxist leader and theorist sanctuary in México. The Trotskys arrived at the port city of Tampico in January of 1937. The Trotskys stayed at the family home of Frida Kahlo, La Casa Azul
 (the Blue House) in Coyoacán, now a section of México City.

Trotsky was notoriously attracted to pretty women, and Kahlo found his stature in the world, and in Diego's eyes, appealing. Their interest in each other quickly developed into an affair. But before long, Kahlo grew tired of Trotsky, whom she called “the old man.” After their breakup she made a self-portrait for him, which he left behind when he moved to another house in the same neighborhood in 1939, where he was assassinated in August of 1940.

Whether Kahlo’s affair with Trotsky was the cause of their divorce, is open for debate. But, regardless of the cause, Kahlo and Rivera divorced in 1940 and Rivera headed to the United States where the organizers of the 1940 Golden Gate International Exposition had commissioned him to paint a large-scale fresco. It was the centerpiece of Art in Action, an innovative exhibit where fairgoers could watch artists create their work.

In view of their torrid relationship, it is not surprising that Kahlo travelled to San Francisco where she and Rivera remarried before the first anniversary of their divorce. They would remain together until her death in 1954.

Throughout the 1940s Rivera submitted numerous appeals to rejoin the Communist Party of México, but he was not readmitted until two months after Kahlo’s death. In August 1955 Rivera traveled again to the USSR at the invitation of the Moskovskaia Akademiia Khudozhestv (Moscow Academy of Fine Arts). While in the Soviet Union, he received treatment for a recent cancer diagnosis.

Rivera returned to México in April of 1956 and three months later married Emma Hurtado, his agent since 1946. On November 24, 1956, 
 Rivera died of heart failure in his San Angel studio.

Dr. Stephanie Knappe, curator of American art at the Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art, says it was Rivera’s wish that their ashes (Rivera’s and Kahlo’s) be co-mingled. But, Kahlo’s ashes are in the house she grew up in and Rivera’s are in the Rotunda of Distinguished Men in México City.

She adds,

But to me that’s telling that even though Rivera would re-marry after Kahlo’s death, and even though their marriage suffered under great strain, that passion endured and there was that desire to always be together.
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 ot long ago, I passed Mazatlán’s Plaza de Toros
 (the Bullring). Workmen were making repairs and putting a fresh coat of paint on it. Although the facility will look nice for the upcoming season, I wonder if the future of this flamboyant industry is as bright and shiny.

I use the term “industry” instead of “sport,” since many followers do not consider it a sport, but an art form. The cultural icon, Ernest Hemingway, was one such person. He wrote in his novel Death in the Afternoon
 (1932),

The bullfight is not a sport in the Anglo-Saxon sense of the word, that is, it is not an equal contest or an attempt at an equal contest between a bull and a man. Rather it is a tragedy; the death of the bull, which is played, more or less well, by the bull and the man involved and in which there is danger for the man but certain death for the animal. It is the only art in which the artist is in danger of death.

Others agree it is not a sport; they consider it nothing more than a meaningless killing of an innocent animal. Like pro-life vs. abortion rights, facts and logic will do little to persuade an advocate to change positions.

Even though the exact origin of bullfighting is lost, bullfighting, as we know it, had its origin in Spain when the use of the sword and worsted cape was introduced in the early 1700s. Spanish-style bullfighting is called corrida de toros
 (literally "running of bulls") or la fiesta
 ("the festival") and is highly ritualized. It is comprised of three stages, the last of which is called the tercio de muerte
 (“the third of death”).

From Spain bullfighting spread to Portugal and the south of France. When the Spaniards were enlightening the inhabitants of Latin America, they also brought their passion for bullfighting. It is still found in Spain, France, México, Peru, Venezuela, Portugal, Colombia, and Ecuador.

Despite the fact that Spain is considered the genesis of bullfighting, in 2010, the semi-autonomous community of Catalonia banned bullfighting. In 2016 
 Spain’s Constitutional Court declared the province’s ban on bullfighting unconstitutional, stating that bullfighting is part of Spain’s common cultural or national heritage. Nevertheless, there has not been a single bullfight staged in Catalonia since the last one was held in Barcelona in 2011.

Although bullfighting is now illegal in France, there is an exception for bullfights in areas of "uninterrupted local tradition." This means it is permissible in the southwest part of the country, where it takes place in eleven departments (states), but in only sixty-five of France’s 45,000 towns. In Venezuela, there are only two cities where the traditional bull fighting ‘til death is still legally allowed.

Since the mid-18th century, the Portuguese bullfights have abandoned the death of the bull in the arena. In 2011 Ecuador followed suit ending a 500-year-old tradition of permitting the bull to be killed in the arena. Although the bull is not killed in the ring in bullfights taking place in Portugal and Ecuador, it is killed outside the view of the audience. The phrase, “…out of sight, out of mind,” comes to mind.

It should be noted that, in Colombia, its judges have ruled that Congress must legislate on bullfighting's fate by 2019, either banning it altogether or extending a current exemption from Colombia's animal cruelty laws.

The Spanish style of bullfighting is still legal throughout Peru. However, it is seeing more protestors calling on their government to end it.

México, home to over 225 bullrings nationwide and to the largest bullring in the world, the Plaza México
 in México City, has also become a part of the protest movement. In addition to the protests regarding animal cruelty found elsewhere, Mexican protesters have another string to their bow: children.

In Spain the minimum age for a bullfighter is sixteen. Although that seems quite young to me, México has no such restriction. Youngsters living in Spain who aspire to become matadors often come to México where they can practice before live bulls at an earlier age. In 2010 the Mexican protest over young children involved in this “sport” came to a head when twelve-year old Michel “Michelito” Lagravere became the youngest bullfighter to perform in México City’s Plaza México. Although not injured this time, he has been gored twice since his first bullfight at the age of four
 .

Three Mexican states have banned bullfighting, Sonora (2013), Guerrero (2014) and Coahuila (2015). After Coahuila outlawed bullfighting, a lawsuit was filed by a company that staged bullfights in the state. The company asked the Supreme Court to rule that the ban was unconstitutional, claiming it violated freedom of work laws as set out in the constitution.

In 2017 José Fernando Franco González Salas, who has served as a judge of México’s highest court since 2006, said “there are sufficient reasons to justify its prohibition,” citing the protection and preservation of all animal species and the avoidance of “the transmission of negative values to society through acts that contain violence and animal abuse.”

In view of the position of the Supreme Court Justice, the company that challenged the constitutionality of the ban withdrew its complaint. So at least for now, bullfighting is legal in 28 Mexican states and the Federal District.

Not long ago, Gustavo Larios, the president of the Mexican Association for the Rights of Animals, said something I thought quite insightful. At a protest in México City he said, "An economic activity that thrives on torture cannot be socially acceptable."  He added that, “Tradition is a way to explain [bullfighting], not justify it."
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 t is almost impossible to walk the downtown streets of México City without passing one or two organ grinders or cilindreros
 . Most people seem to ignore them and the off-key music they often produce. However, the organ and the grinder have a story that should not be ignored.

The instrument is officially called a barrel organ, named after the barrel which it contains and onto which tunes are encoded using metal pins and staples. In México it is called an organillo
 . Pins are used for short notes and staples of varying lengths for longer notes. Pinning such barrels is an art form and the quality of the music produced by a barrel organ is largely a function of the quality of its pinning. Each barrel usually carries several different tunes. When the instrument is played (by turning the crank), offsets on the crank shaft cause bellows to open and close to produce pressurized air. A reservoir maintains a constant pressure.

The barrel organ originated in Europe. Germany is the home of some of the finer made barrel organs. The most popular organ was made by an Italian immigrant, Frait, who constructed and sold barrel organs under his firm name, Frait & Co. in Berlin. His barrel organs were made between 1873 and 1910. The name board reads “HARMONIPAN/ FRATI & CO. SCHOENHAUSER ALLEE 73.”
 If you pay attention you will see this inscribed on many of the barrel organs you see in México City.

Although they weigh up to fifty kilos (110 pounds), they can be easily damaged by humidity and rain. If it looks like rain in México City, all the cilindreros
 will be carrying their barrel organs toward shelter.

The general consensus seems to be that the barrel organ made its way to México with the immigration of the Germans in the mid-to late-19th century. One story goes that in 1904, México President Don 
 Porfirio Díaz, who had received one as a gift, gave it to a Mexican named Oscar Gonzalez López and asked him to play it to liven up one of his lavish meetings at Chapultepec Castle. After that it was fashionable for the upper classes to have it played at their parties. However, the Mexican Revolution came along and forbade the organillo
 to be played in public.

After the Mexican Revolution ended, the organillo
 and its players returned, but this time to the streets in an attempt to eke out a living. An organillo
 was expensive and few could afford to purchase one. The most common scenario, and one that continues today, is for a person to rent one on a daily basis. The rent can often equal or exceed half of what the organ grinder may make in a day.

Subject to constant mechanical stress, the organs require steady tuning and maintenance. They can easily break and be rendered inoperable by sudden humidity or inclement weather. Repair is time-consuming. Each organ is considered unique and parts must be custom made. Initially, they were frequently returned to Germany for repair. As that became prohibitively expensive, owners turned to Chile, where a few organillos
 were made and repaired. In fact, until a few years ago a Chilean would come to México each year to make repairs.

As needed repairs go unattended, the quality of the sound of the organillo
 depreciates. Unable to make the needed repairs, passersby are put off by the off-key songs being played by the organ grinder. In many instances, the organillo
 just gives up the ghost, as they say. As old Fraitas began to disappear, Guatemala started to build inexpensive ones (relatively speaking). These organillos
 are becoming more popular and, if you watch, you will see them on México City’s streets, as well.

México City’s organists typically work in pairs. Those who carry the 50 kilo case
 are called burritos
 , little donkeys, while those who hold out the cap are called limones
 , lemons, for reasons unclear to me. Some women are now organ grinders, but not many. It is more common now to see students who work part-time in order to pay their bills.

If you have been to México City I am sure you have noticed that all organ grinders are dressed alike. The story behind this says that during the later part of the presidency of Plutarco Elías Calles, who was supported by the labor and peasants union, the organists were either told, or decided, to swap their rags for a uniform, which by unanimity became the beige uniform of Pancho Villa's Dorados (bodyguards)
 .

In 1974 the Unión de Organilleros
 (Organ Grinders Union) came into existence. It was formed because local and state governments were treating the organ grinders as itinerants and hassling them. Odilon Jardines, who has been a México City organ grinder for more than six decades, said the Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI) provided him and other organ grinders with khaki uniforms, healthcare and housing. The living was good enough for him to raise nine children. “Once the Leftist party took over México City government from the PRI, the perks withered; although City Hall still gives us licenses and the right to occupy public spaces,” said Jardines.

In 2005 there were seventy members of the Organ Grinders Union. Today there are 178. The increase is attributable to a couple of factors, maybe the most significant of which is the introduction of the Guatemalan organillos
 . Luis Román Dichi, general secretary of the Organ Grinders Union, said that there are eighty-four organillos
 in the union, of which over sixty percent are from Guatemala.  Before the introduction of the organillos
 from Guatemala, the number of German organillos
 had dwindled to only a handful. The organillos
 in the union today are owned by thirty different people. The other factor for the increase in the size of the union is the growth of part-time work, either to supplement other income or help pay the cost of school.

Although this cottage industry is currently thriving, storm clouds can be seen on the horizon. This century-old romance faces a defining moment, wounded by the indifference of a younger generation. Few of the aging organ grinders in México City say their offspring plan to follow in their footsteps. “I think it is dying out,” said Jaime Diaz, a physician who dropped a few pesos in the outstretched khaki hat of an organ grinder, as he walked out of a church after mass.

Arnulfo Ysidro,
 a México City organ grinder, said,

A lot of people see what we do as a form of begging. They don’t picture it as an honorable job and a way to preserve a rich tradition. As to why this has happened, I think more than anything, it’s because the older people appreciate the significance behind it and have witnessed the evolution of it over the years.  The youth, on the other hand, don’t see it the same and have a whole different attitude. It’s basically a tradition that’s disappearing, 
 and as you may know, here in México we have so many beautiful things from our past that should be preserved and honored.

I could hardly believe my eyes when, last August, I read that Luis Román Dichi said they are waiting for a new organillo
 from Guatemala. It will be tested first in Morelia and Guadalajara and, if the people like it, it will come to México City. This new organillo
 will play eight Beatles songs. Dichi explained, “Due to changing lifestyles we have had to change the repertoire of songs to attract more people.”

So, the next time your travels take you to México City look for a cilindrero.
 When you find him (preferably someone over 50) stop and listen to a song or two. Think back on its history as you listen to the song; it may not have much of a future. As you start to walk away put 50 pesos in the held out cap. Those few moments and that generosity will make the day for both of you.
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T
 he Catholic Church in México is so woven into the fabric of this Country almost every page of history contains at least one reference to it. My interest in this subject arose when I first read that México had reduced its birthrate from seven children per woman in 1965 to 2.5 children per woman by 1995. I was quite surprised. That just did not sound like something that could happen so quickly in a country whose population, according to its 2010 census, is almost 84 percent Catholic.

Although the Church had great power and influence in colonial America, it was nothing compared to that of the Catholic Church in colonial México. On the other hand, by the 20th century the separation of church and state in México exceeded anything ever conceived in the United Sates. The story of the Catholic Church in México explains a lot as to how these entities co-exist today.

As we know, it was Hernán Cortés
 who brought the Catholic Church to México. His expedition included a friar, Bartolome de Olmedo, and a priest, Juan Diáz. The conversion of the natives was part of their mandate. In 1492 Pope Alexander VI ordered that natives of the new lands, discovered by Columbus, be instructed in Catholicism for the “salvation of their souls.” Cortés accepted this wholeheartedly and acted accordingly. However, the same Papal declaration went on to say that those who rejected Christianity could suffer war, punishment, and slavery.

When the conquistadors began to colonize New Spain, they operated under a legal system known as encomienda
 . This system was employed by the Spanish crown to reward the settlers and regulate the natives.  Under encomienda
 , the Spanish Crown granted a person a specified number of natives for whom they were to take responsibility. In theory, the receiver of the grant was to protect the natives from warring tribes and to instruct them in the Spanish language and in the Catholic faith. In return the Spaniard could extract tribute from the natives in the form of labor, gold, or other products.

Prior to 1524, when twelve Franciscan friars arrived in New Spain, the process of conversion of natives was a simple baptism with no 
 follow up. It is highly unlikely that those “converted” had any real comprehension of Christianity. For the Spaniards making New Spain their home, this was fortunate.

The Spaniards claimed that the baptized Indians were not true Christians and had returned to worshiping their old gods. Indeed, for many years, the “Christianity” of the Indians was a thin veneer barely covering their old pagan beliefs. With encomienda
 in place and the position that the natives were not Christians, the natives, who lived within the boundaries of the lands owned by the Spaniards, baptized or not, were enslaved. The encomienda
 system would come to symbolize oppression and exploitation. Being that the first purposes of the system were meant for good, the end results of the system were nothing but catastrophic for the Indians.

Juan de Zumarraga, who was appointed Archbishop of México in 1527, was fully committed to abolishing slavery. With the aid of Cortés, a friend of the Indians, Zumarraga established himself and the clergy as “Protector of the Indians.” Bishops were now appointed and the Church began to exercise a moderating influence on the Spanish landowners.

Although they remained slaves, Indians could now turn to the Church with their grievances. Schools for Indians were founded and the true meaning of Christianity was made clear to those who had converted. There can be little doubt that the firm grip of Catholicism on México can be traced back to the efforts of Archbishop Juan de Zumarraga. Indeed, he confirmed the vision of “Our Lady of Guadalupe.”
   It was he who set up the first shrine, later re-located, that still remains the most popular religious site in México.

Spaniards who exploited the natives were brought to justice. Indians were given land and housing was provided. Schools and hospitals were run by the Church. In essence, a form of socialism, with self-governing Indian communities, was established. The Church established missions throughout the country and Indians gave their labor and financial resources to the Church. By the end of the 18th century, the Church owned almost 50 percent of the entire land mass. From the secular clergy, who served under bishops, to the regular clergy, including the Franciscans, Dominicans, and Augustinians, the saving of souls into Catholicism was the goal of the Crown and the Church.

Eventually this common goal and the conquest made the Church not a separate entity, but a major part of the government of the colony. 
 Almost every elite family dedicated a son or daughter to the Church. Everything fell under its rule - education, social welfare, public morality, and the economy are a few of the aspects of society over which the Church ruled. Through the tithe and the bequeathing of funds by rich pious Spaniards, the Church became rich and served almost as a form of a "bank" to society, since there was no set financial institution at that time. The Church also ran almost all charitable institutions, such as hospitals, schools, and orphanages, thus ruling social welfare. Every aspect of society was ruled by the Church, and this escalated the Church into having more power than the Crown.

The most obvious example of the power of Catholicism in México during this time period, was the Inquisition (1571–1820). Everyone who was not Catholic was dominated and eradicated. Not only did the Inquisition take care of religious, moral, and spiritual matters, it also became "an instrument of royal policy" to check political dissidence, which proves that the government and the Church were inseparable.

By the end of the 1700s, the Mexicans had had their fill of Spain’s dominance over them and the winds of change started to blow.  The edges of this wind also blew over the Church. But for the need of Agustin de Iturbide and Vicente Guerrero to form a very unlikely coalition of Mexican liberal insurgents, landed nobility, and the Church
 , Roman Catholicism may not have been declared the official religion of the country in the Plan de Iguala
 in 1824. And, México’s first Constitution in 1824 may not have stated, in Article 3, that the religion of the nation “is and will perpetually be the Roman Catholic Apostolic
 .” It also prohibited any other religion. 

However, as more liberals became politicians their dislike of the Church’s control over their country began to surface.

The nineteenth-century liberals in México, trained in the law and influenced by the French Revolution, were anticlerical. Liberals, who were also federalists and favored free competition, were highly concerned that the Roman Catholic Church, by owning almost one-half of the land and by controlling most schools, hospitals, and charitable institutions, was practically a state within the Mexican state.

The first threat against the Church occurred between 1833 and the early 1840s, when the Mexican government produced various pieces of legislation to limit the power of the Church. During this period, the 
 government adopted several anticlerical measures, including one providing for the secularization of education and another declaring that the payment of the ecclesiastical tithe was not a civil obligation.

The outcome of the Mexican American War in 1848, which resulted in the loss of half of México's territory, shocked the Mexicans into seeking a new direction to preserve the country. The last straw, with the old order, was when Santa Anna sold, even more, Mexican territory with the Gadsen Purchase in 1853.

The Revolution of Ayutla, which followed and was named after The Plan of Ayutla, was announced in the town of Ayutla on March 1, 1854. It sought to remove Santa Anna and convene a constituent assembly in order to draft a federal constitution. The Revolution of Ayutla brought together some of the most creative minds in México.

In 1855 Santa Anna went into exile and the new liberal government ushered in a new era known as the La Reforma
 (the Reform), which set about to dismantle the old military, the Church-led conservative state, and to bring about a new secular democratic state. This government was led by Juan Alvarez, Ignacio Comonfort, Miguel Lerdo de Tejada, Melchor Ocampo, and Benito Juárez, a Zapotec Indian from Oaxaca.

Ignacio Comonfort became president, Melcho Ocampo Foreign Minister, and Benito Juárez Minister of Justice and later Chief Justice of the Supreme Court. Miguel Lerdo de Tejada became Treasury Secretary and authored that now famous Ley de Desamortización de Fincas Rústicas y Urbanas
 (Disentailment of Rural and Urban Properties Law), commonly known as the Ley Lerdo
 .  The purpose of the law was two-fold: raise much needed cash for the government and curtail the power of the Church.

This law called for the forced sale of most properties held by the Roman Catholic Church
 and by municipal and state governments. The Church could retain only the buildings it used for its operations (churches, monasteries, seminary buildings) and governments could keep only government offices, jails, and school buildings. Other property, which had been used to generate income for the Church and for local governments, was to be sold with the proceeds going into the national treasury. Ironically, this act, led in part by an Indian, stripped Indians of most of the land they held. Called Ejidos, they were lands granted to Indian tribes, clans, communities or even families. They were owned in 
 common and were farmed communally. But because the majority of the Indians were illiterate, the Church held the lands in trust. Now they were seized along with convents, monasteries, hospitals and schools. As part of this revolt against the Church, in 1856 México severed its ties with the Vatican.

In accordance with the Plan of Ayutla, delegates met to draft a new constitution, which was debated between the moderates and liberals. The Constitution of 1857 was modeled after the one of 1824, but had more liberal declarations than the earlier one. In the new constitution, freedom of speech, press, assembly and education were declared, as was habeas corpus
 . While freedom of religion was not declared, the Catholic Church was not declared to be the state church.

On July 12, 1857, Benito Juárez confiscated all Church properties, suppressed all religious orders, and empowered the state governors to designate what buildings could be used for religious services. Additionally, anticlerical laws were passed, such as the law that regulated the collection of clerical fees from the poor and prohibited clerics from charging for baptisms
 , marriages, or funeral services. Marriage became a civil contract, although no provision for divorce was authorized. Registry of births, marriages, and deaths became a civil affair. The number of religious holidays was reduced and several holidays to commemorate national events introduced. Religious celebrations outside churches were forbidden, use of church bells restricted, and clerical dress was prohibited in public.

The Church was understandably outraged and issued decrees attempting to nullify the new constitution and threatened excommunication for those who sought to purchase Church property at auctions. The pressing conflict for most Mexicans was whether to swear allegiance to the new Constitution. They would be branded heretics in the eyes of the Church, if they did so, and traitors in the eyes of the state, if they did not.

This conflict led to the vicious War of Reform. This civil war lasted three years. It was a battle between the conservatives and liberals. Although the liberals won the war and Benito Juárez became interim president in March of 1861, the victory was short-lived. The war had severely damaged México’s infrastructure and crippled its economy. Conservative factions in México, who still wanted a European-style 
 monarchy for México, would eventually conspire with French forces to install México’s second emperor during the French Intervention in México. Although the French were defeated at the Battle of Puebla, they returned in 1864 and established the short-lived Second Mexican Empire under Austrian Archduke Ferdinand Maximilian.

During the presidency of the conservative Porfirio Diáz, 1876–1910, the tensions between the Church and state lessened. Diáz permitted the Church to build up their properties and wealth and to reopen their schools. Although the anticlerical constitution was technically still in effect, he chose to ignore it and, under his rule, the clergy expanded in number from 500 under Juárez to 5,000.

The treatment of the Church by Diáz may have lulled it into a state of complacency. However, the divide between the Church and State flared up again following the 1910 Mexican Revolution, when the Mexican Constitution was again rewritten. The Constitution of 1917 highlighted and institutionalized many of the nineteenth-century secular reforms. The new constitution included at least five articles that affected all religious groups, regardless of denomination. These articles, which remained in effect until 1992, appeared to preclude any national role for the Roman Catholic Church. Article 3 forbade churches from participating in primary and secondary education. Article 5 prohibited the establishment of religious orders. Article 24 mandated that all religious ceremonies occur within church buildings. Article 27 gave the state ownership of all church buildings.

Article 130 contained the most extensive restrictions on the Roman Catholic Church. This article stated that the Roman Catholic Church lacked legal status, ecclesiastical marriages had no legal standing, state legislatures could determine the maximum number of clergy operating within their boundaries, and the operation of church buildings required explicit government authorization.

Among the most contentious provisions of Article 130 was Section 9:

Neither in public nor private assembly, nor in acts of worship or religious propaganda shall the ministers of the religions ever have the right to criticize the basic laws of the country, of the authorities in particular, nor of the 
 government in general; shall they have neither an active nor passive vote, nor the right to associate for political purposes.

Various federal and state administrations strenuously enforced these constitutional edicts and related laws. Their actions paved the way for the second Mexican religious war, the bloody Cristero Rebellion of 1926-29, in western México. During this period, the governor of Sonora ordered all churches closed, officials in the state of Tabasco required priests to marry if they were to officiate at mass, and the Chihuahua government allowed only one priest to minister to the entire statewide Roman Catholic population.

Church-state conflict officially ended with the administration of Manuel Ávila Camacho (1940-46). With the notable exception of Article 130, Section 9, the government tacitly offered non-enforcement of key constitutional provisions in exchange for the Roman Catholic Church's cooperation in achieving social peace.

Over the next four decades, enforcement of Article 130, Section 9, served the interests of both the government and the Roman Catholic Church. The constitutional restriction on ecclesiastical political participation enabled the state to limit the activities of a powerful competitor. It also permitted the Roman Catholic Church to sidestep controversial political issues and to concentrate on rebuilding its ecclesiastical structure and presence throughout the country.

By the early 1980s however, this unspoken consensus supporting the legal status quo had eroded. The Roman Catholic Church regarded the constitution's anticlerical provisions, especially those governing ecclesiastical political activity, as anachronistic. It demanded the right to play a much more visible role in national affairs. At the same time, the Church became increasingly outspoken in its criticism of government corruption.

The Carlos Salinas administration dramatically changed the relations between Church and state in México. During the fall of 1991 Salinas's government took the first steps toward lifting some restrictions on Church activities and introduced a reform proposal to end constitutional limits on the Church. The new law, approved by the Congress in December 1991 and promulgated in January 1992, amended the 
 constitution of 1917. Under the new law the Roman Catholic Church was formally recognized by the state, the clergy were allowed to vote, the possession of property by churches was made legal, and religion could be taught in private schools. México also established diplomatic relations with the Vatican, relations that had been broken in 1867. State and Church, nevertheless, remain separate and Church buildings remain state property.

The one provision of today’s Mexican constitution, which causes anguish in the Church, is its inability to participate in México’s political life. At present, Mexican law forbids clerics from “forming associations for political ends” and bars them from partisan politics or holding political meetings at churches.

This frustration was shown in 2007 when México City was considering legalizing abortion in the first trimester. The Catholic Archdiocese of México sought to change the law that forbids the Church from interfering in politics. The clerics wanted what they call “total freedom of expression” in political affairs and in teaching religion in public schools. Florencio Salazar, deputy secretary of religious affairs for the Interior Department, said the government was too busy to consider the proposals. “We do not see any possibility for this issue being dealt with right now,” Salazar said.

During the time leading up to the 2012 presidential election, the Church was criticized for releasing a set of voting “guidelines” for the faithful. The “pastoral guidelines” did not mention any party, saying only that Catholics cannot “choose as a political option those who support or promote false rights or liberties that attack the teachings contained in the Holy Scriptures, tradition and doctrine of the Church.”

The guidelines also said Catholics "should be alert to the commitments of the candidates and their parties to respect the foremost of all rights, which is the right to life, from the moment of conception."

The comments seemed to be a reference to gay marriage and abortion rights, both of which the Church has hotly opposed. The suggestions appeared aimed at candidates of the leftist Democratic Revolution Party, which has enacted both gay marriage and legalized abortion in México City, which it governs.

During the 2018 elections, the Church was relatively quiet. Luis Guillermo Hernández, a journalist and longtime observer of the Church, said, “The Catholic Church is very silent in comparison to previous 
 elections, mostly because they don’t really have a candidate they can get fully behind.”

So, although tension still exists between the Church and the State, for many Mexicans their affiliation with the Catholic Church is becoming less of a social obligation than during previous decades. Fewer than 20 percent of Catholics regularly attending Mass. During the 1990s numerous public opinion polls revealed that a growing number of Catholics were unhappy with the Vatican’s official policy regarding birth control, divorce, remarriage, abortion, the role of women in the Church, obligatory celibacy for priests and nuns, the absolute authority of the Pope, the authoritarianism of the bishops, and the lack of lay participation in Church matters.

Today’s tension between the Church and State is probably a healthy one.


Chapter

                                                             

EIGHTEEN





Chili, Chile, Chilli or Chile Pepper?


































M
 
 ost of my articles are the end result of me attempting to educate myself about a particular subject and hoping that the readers of my column might learn something as well.  Today’s article accomplished the first part, but I really question the second half. I believe almost everyone knows more about chiles than I. So, today’s article may interest only those who are chile challenged.

Being from Texas, I like spicy food. I must admit, however, I prefer Tex-Mex to the traditional Mexican food we find in México. But, long before someone coined the term “Tex-Mex,” Americans have been flavoring their food with chiles found in México.

Although there is some disagreement over the origin of the chile, most believe the origin is in México and is as old as around 7000 B.C. Stems and other substantiating evidence have been found in what is now known as both Oaxaca and Puebla.

Unknown to me, chile is a fruit, but not one to be added to your fruit salad. All fruit, including this hot one, have their seeds inside, except for the strawberry, which is suitable for a fruit salad.

There are over thirty-five different species of chiles, but only five of which have been domesticated. The most common chile is technically called Capsicum Annuum
 and was the first to be domesticated in México somewhere around 6000 B.C.

The word Capsicum comes from the Greek word kapos
 , meaning “to bite.” It is the capsaicin in the chiles that gives them their bite. Capsaicin is present in large quantities in the placental tissue (which holds the seeds
 ), the internal membranes or ribs, and to a lesser extent the other fleshy parts of the fruits of plants in this genus. The seeds themselves do not produce any capsaicin, although the highest concentration of capsaicin can be found in the white pith
 around the seeds.

The Capsicum is the genus from the nightshade family called Solanaceae
 . Remember the taxonomic hierarchy; family>genus>species?

Around the early 1900s, someone wanted to compare how hot various species of the Capsicum were. So in 1912, an American pharmacist named Wilbur Scoville, came up with an empirical
 measurement 
 dependent on the capsaicin sensitivity of testers. It was not a precise or accurate method for measuring capsinoid
 concentration. Under this method, an exact weight of dried pepper is dissolved in alcohol to extract the capsinoids. Then, they are diluted in a solution of sugar water. Increasing concentrations of the extracted capsinoids are given to a panel of five trained tasters, until at least three can detect the heat in a dilution. The heat level is based on this dilution, rated in multiples of 100 Scoville Heat Units (SHU).

Although the heat index is still measured in SHU, technology now has the ability to ascertain exactly how many parts per million of heat-causing capsinoids are present in a given chile.

Like most things the Aztecs had, the Conquistadors took the chiles home with them. They reported that the indigenous people ate chiles with nearly everything. The chile was thought to cure colds, strengthen the body, and relieve depression. Fasting by the Aztecs included abstaining from chile. Chile smoke was used as a fumigant and misbehaving children were punished with it. The Tarahumara used chiles in order to prevent witchcraft, as well as illness. In fact, anyone who did not eat chiles was suspected of being a sorcerer.

Although the use of the chile is more limited today than in the times of the Aztecs, the U.S. Food and Drug Administration has approved capsaicin for relieving the pain from shingles. Clinical studies have also found it an effective pain reliever for diabetic nerve degeneration, cluster headaches, mastectomy, chemotherapy, and arthritis. Capsaicin ointments are available over the counter for relief from sore muscles and arthritis pain.

The Nahuatl word for this spicy fruit was chīlli
 . That was the spelling Columbus used. However, he added the word pepper,
 or pimiento
 in Spanish, to it because of the fiery similarity to the black peppercorns, with which he was familiar, although unrelated to the chile.

It is said that the first chiles were brought to Spain in 1493 by Diego Álvarez Chanca, a physician on Columbus’ second voyage to the West Indies. He wrote about their medicinal properties in 1494. From Europe, chiles spread rapidly to India, China, and Japan. Monks in Spain and Portugal began using the chiles for their culinary potential and discovered that they offered an inexpensive substitute for the high-priced 
 black peppercorns.

Today India has become the world’s largest producer and exporter of chile. It contributes twenty-five percent of the world’s total production. It is hard to think about India cuisine without the hot spicy chile.

Now, as to the proper spelling of this fruit, like most things in life, it depends.





1.     In Australia, New Zealand, and India the heatless varieties are called capsicums, while the hot ones are called chilli (chillies for plural)

2.     In Ireland and the United Kingdom, the heatless varieties are commonly referred to as peppers
 , while the hot ones are called chilli
 /chillies
 or chilli peppers
 .

3.    
 In the United States the common heatless ones are referred to as bell peppers
 , sweet peppers
 , red/green peppers
 , etc., or simply peppers
 . The hot ones are called chile/chiles
 , chili/chilies
 or chili/chile peppers
 .

4.    
 In México the term chile
 is used for hot peppers, while the heatless varieties are called pimiento
 (the masculine form of the word for pepper).

5       
 In Texas we call them mild, hot and damn hot.

To cool off after eating a spicy chile they say to have some milk or yogurt because certain protein compounds in milk literally strip the capsaicin from its receptor binding site.

In Texas we have a beer after eating a damn hot one.
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W

 hen I first moved to México, I never saw kids out roaming the streets on October 31st in search of candy all dressed up in the outfits you regularly see on Halloween in Canada and the United States.

If you think about it, it is not really surprising. Halloween is a Celtic celebration. The Celts celebrated the end of the harvest and the start of the long winter with a festival, called Samhain. The festival was celebrated on October 31st, the day the Celts believed the boundary between the living and the dead was at its weakest.

México’s celebrations originated from their ancestors, the Mayas and Aztecs, often tweaked by the Spaniards to shift the emphasis to Christianity. Although not part of its culture, as we all know, through marketing and mass media México has adopted many celebrations and symbols that originated in the north.

I use the word “adopt” instead of “assimilate” because in many instances the Mexicans do not fully understand the symbol or celebration. I doubt that the kids that now come to my door on Halloween know much more than “if they run around ringing door bells on the last day of October, they may get some candy from the gringos living in the neighborhood.”

This leads me to my story for Christmas; but first, an aside.

I doubt many of you have heard of René Cardona. René Cardona was a Cuban born in 1905 who moved to New York with his parents when he was a child, because of unrest in his home country. As he grew up he became friends with the famous actor Rudolph Valentino, who got him work as an extra in several films.  In 1929 Cardona wrote, directed, and starred in the first film spoken in Spanish that was made in Hollywood, Shadows Havana
 .

In 1932 he left the States and moved to México. His career was so prolific that, from 1937 to 1986, he directed over a hundred films, some of which were led by México’s biggest movie stars, including Pedro Infante, among others.

And now to my story…

In 1957 René Cardona made his first film aimed at children, Tom Thumb
 . It was the first film ever made of the character of English 
 folklore, which he titled Pulgarcito
 (meaning “Thumb” in English). The movie was a runaway hit and was even distributed north of the border.

Although Guillermo Calderón produced most of Cardona’s movies, he did not produce Tom Thumb
 . By the late 1950s, Cardona and Calderón had become friends with K. Gordon Murray, an American producer, most notable for his redubbing and re-releasing of foreign fairy tale films for U.S. audiences. He is often cited as the “King of the Kiddie Matinee.” With Murray as part of their team, they began to think of transnational marketing.

In the 1950s, through marketing and mass media, Santa Claus had become known to the children in México City. Like my neighborhood kids on October 31st, they really didn’t understand what or who Santa Claus was, but they liked him. Wanting to make another children’s movie, the three focused on the American kids’ enchantment with the Mexican fantasy film Tom Thumb
 and on the Mexican kids’ new exposure to Santa Claus. To Cardona the natural conclusion was a fantasy film about Santa Claus.  To me, and probably my readers, the concept sounds pretty naïve
 .

Nevertheless, the movie, Santa Claus
 , was made and released in México in 1959. Like Tom Thumb
 , it was an instant hit. It played for seven straight weeks in México City. Murray dubbed the movie and released it in the United States. What is interesting to me is that the children in the United States, who know the story of Santa Claus like the back of their hands, loved the fanciful, but weird film.

In Cardona’s film Santa Claus does not live at the North Pole, but in a magical castle in outer space orbiting the North Pole. His Toyland factory is manned by children from all over the world, instead of elves. Santa’s sled is pulled by robots, not reindeer. Instead of Ms. Claus, Santa’s roommates are Merlin, the magician, and Vulcan, the god of fire in Roman mythology.

These are the two that outfit Santa Claus with the magical paraphernalia that permits him to do his miraculous feats, such as sleeping powder for the children, an invisible key to get into homes with no chimney, and the flower of invisibility.

Unlike the Santa Claus up north, who everyone loves, the one from México has a powerful enemy. On the Christmas depicted in the movie, Lucifer, Santa’s archenemy, sends an underling to earth to tempt each 
 child to behave badly, which obviously would mess up Santa’s Christmas Eve annual feat of delivering presents to all the good boys and girls.

In the States and Canada children rarely question why they always go to sleep every year while dutifully waiting for Santa, how reindeers fly, or how he enters locked homes, he “just does.”

If one were not familiar with Saint Nick, as was the case with the Mexican children, those would be logical questions for which the movie provides the answers. Nor would it be strange, especially in a heavily populated Catholic audience of children, to see evil in combat with good.

If you would like to see México’s take on Santa Claus in the 50s, maybe this Christmas Eve you might watch Santa Claus
 on YouTube, instead of It’s A Wonderful Life
 on Netflix.
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T
 hey say the two things you should never discuss are religion and politics. I sometimes think abortion should be added to that list, based on the heated disputes I have seen and heard over the years. But, I am not here as an advocate of “pro-life” or “pro-choice.” As I have said in the past, if we call México our home for either months out of the year or all year long, I believe we have an obligation to know as much as reasonably possible about the culture of and the state of affairs in our second home. The subject of abortion should be no exception.

Some women’s desire to terminate a given pregnancy has been around a long time. The first recorded mention of specific herbs to cause a miscarriage was in 1500 BC. By the Middle Ages there were a variety of herbs and concoctions used to terminate a pregnancy.

In the early history of abortion it seems that society accepted that there is a time period before which it was acceptable to terminate a pregnancy. This time frame fell between 40 days to 3 months, depending on the culture.

The ancient Greeks were the first to raise the moral issue of abortion. The well-known Greek philosopher, Aristotle, stated that if the fetus has not moved, a “human” has not been killed, since the soul is what animates the fetus. During the Roman Empire, the legal regulation of abortion, to the extent it existed, was designed primarily to protect the rights of fathers rather than the rights of embryos, e.g., the right of the fathers to produce an heir.

By the mid-2nd century, however, Christians separated themselves from the pagan Romans and proclaimed that the theological and legal issues with abortion had nothing to do with the father's rights, but with God's view of the sanctity of life itself.

Jump forward to 1931 and in that year, México amended its federal penal code to waive all criminal penalties for abortion after rape where the pregnant woman's life would be endangered by a continued pregnancy. It is important to note that the law did not make an abortion following rape "legal," but waived the criminal penalties that would otherwise follow.

As of last year, all Mexican states generally follow 
 the federal penal code and permit an abortion in the case of rape.  The México City NGO, Group on Reproductive Choice (GIRE), says only thirteen states allow the procedure if a woman’s life is in danger.

In 2007 México City shook the country when it became the first jurisdiction to legalize abortions by offering an abortion on request to any woman up to twelve weeks into a pregnancy. Additionally, the abortions were provided at no cost at any government hospital in the city.

Within days the Supreme Court of México held that the México City law was constitutional. In a defensive move states began passing legislation stating that life begins at conception, even though an abortion was illegal in each of those states. Today, seventeen states have passed such legislation, each aimed at preventing future state governments from possibly following México City’s lead and legalizing abortion.

Although every Mexican state permits an abortion for rape, access is another story. Twenty-nine of México’s thirty-two independent jurisdictions have failed to implement guidelines to guarantee access to safe and legal abortions for rape victims even though that right has been the law for decades.

In these states without administrative guidelines for access to a legal abortion after rape, many rape survivors who seek a legal abortion find that a maze of administrative hurdles, as well as official negligence and obstruction, render safe abortion procedures virtually impossible to obtain. Public officials who oppose the law effectively stonewall rape victims who request an abortion.

The Health Minister of the state of Jalisco expressed this view, “Of course women have a right [to abortion after rape] ... [but] let’s not give them access!” In 2012 a reporter asked Rigoberto Velarde Frías, Minister of Health for the state of Guanajuato, where a pregnant rape victim could get the procedure that was her legal right. The Minister of Health’s reply was, “She can’t do that!”

Hilda Chávez Díaz, a social worker in Mérida, Yucatán, said:

There were several cases where I went back and forth [to try to procure a legal abortion for an adolescent client]. … [The authorities] said: ‘For this you need an authorization from such-and-such.’ Someone it would take me a lo
 ng time to get hold of. … If I went to someone from the justice system, they would say that [legal abortion after rape] is in the law, but that there are no procedures [to guarantee it]. [The authorities finally] said to me that she was many months pregnant now [so the abortion was impossible], and I said: ‘That’s because you have told me no for so many months.’

There are many reported stories where a young girl became pregnant after being raped by her father or a brother. Because a pregnancy was the result of the rape, she was entitled to have the pregnancy terminated, if she so chose. However, unwilling prosecutors will file a charge of incest instead of rape.

In México incest is considered a “crime against the family.” Most state penal codes define incest as sex between parents and children or between siblings that is a wholly or partially voluntary form of sexual intercourse and they penalize the underage victim at the same level as the adult perpetrator. Therefore, incest is a less serious crime than rape and for which the right to terminate a resulting pregnancy is not available.

GIRE reported that in the five years ending in 2012, out of 120 women (and girls as young as twelve) who have filed such cases, only thirty-nine were able to legally obtain an abortion, although they all were entitled to one. However, most of the rape victims who become pregnant never request that procedure because they have never been informed it is a legal right of theirs. A 2003 study found that seventy-four percent of low income women were not aware rape victims are legally entitled to an abortion. A Human Rights Watch survey found that many doctors are also not aware of this right.

Although illegal in México, as with every country in the world, abortions are prevalent. The Guttmacher Institute reported in November of 2013, “An estimated one million abortions are taking place in the country each year. As abortion is highly restricted throughout México, with the exception of the Federal District of México City, most of these procedures are done clandestinely, putting women’s health at risk.”

Zaira Berenice Gutiérrez, a psychologist at the México City clinic of the non-profit organization Mexfam said, “Everyone knows where to 
 find these centers, known as clinicas mata ciqüéña
 (stork-killer clinics). There, the patient and the person accompanying her sign a form stating they are over 18 and that they will not disclose the center in the case of complications.”

The Guttmacher Institute says that an estimated thirty-six percent of these clandestine abortions lead to complications that require medical attention. The percentage is higher (forty-five percent) among poorer women who live in rural areas. According to the Mexican Institute for Social Security (IMSS), sixty-three percent of all hospitalizations for pregnancy-related problems are due to complications from abortions.

The Guttmacher Institute study Unintended Pregnancy and Induced Abortion in México: Causes and Consequences
 (2013) revealed that México’s abortion rate is 38 per 1,000 women of reproductive age. For comparison the abortion rate in the United States (2011) is 16.9 per 1,000 and 14.1 per 1,000 in Canada (2011), where abortions are legal.

Since almost all abortions are illegal in México, an abortion or attempted abortion is a crime. In the state of Tlaxcala, women can receive up to fifteen days in jail, whereas in the more conservative state of Sonora women can receive up to six years in prison for having the procedure.

As mentioned above, many illegal abortions lead to complications that require competent medical attention. But, if a woman presents herself at a hospital because of a miscarriage or botched abortion, the medical staff is obligated to call authorities. In many cases local officials will show up at the hospital and question the woman. Since México’s legal system is governed by the Napoleonic Code, the burden of proof is upon the woman to show she is not there because of an abortion that went wrong.

In 2010 a women’s health group in Guanajuato City, Centro Las Libres, broke the news that seven women were in prison not for having an abortion, but on a charge that amounted to infanticide or homicide of a family member with a maximum penalty of twenty-nine years in prison. Guanajuato state prosecutors and judges had used the “life begins at conception” law to charge the women with this more serious crime. Some of the women had been in prison for more than six years when the story went around the world. All the women said the fetuses they were accused of murdering were stillborn or miscarried. One lady, Yolanda Martínez, said she didn’t even know she was pregnant
 .

Centro Las Libres said three experts testified that Yolanda Martinez’s baby, which she was accused of killing, was a stillbirth, but the judge sided with a fourth opinion, that of a doctor on the prosecutor’s payroll. After a media outcry, the state reduced the penalty for the type of homicide they had been charged under from twenty-nine to eight years. In September 2010 all seven women were released for time served.

Between August 2012 and December 2013, GIRE learned of ten cases relating to the crime of “homicide of a family member” or “infanticide” that were reported to law enforcement agencies in different parts of México. Six of the ten cases resulted in criminal prosecution and of those, three women were sentenced.

In both the states of Jalisco and San Luis Potosí, an illegal abortion is classified as a felony, meaning that anyone accused of this crime must remain in prison until and during the entire criminal proceedings. In the remainder of Mexican state penal codes, the crime of illegal abortion is classified as a misdemeanor, which means a women can post a bond and await the criminal proceedings without being imprisoned. The payment of a bond is, however, a huge burden for many women who are subject to criminal proceedings, as those who are prosecuted are almost always women with scarce economic resources, who could not afford a safe abortion.

Sanctions for the crime of abortion are as follows:


1.
    
 Prison sentences ranging from fifteen days to six   years in twenty-nine states


2.
      
 Fines in thirteen states


3.
     
 Community service in four states


4.
     
 Different types of medical or psychological treatment in six states

The Penal Code of the state of Aguascalientes stands out among these as onerous. It establishes two distinct punishments for an abortion, a prison sentence and a fine for reparations and damages caused to the fetus.

According to GIRE, at least 679 women were reported or sentenced for the crime of abortion between 2009 and 2011. It also stated that, during the 2014-2015 period, it defended thirteen women who were being prosecuted for the crime of abortion.

In 2016 the Mexican Supreme Court debated the decriminalization of abortion at the federal level for the first time. The case arose from an 
 injunction filed by a woman who was denied an abortion on legal grounds in 2013. Supreme Court Justice Arturo Zaldívar said that current sanctions on abortion, as prescribed by the federal Penal Code, violated women’s rights to personal development, sexual and reproductive health, and freedom from discrimination.

He added, “An abortion is a drama for any woman. To criminalize them is not a solution that can be upheld from a constitutional point of view,” He further stated, “To condemn [women] to jail, to clandestinity, to put their health at risk, implies a neglect of their value as a person, whose wishes and interests are relevant and significant when considering the harsh decision to terminate a pregnancy.” In 2016, the Court voted down Justice Zaldívar’s proposals three to one, but stated that new proposals revisiting the abortion issue could be considered in the future.

Whether you are “pro-choice or “pro-life,” it seems to me that if the law grants a woman the right to an abortion in the case of rape, the officials who are charged with carrying out the states’ laws, whatever they may be, should not through purpose, negligence, or otherwise, thwart the intent of the people who passed those laws. “No-choice” should not be the end result when the law says differently.

To end on a brighter note to this disheartening article, two women, one for the state of Oaxaca and other other from the state of Morelos, became pregnant as the result of rape. The respective states refused to provide them with an abortion. With the help of GIRE the ladies filed a petition with the Supreme Court of México. In May of 2018 the court awarded the two women damages and ruled that denying access to abortion care after rape is a violation of their human rights.


Chapter





TWENTY-ONE





No Place to Run




M

 ost people had never heard of the indigenous tribe who lives in that portion of the Sierra Madre Occidental that passes through the state of Chihuahua until Christopher McDougall wrote, his now famous book, Born to Run
 . In his book he tells the story of these reclusive Indians who, on a regular basis, run hundreds of miles without rest and can chase down a deer until it drops from exhaustion.

The name given to this Indian tribe was Tarahumara. The term is not the correct one and it can be considered a derogatory word. Unfortunately, tourism offices all over the world have picked up the word ‘Tarahumara’ and now use it to refer to the Indians who call themselves the Rarámuri (Ra-RA-mu-ree), which means “the light footed one” or “the running people.”

Unlike the indigenous tribes to the south, when the Conquistadors came north in the mid-16th century, they found little that this Indian tribe could offer them. There were no cities to conquer or temples of gold.

Although the Rarámuri put up a good fight when invaded, the Spaniards had firearms and horses, so they withdrew to the more inaccessible mountains and canyons of the Sierras. The Conquistadors chose not to track them since they were fierce fighters and had nothing the Spanish valued. So, they returned to the more lucrative south.

Some of the priests stayed with the newly discovered tribe and built missions and schools. As time passed the Rarámuri incorporated some Christian rituals into their belief system, but basically continued on as before.

What did change their lives, however, was the introduction of domesticated animals by the Jesuits. As they learned to keep herds and to use the waste as fertilizer in the weak rocky soil, they were able to grow higher yield crops.

If the priests failed to make “good Christians” of the Rarámuri, the animal husbandry and farming methods changed the very nature of these indigenous peoples. It became the work of women and children to tend to animals. Boys growing up in nature, isolated from peers, did not 
 develop the strong competitive skills a warrior needs. They lost their fierceness and became shy patient farmers.

The Rarámuri lived in caves or small stone houses between 7,000 and 9,000 feet elevation.  A few lived closer to the canyon floor. But both lived in small settlements called rancherías
 , miles apart from the next. They were subsistence farmers and herdsmen, spending most of their lives out-of-doors.

They relied on harvests of corn, beans, and squash, supplemented with livestock and chickens. The corn is essential to life to the Rarámuri. There is nothing without it. The corn is even harvested to make tesguino
 , their ceremonial corn beer drink of choice.

After mineral wealth was discovered in the mountains, many areas where the Rarámuri lived became desirable lands to the miners and mining companies. This, like the Conquistadors before them, forced the Rarámuri to head deeper into the remote canyons of the Sierra Tarahumara, named after them.

Although deforestation was started by the mining companies who cut trees to support the tunnels in their mines and to burn as fuel, in the 1890s, the region started to supply timber to the United States. More timber was cut than can ever be replanted.  Today in many places, there are clear signs of the immense environmental destruction wrought by timber cutting, often on slopes so steep that there is little chance of reforesting them in the future. Soil erosion is rampant in some areas and satellite imagery reveals huge areas that are no longer forested. For the third time, interlopers forced the peaceful Rarámuri to retreat higher and farther into the mountains with less desirable land for their crops.

In 1982 a Rarámuri community, or ranchería
 , called Mogótavo, requested recognition of their rights over their traditional territory before the Secretariat of Agrarian Reform (SAR). Upon an investigation it was determined that there were twenty-seven indigenous families living in the community. However, the investigation concluded that they were not “a people,” i.e., a community where people live and have settled in compact houses, streets, forming a population center.

Based upon this obtuse finding, the SAR sold 500 hectares (1,235 acres) to an outsider. Later a portion of that land was sold to a development group made up  of former politicians who entered into a partnership with the government, called the Copper Canyon Trust. On 
 the mesa where the Rarámuri raised their goats and corn, the Trust envisioned a tourism hotspot complete with hotels, a casino, bungee-jump platforms, and a golf course.

In February of 2015 Randy Gingrich, an American who runs a nonprofit that fights mining and deforestation in the Sierra Madre and is an advocate on behalf of the Rarámuri, sat in a meeting where government officials and investors told the Rarámuri of their plan to build an adventure theme park in the space occupied by the village of Mogótavo.

Although the Copper Canyon Development Fund is obligated to allow those living in Rarámuri settlements a say in the negotiations to decide what level of development is acceptable, Gingrich said no one mentioned the relocation plans for the villagers. This is true even though the homes where the Rarámuri would be forced to move had already been built. If successful in their plans, once again the Rarámuri will be forced to move to even less desirable land.

As the Rarámuri struggle to hang on to their land and culture, México’s drug culture is delivering a devastating blow. Drug cultivators have been seeking land in the canyon occupied by the Rarámuri for growing their marijuana and opium poppies. They have taken parcels of land as theirs and then ejected the Rarámuri by force. Obviously, they choose the best available land and their cultivation methods are designed to produce quick results, rather than sustainability.

Knowing their skill at covering long distances in short periods of time, drug gangs have persuaded younger members of the tribe to become mules for them. The influence of the drug culture is now seen in some towns where there are few visible means of economic support, but the inhabitants wear the more popular brands of clothing and late-model pick-ups are parked.  The murder rates in these towns are up to seven times the average for the state of Chihuahua.

Prior to the invasion of their land by tourists and drug gangs, the Rarámuri had little or no access to commercially-made alcohol. Their corn based beer, tesgüino
 , took considerable time and effort to make and had to be consumed rapidly, meaning that the Rarámuri men could get drunk occasionally, but could not remain drunk for long. The ready availability of commercial alcohol has completely changed this dynamic
 .

Not long ago, a survey of the inhabitants of the community of Arareco (eight kilometers from the town of Creel) revealed that almost seventy percent of Arareco women reported having been beaten by their husbands, the vast majority of attacks coming when their husbands were drunk.

Even more disastrous than the alcohol is the effect of drugs. In January of 2016 it was reported that in a small Rarámuri village north of Chihuahua sixty percent of the inhabitants have some venereal disease. The vast majority of those are girls and young women between the ages of ten and eighteen. These youngsters have gotten hooked on drugs and have chosen prostitution as the means of supporting their habit.

Battles have broken out in the Sierra Tarahumara both among rival gangs and between criminal groups and subsistence communities resisting infiltration, forced recruitment, and illegal logging. The violence has forced hundreds of Rarámuri to flee their homes and resettle in other places in the state, including Chihuahua City, the state capital.

In 2015 Cruz Sanchez Legarda, who, along with dozens of others, fled the Tarahumara village of El Manzano after it was attacked by a group of about sixty armed and hooded men said, “We had no choice but to leave.”

While many Mexicans have discovered that tourism has helped their communities, the shy Rarámuri have discovered that intrusion into their lands by those not invited, have left them with no place to run, literally and figuratively.
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Uses and Customs



W
 hen the Spaniards came to what is now known as México and discovered the indigenous people living on this land, they wanted only four things. The conquistadors wanted to (i) expand the lands over which Spain had control, (ii) take the natural resources they found, (iii) find free labor to remove those natural resources, and (iv) convert the indigenous people to Catholicism.

They cared little about the daily lives of the indigenous people, except to the extent their customs conflicted with the teachings of the Catholic Church. How they governed themselves was of no concern.

When King Charles I issued “New Laws of the Indies
 for the Good Treatment and Preservation of the Indians” in 1542 he was attempting to limit the exploitation of the indigenous people in the Americas.  Spanish colonial authorities in the Americas were ordered to learn the traditions and customs of indigenous communities and to apply these traditions to disputes among Indian subjects.

Therefore, the Spanish authorities usually recognized local forms of ruling, self-governance, and juridical practice with varying degrees of acceptance and formality. The term usos y costumbres
 (uses and customs in Spanish) is a political term denoting indigenous customary law in Latin America.

Many indigenous people, not only in México, but in Guatemala, Bolivia, and other Latin American countries, still rely upon uses and customs to govern their water rights, to elect their leaders, and resolve civil and criminal conflicts.

In fact, the Constitution of México recognizes usos y costumbres
 and many indigenous communities operate under that system, free of the Mexican Constitution, as long as the practice does not violate a right granted a person under the Constitution.

The Mexican government officially recognizes usos y costumbres
 in Chiapas, Sonora
 (for the Yaqui
 reservation), and Oaxaca, in which 418 of its 570 municipalities are governed through uses and customs. Only 152 of the state’s municipalities have adopted a conventional system using political parties.

Each town or village that follows usos y costumbres
 has its own rules about the best forms of organization. The members of the indigenous 
 or autonomous communities are called comuneros
 . Although there are differences in the governance of their communities, two things are broadly characteristic of all of them, the cargo
 system and the asamblea
 .

Authority is vested in the communal asamblea
 , or assembly. Decision-making is not “one voice – one vote,” but is communal and consensual. The assemblies, which are the highest decision making bodies, are attended by all the heads of families, women and men. The deliberation over the issues facing the town take place in person in order to arrive at consensus. Designated authorities preside over the assemblies.

There are different levels of assembly, the domestic, neighborhood, the town council, the civil, the religious, and the agrarian assemblies. The General Assembly is the product and culmination of these lower assemblies. It is the highest indigenous authority and it is the body that decides the rules that govern community life. Assemblies may meet for many hours, or even days, until consensus is reached.

Social organization of these indigenous communities revolves around a sistema de cargos
 (system of “charges,” or responsibilities). It is a stair stepped system of unpaid service positions by which young people gradually assume ever-increasing responsibility in and for their community.

The respect paid to a member of the community is in direct proportion to the level of responsibility the member has assumed and successfully performed. This heightened respect reflects positively not only on the individual, but his entire extended family.

Married men from the community are obliged to fulfill civic and religious cargos
 to maintain their citizenship and residences in their community.  The fulfillment of municipal cargos
 is unpaid and often imposes financial hardship upon those appointed due to partial or complete loss of normal income during the period of service.

Analogous to municipal cargos is the tequio
 . The tequio is collective work by the comuneros
 done for the benefit of the community.
 The comuneros
 are advised of an upcoming tequio
 by two means of community communicatio; by the loud speakers that are usually located in the center of town and the community radio station.

Saúl Aquino Centeno, the commissioner of communal resources in Capulalpam de Mendez, a village in the state of Oaxaca, said, “We recently invited everyone to clean the highway that marks the boundary 
 with the community of Ixtlan. This type of service also serves to integrate people into a sense of community.”

The land in these towns is communal
 ; it belongs to everyone. There is no private property, not even small plots are sold. The transfer of land is done through a transfer of land rights. A father can transfer his land to his children, for example. Everything dealing with the land must go through the assembly. No one can sell the land and no one can buy it.

The community police is an example of sistema de cargos
 and another communal effort. A community police unit consists of the most trustworthy men and women in a community. A person does not decide to be one. He or she is chosen by the townspeople in an assembly. It is a job for which one does not receive a salary. The goal of the community justice system is to reeducate those who make mistakes. Generally any crime that is committed is a minor one.

Members of the community police in El Paraíso, Guerrero, said, “The detainees are not in prisons, but they carry out community service works, which range from helping paint sidewalks, sweeping streets, to picking up garbage, and with their work they also earn their food.”

But such is not always the case. If the crime is more serious, the punishment can be horrific. In September of 2015 two men were accused of trying to steal a car in the town of San Juan Chamula, a short distance from the city of San Cristobal de las Casas, Chiapas, and one that follows uses and customs.

After they were turned over to the local police, a crowd took the men from the local jail, pushed them through the streets, set them in wooden chairs, and burned them to death. Although a leader of the mob was arrested, little will probably be heard of it. In 2013 two men were burned to death in the same area after they were accused of raping and killing a woman.

Mexican anthropologist Guillermo Bonfil Batalla says, “The top priority of indigenous communities remains the protection and preservation of the community.”
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S
 tarting in the 1930s México maintained a strong protectionist trade policy in an effort to be independent of any foreign power and as a means to promote domestic-led industrialization.  México established a policy known as “import substitution.” A policy that advocates replacing foreign imports with domestic production.  México placed tight restrictions on foreign investments and controlled the exchange rate of its currency to encourage domestic industrial growth. The policy of import substitution remained in effect until the 1980s.             

If you will recall, in the mid-1970s, the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) began to cut back on oil production and this sent the price of oil through the roof. As a result, oil producing countries generated vast sums of money. Although México is not a member of OPEC, it benefited as the price of oil moved from US$20 a barrel towards $100 a barrel. Not only did México have income from petroleum sales, it discovered it could borrow incredible sums of money from international banks. México had vast needs for capital improvements, both public and private. With all the money available to it, there seemed to be no need to turn down any proposed project.             

By the end of the 1970s the rapid rise in the price of oil had created an inflationary problem in the United States. To fight the inflation its Federal Reserve Bank instituted a tight monetary policy. The restriction on the growth of the money supply by the United States sent interest rates spiraling. Those that had adjustable or floating interest rate loans, suddenly found themselves in trouble. One of the borrowers who had escalating interest payments was México.             

As the interest rates went up, the price of oil started to decline. The drop in oil prices was attributable to Iran re-entering the oil market and non-OPEC countries continuing to increase their production. To add fuel to the fire, investments from the United States in México started to dry up because of the high cost of money. The high U.S. interest rates also made the dollar an attractive investment and the value of the dollar against the peso rose. Therefore, to the extent México had dollar denominated debt, which it had, it required more pesos to make the debt payments. By 1982 México was in a deep financial crisis.             
  

In January of 1982 México’s debt was approximately US$70 billion. By October of that year it had risen to some $80 billion. The interest costs of México skyrocketed. In 1978 these charges were $2.6 billion, three years later they were $8.2 billion. By early 1982 Mexican economists were projecting a sixty percent inflation rate for the year. Trying to obtain enough dollars to service México’s foreign debt became critical.              

To compound the problem the Mexican people lost confidence in their government and began to convert pesos to dollars. In January 1982 Mexicans had 9 billion U.S. dollars deposited in bank accounts in México, by August they had converted another $3 billion from pesos to dollars, and stashed them in such accounts. Mexicans also sent money out of the country or never brought it in. By July 1982 some $14 billion had gone into foreign bank accounts and another $25 billion had been invested in U.S real estate.             

On September 6, 1982, President López Portillo suspended the payment of all principal payments on México’s debt until the end of 1983. The United States, for its part, had little choice but to help México; and because of that help México did not default on its international debt.

To turn the economic tide, México implemented a series of measures to restructure its economy. Those measures included unilateral trade liberalization, replacing its import substitution policies with others aimed at attracting foreign investment, lowering trade barriers, and making the country competitive as an exporting nation. The international financial community supported México in its new economic strategy.

Two obvious benefits to México from becoming an exporting country were developing a source of monies to help pay for its needed imports and adding jobs that were so desperately needed. In addition, history shows that the survival rate for exporting companies is higher than non-exporting ones, as the diversification of sales across international borders spreads the company’s risk. Studies also show that the wages and salaries, employment conditions, and occupational health and safety standards are higher in exporting companies. 

Fuhermore, companies that export must compete with some of the best companies in the world, which drives innovation. Another benefit is referred to as “knowledge transfer.” By being on the international stage, companies are more likely to be exposed to international trends in technology, product design, consumer behavior, and so on. As exporters 
 benefit from ‘learning by doing’ their knowledge will ‘spillover’ to the rest of the economy.             

Non-economic benefits include the development of business and personal relationships, which could assist México in its international relations. In addition, exporting creates opportunities for Mexicans to work and live overseas and learn about other cultures.              

For all these reasons México changed course and its move to become an exporting country was underway. In 1986 México became a signatory to the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade, the forerunner of the World Trade Organization.

In 1990 México approached the United States with the idea of forming a free trade agreement. However, before the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) came into existence, México entered into its first agreement for free trade in goods, the México-Chile Free Trade Agreement (FTA). Two years later NAFTA came into being with much broader provisions than the México-Chile FTA.              

With a 1,969 mile border with the largest importer in the world and a free trade agreement with it, México was in a perfect position to begin its journey to become an exporting nation. By 2002 México was shipping eighty-eight percent of all its exports to the United States under the provisions of NAFTA. The export sectors of automotive, agriculture and livestock, machinery and electrical equipment, optical, medical and surgical, as well as watch making and stone and glass manufacturing were México’s inroads into the U.S. economy. México is now the third largest exporter to the United States, behind only China and Canada, respectively.

México is also the third largest exporter to Canada, behind the U.S. and China, respectively. Automobile exports to Canada comprise the largest export sector, followed by color televisions, cargo transport vehicles, cellular phones, and computers. In fact, these five types of products account for over thirty percent of México’s total exports to Canada.  Since the beginning of NAFTA, México’s exports to Canada have risen over 550 percent.

Since beginning its export journey, México has become the largest exporter and importer in Latin America. In 2017 México exported $409.5 billion worth of goods, roughly equivalent to the combined 
 exports of Brazil, Chile, Argentina, Peru, and Venezuela. There is no question but that NAFTA and México’s trade with the United States set it on course to become a major exporting country.

However, shipping over eighty percent of its exports to the United States (80.3 percent in 2017) puts México in a vulnerable position. Mexican firms are heavily exposed to economic shocks from its northern neighbor. México’s economy was damaged by the financial crash that hit the U.S. in 2008. Due to the U.S. economic downturn, México’s exports to the United States fell from $234.6 billion in 2008 to $184.9 billion in 2009, a twenty-one percent decline in one year. México’s GDP also posted a negative 5.5 percent growth in 2009. The net effect was that in 2009 México’s economy contracted 6.1 percent. México realized it had to diversify its exporting.

Since then México has launched an effort to improve its image and gain a toehold in Latin America, Japan, Europe, and the BRIC countries (a grouping acronym that refers to the countries of Brazil, Russia, India, and China, which are all deemed to be at a similar stage of newly advanced economic development). While these efforts were being made, several outside factors aided México in becoming more diversified in its exports. After the demise of Lehman Brothers, the value of the peso declined against the euro, making the cost of México’s exports financially attractive. Also, the wages in China began to climb and the high price of oil increased transportation costs, all of which made exports from China less appealing.              

Due to these external reasons, Mexican exports became more competitive in the marketplace. Gerardo Gutierrez, president of the Mexican Employers’ Association, Coparmex, said, “Being able to diversify Mexican exports is a priority for us. We have twelve free trade deals with forty-four countries that we really don’t make enough of.”

México’s trade with the BRIC countries has been quite impressive. According to the weekly newspaper The Economist
 when the 2008 economic crises hit, only 3 percent of México’s exports went to the BRIC countries. By contrast Brazil sent 16 percent of its exports to its BRIC brothers.

However, for the period from 2005 to 2017 México’s exports to Brazil rose from $890 million to $3.7 billion. The surge has been boosted by demand for Mexican cell phones and telecom components. This dramatic growth in exports to Brazil has included automobiles, and to such 
 an extent that Brazil demanded a restructure of its trade agreement with México in 2015.

China is now México’s third largest trading partner receiving US$8 billion in exports in 2016. When NAFTA began, exports to China were worth less than .01 percent of the U.S. total. In fact, Portugal bought more goods from México than China. Driven by demand for raw materials like copper and oil, exports to China continue to rise. Enrique Dussel, director of China-México studies at the National Autonomous University of México, said Mexican firms have barely scratched the surface of their potential to export goods like automobile parts and chemicals to the Asian giant.

Through its dedication and astute business practices, México has become the 12th largest exporter in the world and amongst the top ten excluding intra-EU countries. Its fastest growing markets are China and Brazil, and it does not even have a bilateral free trade agreement with them.

México now tops the list of all exporting countries in the export of tomatoes, avocados, onions, Maradol papayas, eggplants, and peppers. México has also emerged as the world’s second largest exporter of electronic equipment (mainly television sets), the third largest exporter of computers, and the fifth largest exporter of communications equipment.

The problem that now faces México is that its domestic economy caps the gains it can realize from its exports. Jaime Serra, a Mexican economist, who as trade minister negotiated NAFTA, points out that the multiplier effect of exports in México is unusually low. Each export dollar generates only $1.80 at home, compared with $2.30 in Brazil, and $3.30 in the United States, according to his calculations. The opportunity lost is magnified because exports make up some twenty-eight percent of México’s economy, compared with eleven percent of Brazil’s.

The problem is that many home-grown industries are uncompetitive oligopolies. The answer, argues Mr. Serra, is for the government to step up efforts to get foreign suppliers to set up in México and for state banks to increase lending to domestic suppliers, if private banks will not. More aggressive enforcement of competition rules would help, too.

Bringing more of the export supply-chain inside México would have another pay-off. Despite México’s large number of free trade 
 agreements, branching out into new markets is hard because of the accords’ rules of origin. For example, goods exported to, say, the European Union must originate predominantly in México or the EU. Many export-oriented factories are so reliant on parts imported from the United States that they do not qualify for tariff-free access to third markets. That would change if those exporters could buy their parts from competitive Mexican suppliers rather than importing them.

México is in a unique position. Over half of México’s population is young, promising a robust workforce, and the country currently graduates more engineers than any other Latin American nation.

As soon as México completes this last piece of the puzzle, it will become an exporting nation that can be among the greatest in the world.
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Carlos Slim - A Modest Billionaire


































W
 e have all been around long enough to know that those in the public eye are more complex than the media usually portrays.  Carlos Slim Helú is no exception. We know him as being the richest man in the world from 2010 to 2013, losing out to Bill Gates. Today I would like to take more than surface look at México’s richest man.

As is usually the case, we need to start before he was born to really understand Carlos Slim. In 1902 Julián Slim Haddad, the father of Carlos Slim Helú, arrived in México from Lebanon, not yet fifteen years old, all alone, and speaking no Spanish.

At that time Lebanon was part of the Ottoman Empire and it conscripted its young men into the army at age fifteen. Therefore, it was common for Lebanese mothers to send their sons into exile before their fifteenth birthday.

When Julián disembarked in Veracruz he went to Tampico, Tamaulipas, where four of his older brothers (José, Elías, Carlos and Pedro Slim) lived, who like him had been exiled by their mother to save them from the army.

The Slim brothers later moved to México City and in 1911, Julián and his brother José, who was thirteen years older than he, founded the company La Estrella de Oriente (the Star of the East), so named in honor of their country of origin. The partnership was formed with each of them contributing less than 13,000 pesos. Three years later, in the midst of the Mexican Revolution, Julián, then twenty-six years old, bought his brother’s fifty percent stake for 30,000 pesos.

With Julián’s extraordinary work ethic and business talent, La Estrella de Oriente became an important dry goods store. Within a few years Julián had also acquired eleven more properties in the area, which was one of the most commercial, active, and significant in downtown México City, and therefore, in the country. By 1922 Julián’s net worth was already over 1 million pesos between real estate, businesses, and various stocks.

Carlos Slim's mother, Linda Helú, was the daughter of José Helú and Wadiha Atta, Lebanese immigrants who arrived in México at the end 
 of the 19th century. José Helú brought with him the first Arabic printing press and, after settling in the state of Chihuahua, founded one of the first magazines for the Lebanese community in the country.

In August 1926 Julián Slim and Linda Helú married in México City. During their marriage they had six children with Carlos Slim Helú being the second to the youngest. He was born on January 28, 1940, and learned from an early age the value of family as a priority in life.

Carlos Slim also received his first business lessons in early childhood, as Julián gave each of his children a savings book with their usual weekly allowance in order for them to learn to manage their income and expenses. Father and son analyzed his expenses, purchases, and activities. The father taught the young Carlos the values of bookkeeping, teaching him how to read financial statements and keep records. It is something that Carlos Slim has kept with him all his life. By following this rule, each of Julián’s children managed their finances and developed their own wealth.

From that time investments and savings were part of young Carlos’s life, becoming his first lesson in business, which he soon put into practice by opening his first checking account and buying shares of Banco Nacional de México when he was only twelve years old.

Carlos Slim studied Civil Engineering at the National Autonomous University of México (UNAM) School of Engineering, where he also taught Algebra and Linear Programming while studying for his degree.

Carlos Slim met Soumaya Domit Gemayel when he was twenty-four. Their mothers, both of Lebanese-Mexican ancestry, were friends. They married in 1966. He describes her as the love of his life and says he learned a lot from her about sculptures and paintings, adding that their honeymoon was full of gallery visits. Soumaya was a philanthropist, art promoter, and promoter of the Telmex Foundation. His wife of thirty-three years died in 1999 due to kidney failure, Carlos Slim has not remarried.

The couple had six children – Carlos, Marco Antonio, Patrick, Soumaya, Vanessa and Johanna – most of whom work in Carlos Slim’s empire.

Notwithstanding the fact that, according to Forbes
 magazine, his net worth in March of 2018 was $67.1 billion, he always drives himself with a convoy of bodyguards closely following. He lives in the same modest 
 house he purchased 40 years ago, which is a mile from his office, a simple building. He says he does not need a bigger house, adding, “What would I do with a house ten times bigger? In a big house, you don't see your family, never. You don't meet each other.”

He has no interest in luxurious mega-yachts or palaces scattered across the globe and, for most of the 1990s, he used a plastic calculator watch (it doubled as his calculator). He does not indulge in designer shoes or clothing, but confesses he has a weakness for expensive Cuban cigars and of course, fine art. His art collection is said to be worth $6 billion. Carlos Slim has the world’s largest private collection of the works of French sculptor Auguste Rodin.

He does not travel widely and has no home outside México, something he is very proud of. He admits to staying up late at night reading history books. While soccer remains México's most popular sport, Slim loves baseball, especially the New York Yankees, and has a vast knowledge of its games and player statistics.

It is said he does not have a computer in his office, preferring to keep his records in carefully-written notebooks. Although he does have a personal laptop he does not like using it. He says, “I'm a paper man, not electronic.”

He is a philanthropist, but when Bill Gates and Warren Buffett pledged to donate at least fifty percent of their wealth to charities, Slim refused to join the select group. He said,

But why half? Why half? I think it will be a big mistake that companies like Microsoft, Apple, the leaders of the world in technology be sold by the founders to put the cash to fund charities. They shouldn't. It's more important that they continue to manage the companies. Bill Gates has to study how he can (fight poverty) in the same way that Microsoft...succeeded in business, because charity has not solved the problem.

He bluntly states that he has no intention of retiring from business to focus on charitable activities. He said,

It's based on my conviction that poverty is not fought with donations, charity, or even public spending, but that 
 you fight it with health, education, and jobs. Poverty isn’t solved with donations,” adding that “building businesses is often more beneficial to society than ‘going around like Santa Claus.'

México’s billionaire says:

Wealth is like an orchard - you have to share the fruit, not the trees. With the orchard, what you have to do is make it grow, reinvest it to make it bigger, or diversify into other areas.





One of Carlos Slim’s more widely talked about investments was his eight percent ownership of the New York Times.
 In 2009 he loaned the struggling newspaper $250 million. The loan was repaid in 2011, almost three years before the due date. As part of the 2009 deal, he received an option to buy 15.9 million Class A shares at $6.36 each. The warrants were set to expire in January 2015.

Before the end of January of that year, Carlos Slim exercised the warrants when the shares were trading around $12.28 a share making his stake in the newspaper worth $341.4 million and raising his ownership in the New York Times
 to almost seventeen percent.

This modest man continues to grow his orchard.
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I
 did not realize, until recently, that México has a national horse. Although a factoid for many, it certainly is not to those who breed and love this distinctive horse.

I was aware that in 1519 Hernán Cortés brought with him, on his voyage to New Spain, a few horses.  Some research revealed that Diaz del Castillo, who recorded Cortés’s expedition to Tenochtitlan (now México City), said he took with him 16 horses. He added, “The natives had not seen horses up to this time and thought that the horse and rider were all one animal.”

Up until the 1970s, most horses found in México were the descendants of those original Spanish horses, such as the Galiceno and the Mexican Criollo. In the early 1970s a group of distinguished horsemen took on the task of creating a breed of horse native to México. They wanted a horse possessing its own specific conformation, characteristics, and set of purposes.

These men wanted a horse reminiscent of the Criollo, so often depicted in works of painters and photographers that recorded the period of the revolution. They desired a graceful, manageable horse to work and ride that possessed an aptitude for the highly popular Charreria
 (a competitive event similar to a rodeo).

Since the Spanish horse has always been favored in México, the Andalusian was the foundation for the new breed. It was decided that the breed, with the desired characteristics, could be developed by carefully crossing Spanish Andalusian stallions to Quarter Horse and Criollo mares of certain specific types.

Greatly due to Don Antonio Ariza, president of Casa Pedro Domecq, in 1969 three hundred Mexican charros traveled to Spain. The charros carefully selected Spanish Andalusian horses and mares and shipped them to México.

By making careful crosses of Andalusian stallions with Quarter Horse and Criollo mares at the Centro de Reproduccion Caballar Domecq
 in Texcoco, a horse displaying the desired characteristics appeared. These early crosses were given the name Azteca
 by some of the country's charro association members. The charro requires a flashy horse that is not too tall, but of a suitable height for colea, the taking down of a bull by its tail, 
 a horse quick enough to keep up with the cattle and strong and balanced to throw them. The horse must be calm enough for roping, yet be agile and quick for reining in the Mexican cala (a Mexican-style reining). The Azteca
 is bred to be a perfect mount for the charro.

Breeders quickly realized the need for a unified breeding program in order to produce horses that met the required characteristics. The Azteca Horse Research Center was created at Texcoco
 , in the state of México, and, in partnership with breeders, developed the characteristics of the breed today. The first official Azteca
 was a stallion named Casarejo, who was a cross between an Andalusian stallion named Ocultado and a Quarter Horse mare named Americana. He was foaled at the Centro de Reproduccion Caballar Domecq
 in 1972.

The Azteca
 is an attractive horse, found in all colors with the exception of piebald (irregular patches of two colors), skewbald (irregular patches of white and another color), or spotted.  The head is lean with a straight or slightly convex profile. The ears are small and pricked.  The eyes are large and expressive. Necks are well muscled and slightly arched.  The withers are rather high with a straight, short back. The croup is broad and rounded with a deep and broad chest. The shoulder is long and sloping. The legs are well muscled with narrow cannons and clearly defined tendons and joints.  The horse’s height is between 14 to 15.2 hands in consideration of the Azteca's
 intended use in Charreria.  The tail is low set and both mane and tail are flowing.

The registration of most animals with the registry service for a particular breed is usually a fairly easy task. You submit some basic information about the animal to be registered along with the parents’ names, which have been previously registered. This however, is not the case with the Azteca
 .

It is certainly the first animal I have ever heard of where, even if the animal’s (foal’s) parents (sire and dam) are both registered, the foal will not be accepted into the registry until it is officially inspected at seven months of age for the issuance of a “birth certificate” and then again for a more detailed inspection at the age of three or more. Registration is granted only to those horses that fully conform to a strict phenotype standard, established by Secretaría de Agricultura, Ganadería, Desarrollo Rural, Pesca y Alimentación
 .

Although rare anywhere else but México, Aztecas
 have a loyal following in the United States. However, the Azteca Horse Registry of America does not require physical inspections of the horse before being registered. In order not to offend the Mexican registry, any Azteca
 accepted into the American Azteca registries is called an American Azteca
 and not just an Azteca
 .

The Mexican government has taken a great interest in the development of this breed, including honoring the Azteca
 with the title National Horse of México.
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O
 ther than knowing a good margarita when I taste one, I know little about tequila and its cousin, mezcal. Of course I realize they are not the same, but after that my knowledge quickly wanes. I am sure there are many readers who have the ability to spout multiple facts and figures about the subject. But for those of us who have spent more time drinking these liquids than reading about them, maybe we can catch up a little.

It all began with Mayahuel, the Aztec goddess who bore 400 gods, provided sustenance to México’s people, and from her bosom oozed the first alcoholic drink of the Americas. Known as pulque, this 2000 year-old white, foamy, viscous beverage of four to eight percent alcohol is the mother of mezcal and the abuelita
 (grandmother) of tequila. Mayahuel is often depicted with many breasts to feed her many children.

From the milky sap of the maguey (pronounced muh-GAY) plant the alcoholic drink pulque (pronounced POOL-ke
 ) was brewed. Pulque was used by the royalty and priesthood on special days of religious celebration and to celebrate great victories. Many references to the use of pulque in pre-Hispanic celebrations have been found in hieroglyphic references.

In order to control the consumption of pulque by the general populace, native rulers prohibited the use of pulque by anyone except the elderly, nursing mothers, and the ruling class during high religious festivals. People who disregarded this law paid a heavy penalty. Drunkenness amongst commoners was followed by the public humiliation of shaved heads and a good beating; second offenses were less complicated with the offender being put to death. The one exception was the “days of the dead, which signaled a five day binge in which all participated.

The Aztec
 people had been making this fermented beverage from the agave
 plant long before the Spanish
 arrived. When the Spaniards landed, they brought with them, brandy, their beverage of choice. However, they quickly consumed all they had brought. As the early Spaniards searched for a source of fermentable sugar for the production of distilled spirits, they looked to the agave plant, which grew in abundance in the rich volcanic soils of the high valleys around what is 
 now known as Guadalajara. Trial and error led them to one particular species that always seemed to produce the most full-bodied taste. This special plant was the Agave Tequilana Weber, the legendary blue agave or agave azul. The distilled pulque was called mezcal wine and agave wine. It was the first distilled drink in North America.

 In 1758 the King of Spain granted José Antonio Cuervo the rights to cultivate a parcel of land in what is now kinown as the state of Jalisco. In 1795 King Carlos IV
 gave the land grant to Cuervo's descendant, Jose María Guadalupe Cuervo. Carlos IV also granted the Cuervo family the first license to commercially make tequila. The family started packaging their tequila in individual bottles in 1880. The agave fields have been growing in numbers on their land ever since. Cuervo remains the largest producer and exporter of tequila today.

In 1858 Don Cenobio Sauza visited the town of Tequila, Jalisco, and quickly fell in love with this magical place. He gained skills in agave farming and learned about production while working at the Cuervo Distillery. He later bought his own distillery and founded Sauza Tequila, becoming one of Cuervo's great rivals.

Although there are many varieties of maguey (agave) plants, about six are best for producing pulque (mezcal). The agave tequila or blue agave, the variety used by the Spaniards, is a native of Jalisco, México. The blue agave used to make tequila can legally be grown in only five areas in México: The entire state of Jalisco, plus small areas in the states of Tamaulipas, Nayarit, Guanajuato, and Michoacan. This is Tequila Country.

The remaining varieties are found throughout México, although most commercial mezcal is produced around the city of Oaxaca in the mountainous southern part of México. Mexican law, passed in 1994, now protects the name mezcal
 from being applied to products made from anything except the allowed and approved agave plants. Only six municipos (counties) can legally manufacture a drink named mezcal, all near the city of Oaxaca, Oaxaca.

Mezcal can be made from up to twenty-eight recognized species and varieties of agave.  However, ninety percent of mezcal currently produced is made from the Espadin Agave variety (Agave Angustifolia). Tequila can only be made from Agave Tequilana Weber
 (Blue Agave).

In addition to different varieties of agave used in making the liquor, the production process between tequila and mezcal is also different. The 
 part of the plant that is used to make the drink is the heart (root) or piña
 , which looks like a large pineapple or pinecone. If tequila is being made, the piña
 is quartered and slowly baked in steam ovens until all starches are converted to sugars. The oven cooking is slow with the steam injection lasting from thirty-six to forty-eight hours.

Mezcal is produced on a much smaller scale with the use of open pit ovens, which are earthen mounds over pits of hot rocks. The cut pieces of piña are baked in these ovens for about three days. This underground roasting gives mezcal its intense and distinctive smoky flavor.

Mezcal is not as smooth as tequila, as it is generally distilled only once while tequila is distilled twice. Not all bottles of mezcal contain the famous “worm” (actually a larva that can infest maguey plants), but if added, it is added during the bottling process. There are conflicting stories as to why a worm would be added. Some state that it is a marketing ploy; others opine that it is there to prove that the mezcal is fit to drink; and still others say that the larva is there to impart flavor.

So comes the phrase, “All tequila is mezcal, but all mezcal is not tequila.”
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Mariachis



I
 bet there are few among us who have not sat under a palapa drinking a margarita or a cerveza and listening to a mariachi band serenading our table. Have you ever wondered about the origin of that music? Ok! I have.

I knew the Aztecs and Mayans did not have violins and guitars, so this was not indigenous to México. See, I do think of something other than the beautiful scantily clad señoritas walking by my table on such occasions.

Prior to the arrival in 1519 of Spaniard, Hernán Cortés, on the shores of the land we call our second home, the locals played music with rattles, drums, reed and clay flutes, and conch-shell horns. These musical instruments were an integral part of religious celebrations.

As Cortés and his group of fellow travelers were enlightening the “natives” and teaching them about Christianity, they also introduced them to the musical instruments they brought with them from Spain. These included violins, guitars, harps, brass horns, and wood instruments.

The Indian and mestizo musicians, not being as dumb as Cortés thought, quickly learned how to play them. In fact, in some cases they built their own musical instruments, copying the Spanish ones, giving them shapes and tunings they preferred. Although the name “vihuela” (v'-way-la) is given to the Spanish 12-string guitar, it is also the name of the 5-string guitar invented by the locals and used by mariachis today.

The Spanish instruments were intended to be used during mass. However, the criollos
 (Mexicans of Spanish descent) began using them, as well as some they had created, to make popular music.  This irritated the priests, since the instruments were used to accompany some of the more scandalous, satirical, or anticlerical couplets of the times.

During the 16th, 17th, and 18th centuries, while the Spaniards occupied what is now called México, they honed their theatrical productions; not only here, but around the world. The music for most of those productions was produced by violins (usually two), a harp, and a guitar (or a variant of it). And, it is from this combination of musical instruments that what we now call “Mariachi” developed.

As in most things in life, there is disagreement on the meaning of the word, “Mariachi.” Many thought the name was derived from the French 
 word “mariage" (marriage) dating from the French intervention in México
 in the 1860s and related to the music’s appearance at weddings. This was a common explanation on record jackets and travel brochures. However, this theory was disproven with the appearance of documents that showed the word existed before Maximilian became the Emperor of México in 1863.

The origin of the word is still in dispute, but the most prominent theories ascribe it to indigenous roots. One states it comes from the name of the wood from which the dance platform was made.

But when you’re drinking tequila or a cerveza and listening to the music, the origin of the word is not really that big of a deal. While speaking of the word “mariachi,” I should note that the word is used as a noun to describe both the band and a member of the band. It is also an adjective to describe the type of band.  So I guess you could say, “There is a mariachi playing in the mariachi mariachi.”

In the 19th century, many mariachis were roaming laborers moving from one hacienda to another, often paid more than the average laborer. With the Revolution of 1910 many of the haciendas were forced to dismiss the mariachi, who then wandered from town to town singing songs (corridos
 ) of revolutionary heroes and enemies, and carrying news from one place to another. The mariachi took to playing in public venues for tips. One of the most popular of these venues was San Pedro Tlaquepaque in the state of Jalisco, a fashionable place for the residents of Guadalajara to spend the summer.

Early mariachis did not dress as we see them today. They wore peasant garb and did not attempt to dress alike. After the revolution, however, modest uniforms began to appear. When the mariachis could afford elegant clothes, they chose the suit of the horseman (traje de charro)
 . The gala version of this suit was once the attire of wealthy hacienda owners. It has been said that General Porfirio Diaz ordered a mariachi band to wear "charro suits" while playing for the United States Secretary of State. If true, maybe this was the origin of the now popular mariachi dress.

The musical form and ensemble of the mariachi developed differently from region to region.  The ensemble that is familiar to us began to take shape in the nineteenth century in the state of Jalisco. By the end 
 of the nineteenth century the vihuela, two violins, and the guitarron were the instruments of most mariachis. The guitarron is the large deep-bodied 6-string acoustic bass. Although the guitarron looks as if it was derived from the guitar, it was not. The name guitarron mexicano
 means Mexican Large Guitar, which would lead to this conclusion. However, it was developed from the Spanish bajo de uña, the large 4-string double bass.

One thing that makes mariachis different than other vocal groups is that there is no lead singer. Everyone in the ensemble does some vocalization. Different members will take the lead in different songs, as the group attempts to match the voice with the type of music being played.

Until the 1930s mariachis were semi-professional and almost entirely unknown outside their own region. President Lázaro Cárdenas changed this when he asked Mariachi Vargas de Tecalitlán
 from the small town of Tecalitlán, Jalisco, to play at his inauguration in 1934. This mariachi band also accompanied him in his presidential campaign in 1936. After his reelection President Cárdenas moved the band to México City and they became the official mariachi of the México City Police Department. They remained there for twenty years.

Silvestre Vargas, who was the leader of the band at that time, was the son of Gaspar Vargas, the one who began the mariachi band in 1897. Silvestre Vargas hired Rubin Fuentes as the musical director of the band. Fuentes probably did more to popularize Mariachi Vargas de Tecalitlán
 and mariachi music than anyone in the world.


Mariachi Vargas
 is probably the most famous of all mariachi bands. They have appeared in more than 200 movies, including many in which Pedro Infante was the star. Mariachi Vargas
 continues playing today. The band is now comprised of two harps, one vihuela, one guitar, one guitarron, three trumpets, and six violins.

For those really interested in mariachi bands, the largest International Mariachi Festival takes place each September in Guadalajara. Over 500 mariachis perform at various events over a ten day period. A friend of mine, Lynne Hernandez, who has attended this gala several times, says:

There are two different types of mariachi groups featured at the festival. You see the ones wearing chorro suits and playing trumpets and other instruments not found in the 
 original mariachi bands. Then there are the ‘traditional’ groups, more like what we would call ‘folk’ music, with the musicians wearing the white campesino outfits and playing mostly the original stringed instruments.

So next time (and this is for the gentlemen readers) you are caught with your eyes on a cute señorita walking down the beach, if a mariachi band is playing close by, you can say, “Have you ever thought about the origin of mariachis?”
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I
 t’s hard to read about the history of México without at least one or two priests being included in the story. Too frequently they are present only to enhance the story’s theme or substantiate some allegation.  But, they really deserve more coverage than generally given. After all, when Hernán Cortés landed, on what is now the shores of México, he was following a letter of instruction that said, “The first aim of your expedition is to serve God and spread the Christian faith.”

Although the Franciscans, Dominicans, and Augustines played a significant role in spreading the word, I would like to talk about the Jesuits and the role they played in México. As a little bit of history, it was St. Ignatius of Loyola and a small band of followers at the University of Paris who founded the Society of Jesus in an effort to reform the Catholic Church in 1534.

Rather than break off as a separate church, the Jesuits became a distinct order and received commendation from Pope Paul III in 1537. Sometimes called “God’s Marines” or “The Company,” Jesuit priests take vows of poverty and chastity and pledge obedience to the pope.

The first Jesuit priest arrived in México in 1572 long preceded by the Franciscans in 1524, the Dominicans in 1526, and the Augustines in 1533. Although the Jesuit order was not formed until after their brethren had landed in New Spain, what set them apart was their calling to teach. When Ignatius founded the order he sent his priests throughout Catholic Europe to start schools, colleges, and seminaries. By Ignatius’s death in 1556, the Jesuits had already founded 74 colleges on three continents.

So, it was not strange that the Jesuits in New Spain put their emphasis on teaching. However, instead of teaching the indigenous, as did the Franciscans, the highly educated Jesuits were adept at attracting the patronage of elite families whose sons they educated in newly founded Jesuit colegios
 (colleges), including Colegio de San Pedro y San Pablo
 , Colegio de San Ildefonso
 , and the Colegio de San Francisco Javier, Tepozotlán
 . Those same elite families hoped that a son would be accepted as a Jesuit.

To support their colegios and their members, the Jesuits acquired landed estates that were run with the best-practices for generating 
 income in that era. A number of these haciendas were donated by wealthy elites. One economic endeavor was the introduction of sheep into México to help finance their high schools and universities. Wool was expensive in Spain so it was a good business for the Jesuits at their landed estates.

Of course, the Jesuits needed men to work on the estates. Accordingly, the Jesuits encouraged the indigenous people to leave their scattered settlements and move to compact population centers. There, they would have ready access to the mission for worship and prayer and would also be able to make important contributions of an agricultural and economic nature to the estates owned by the Jesuits.

Each indigenous male that came to the population centers was given a plot of land. But he had to give something in return. Stuart F. Voss, a specialist in the dynamics of regional history, records that,

Three days a week he was required to work for the mission; tending herds of livestock, also belonging to the mission; or providing other special services, such as escorting travelers, constructing mission buildings, or defending against any enemies threatening the mission.

Even though the haciendas had this free work force, many Jesuit haciendas also had a significant number of black slaves. Although not all Jesuits accepted slavery, the New World Jesuits, like people with vested interests everywhere, claimed that they could not run their haciendas without slaves. They argued that at least the slaves were baptized, taught Christianity, and decently fed.

Due to the business acumen of the Jesuits, many of the Jesuit haciendas were huge. Don Juan de Palafox
 , the Bishop of Puebla, asserted that just two colleges owned 300,000 head of sheep, whose wool was transformed locally in Puebla into cloth and six sugar plantations worth a million pesos, which generated an income of 100,000 pesos.

The Jesuits became entangled in a conflict with the episcopal hierarchy over the question of payment of tithes. This was the ten percent tax on agriculture levied on landed estates for support of the Church hierarchy. Since the Jesuits were the largest religious order 
 holding real estate, surpassing the Dominicans and Augustinians, who had accumulated significant property, this was no small matter.

The Jesuits argued that they were exempt, due to special pontifical privileges. Since the Jesuits vow of obedience was to the Pope, the order had little respect for Bishops, etc. and resisted paying the tithe on their estates. This effectively took revenue out of the church hierarchy's pockets by removing it from the tithe rolls.

Although the Jesuits were admired and even envied, many disliked them and their methods. It was a feeling not unique to New Spain.

Although teaching was their primary calling, they did build missions and sought to convert the indigenous populace. The Jesuits were the first order to build missions in the northwest part of the country. Areas included not only what are today the Mexican states of Sinaloa and Sonora, but also a vast region then called Pimería Alta and today known as Arizona.

The California missions are generally thought to have begun by the Franciscans in 1769, but the first permanent mission was founded seventy-three years earlier by the Jesuit Father Juan María de Salvatierra. Over the next seventy years Jesuits founded a further seventeen missions along the El Camino Real.

The Mission Santa Maria de los Angeles was the last of the missions established by the Jesuits in Baja California in 1767.

As mentioned earlier, many did not like or trust the Jesuits. The society possessed immense wealth and controlled, to a large extent, the education of youths in many countries. Among its members were the confessors of kings and princes and it exerted a powerful political influence in the civil administration of Catholic countries.

The Jesuits were at their height when their downfall occurred. The causes that brought this about were many and varied, but among them was the accusation that the Jesuits converted their missionary stations into commercial centers and conducted bold speculations, more lucrative to their order than to their country. They were also accused of avoiding the payment of tithes by false representations of the conditions of their missions—a fact which the Franciscan friars  brought to the attention of Spanish royalty. The storm was long in brewing.

In 1767 Carlos III of Spain issued a mandate for the expulsion, from 
 his dominions in Europe, Asia, and America of all the members of the Society of Jesus. In the summer of 1767 the Jesuits in New Spain learned of the calamity that had overtaken their order.

On June 28 of that year, the Jesuits were placed in coaches, and with a strong guard to accompany them, were sent to Veracruz. The people flocked weeping around their carriages to say farewell. In some of the towns through which they passed, their entry resembled a triumphant procession. When they finally arrived in Veracruz, they had to wait before embarking, until their Jesuit brothers from more distant lying provinces joined them. While they were detained there, thirty-two of their number died.

At the time of their expulsion the Jesuits numbered 678 members. They had over forty colleges or seminaries, five residences,  six missionary districts, and ninety-nine missions.

Forty-seven years later, in 1814, Pope Pius VII restored the Jesuits as an approved order. A year later the Spanish Monarch, King Ferdinand, authorized the reestablishment of the order in Spain and the Americas. In May of 1816 word reached México. Although a few Jesuits returned, it was not like before. México was in the throes of its battle for independence from Spain.  When México won its independence from Spain, in 1821, it brought new laws, new administrators, and a shift of power from missionaries to secular governors and powerful ranching families.

The Jesuits never regained the position they once held.










































Thank you for reading my book. If you would take a few minutes and write a review of this book, 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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