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CHAPTER 1

BEGINNING

       Everyone knows that capitalism is good and is our unacknowledged religion and that we all work in its fields and orchards.  We breath its air and give it the hours of our lives.   But wouldn’t it be sad if we traveled to a far place to discover that there were other voices, other rooms - other worlds that our particular nature and disposition might have liked more or even loved.

       One dark passage up the mountain in Mexico was a transition for me.  I was a tourist at the foot of the mountain but emerged into a world at the top transformed into a family member with full rights and privileges for reason that you will see.   Most books about Mexico are written by visitors but this one is by an insider invited to all family parties and confided all secrets and who, over a period of years, visited  many times for months at a time and finally came to live there. .

       South Mexico has ancient cultural residues of an older order in fiestas, joyful music, old religion, pilgrimages, celebrations, markets, natural children...all of which one approaches with extreme caution. “Careful, careful, careful,” something whispers, “do not fall in love!”

     But we are tough and strong we can tell ourselves and will find a superior position from which to look condescendingly on their world.  We will find a fly in their soup.

      We pack to go – traveling light, the less the better.  A notebook is important because tiny surprises pass quickly and we must write each down or it will be overridden by the next.  Important also are good shoes, smiles, lots of patience, thoughtful slow introspections, and a willingness to give up long held ideas.

    
 The rush to the airport, the liftoff (an event that astounds me every time), the ballet of the stewardess’ safety announcement, then we settle back.  The rest is easy. From thirty thousand feet, Mexico looks to be uninhabited rugged mountains coated with forest. 

    
 Thoughts on traveling: I reflected that the first step is always the most difficult, that is, to let loose of, or go arms length from, whatever security I have a  white knuckle grip on; to move into the unknown toward my own God-given enchantments.  The marriage, the job, the 401k, the family all can be tar babies but without them I may grow old alone and, maybe, die in the desert, but, well, it may be worth it. 

     
  Small steps first:  I began to follow my private fascinations: I learned to dance. I taught dancing, hung out with foreigners from beyond the horizon, and enjoyed ethnic celebrations. I read old musty books.  I rattled around Europe for three years, then lived with a family in Japan, visited Canada, and made a first walkabout in Mexico.  

     
 Bigger steps: Without a plan or road map I found myself single again, without family, and adjusted my life to a surprisingly gentle and agreeable drift.  It was not lonely or terrifying as one might imagine.  Life was, well…it was happy.

    
 I returned to Mexico because of the joy in the people, the joy in the music, and the joy in the colors.  I returned because of my delight in nature, the dignity in old religion, and the happiness in outdoor lifestyle that goes with this gentle climate.  

   
 When we landed in south Mexico, workers wheeled a rolling ladder to the plane door.  Our American group was met by Mexican families from our club (a club dedicated to international understanding) and each was whisked away into the fragrant night.  I secretly hoped that I would be met by a wealthy family as I was still working under an unrefined idea of what it is to be “wealthy.”  My fellow travelers all disappeared in cars and taxis toward distant lights …all that is, except me.  No one was there to meet me!  I was surprised by a strange confidence in this state of abandonment far from home.  The deity of far off places was preparing to bless me.

   
   I had time to sit on my luggage and think: Out the airport window I saw pinpoints of light on dark distant mountains. I could not imagine how the electricity arrived there nor who was there in the light.  I was becoming a child again in a pleasant state of wonder.  In our long flight all meanings had changed spellings and sounds, people had all turned brown, and every tiny detail, even in this airport, was somehow different. 

        The air, you notice that?  Countries smell differently.  This one is sagebrush, very distant flowers, and, inexplicably, ocean.  It is very quiet, no distant traffic sounds that have become part of the air where I live.  It is an almost unnervingly silent.

   
 At this moment I noticed some distance away a short woman with a Downs syndrome child holding a tiny sign that said:  “Quentin”.  Rather than the wealthy, I am invited to this country by this child – a good sign – you will see.    The mother of this child had not approached me, I learned later, because she thought Quentin was a woman’s name. Next came awkward conversation because we had no language in common.  The three of us piled into an old car and she pumped the accelerator as if to awaken this beast from an almost terminal slumber.  A groaning sound from under the hood, then off we went into the night.  I was alone in the back seat, dark winding roads, and dim headlights.  I was surprised again by an elated feeling: the travel deity God is grinning and planning.

   
  I arrived at a Mexican home, strange, yet all understandable, and bedded down.  A silent day or two passed while I was invited to meals with sign language and I took careful exploratory walks in all directions.  I learned that we were in the country at the edge of a town and again I noticed the fragrance of the air and the silence - a silence that on closer examination had a subscript of faint joyful music.    This is from radios and open windows in far off houses. I have always complained that movies have background music but my life has none.  Well now, and anytime I am in a Mexican town, I have far off joyful music backing up all my thoughts and adventures.  I noticed Indians (by their dress) on long silent walks, hills and distant blue mountains, and stone houses that looked a thousand years old but under a timeless spell that rendered them ever more beautiful.  A man led a horse down a dry sand road but never looked up to see stunning scenery, a beckoning blue sky, and vultures circling slowly in the distance but, well, he never looked up..  I felt very relaxed.  There was a strange coming home within me (had I lived here in another life?), and I was okay here if nothing else ever, ever happened.

   
    Where are we exactly?  It would have been enough years ago to have related to the names and stories of these local mountains and to the deities around us.  The big picture for the modern person is:  we were in south Mexico central highlands, at a famous town called San Christobal de las Casas  (famous because it is high in the mountains, quintessentially old Mexico, and it must be in every European guidebook because young travelers, usually a scholarly looking boy and girl with huge backpacks, show up here.  If you talk with them you will be delighted. They are well educated and are here on a respectful journey to learn another view of life on planet Earth.  You will exchange e-mail addresses, and will try to be friends forever.  We were at the edge of the city, at a place called Rancho Saint Nicholas, a place known by every taxi driver in town because a lady rents camping places, rooms, and cottages to foreigners.  A lady who was later to become my relative (you will see).  

  
   My solitude here was interrupted by a major blessing,  a visitor came, a small pretty lady who spoke some English and if I had known all about her I would have known that she is a granddaughter of a wealthy rancher (now dead) who had owned vast lands and had employed many workers, and servants.   I would have known that she was now of modest means, worked at the local state university as a secretary, and is a wonderful dancer.    All I knew now was that she had a curious dignity and that I liked her instantly.  We had coffee (which is grown here) under the trees and, blessed by a partial language barrier, we watched the slow meditation of the ancient houses, the distant circling of buzzards, and the sleep walking Indians on the road. 

             We took long walks in the nearby town looking for music and dancing but found none.  We learned how to adjust our step to each other.  I noticed that if I stole a glance at her, no matter how carefully concealed, she knew, looked back and smiled.  

    
  But for this visit to Mexico we had to say goodbye - goodbye in the presence of the blue mountains and in the shadow of the great Cathedral of Santo Domingo towering nearby in its fifth century of solemn thought. 

            The bus to the airport passed through many towns – each with a drama unfolding of football games, dogs, cats, people walking on unimaginable journeys, and children living with and helping their parents.  


  Home.  Home in my small cottage in the woods, I studied the moon.  Would it look different to her in south Mexico? It would take a month to get a letter from this cottage to her and back, but I had an idea.

   
  Imagine a man bent over a primitive computer in a small cottage years ago.   Night turned the windows to mirrors.   I wondered if this machine, like a huge insect on my desk, could it be programmed to send a love letter to her at her university?  Could the words surge through unimaginable circuits in its body then escape into telephone wire, flash its way through dark woods, past countless sleeping farms and haciendas? Could they leap rivers, bypass border police, crowded cities, past armed guards to find her office in the dark?

    
 I will tell her about the moon here, I thought, and ask her if it looks the same there.  I was ready just at quitting time in south Mexico, my machine made strange sounds as it undertook its huge assignment, and so did, I suppose, the listening machine at her university.   Her cousin sat next to the fax machine there and, I learned later, she delivered this and each love letter to Blanca, each missile from far away under a strange moon, after an elaborate exercise her own English skills!  

CHAPTER 2

What Might Have Been


Blanca was secretary to the president of the State University in Chiapas, Mexico and she had dreamed of having a husband and a home.  “I am a nice person,” she told me, ” I do not know why I do not have a companion.”  She believed that a Mexican man would never do because of macho attitudes and general disrespect of women.  To make this dream possible she took English classes at her university and hired a brujo (wizard) to cast a spell.  He came to her house, lit candles, and said magic words and charged no fee.  Three weeks later this American arrived. She had never seen one up close.  He was educated, adventurous, unmarried, and very pale skinned.  He asked her out for coffee and she practiced her English in the wider world for the first time.   Much later he held her hand when they walked the magic road from San Christabal de las Casas to Rancho Saint Nicholas.  But he climbed in the bus, waved goodbye, and disappeared into vast emptiness of space and time.  


Her English teacher helped her write letters to him graced with fancy Mexican stamps in the outrageous faith that they might actually find him.   And he surprised her with messages to her university fax machine.  Later, he even sent airline tickets for her to visit him, not knowing how impossible it is for the non-moneyed class to cross legally into the USA. 


 She wanted to ask her supervisor, the president (called the Rector in Mexico) of the University, for a leave of absence, but he was too busy with important people.  Secretaries are not important here as she learned when she laughed at a joke being told in the office and an important person said to her:  “Is someone talking to you?”   The president’s chauffeur, her friend, told her to wait outside the Rector’s house, and approach him when he came to his car.  It worked, he silently initialed the form.      Many people told her what turned out to be true, that “The American Embassy in Mexico City is absolutely never going to grant you a visa to visit the USA.”  Besides they said, “That place is a refrigerator.”  But she persisted, bought a bus ticket to Mexico City, rode the 17 hours, got in a long Embassy line that stretched back many blocks in the wee hours of the morning, stood all day in the sun to see the second American she had ever seen up close.  An Asian looking woman, spoke perfect Spanish, glanced at her passport and personal history statement, and as with everyone in line, it seemed, stamped it: “declined.”  


Alone now in Mexico City, she cried all the way back to her friend’s apartment and all night.  If she could have come, she had dreamed, he would have asked her to marry him; they would live happily ever after.  They would have had a home, would have traveled all over, had many friends, and he would have put her son through college.  God forgive us our dreams.


She knew that some Mexicans save up for a long time (two thousand dollars) and pay a guide to help them climb under or over the fence, cross the border in the trunks of cars, cross in the desert, go hidden in trucks or freight cars, or a multitude of other ways.  But she did not have the money.  She had heard that many who tried to cross on their own were lost in the desert, shot by American ranchers, or robbed by bandits.  It was on the news every night.  The Quakers put out piles of water canisters in the desert with marker flags but local ranchers destroyed the sites.  She knew that the Americans living now on what had been Mexican land, all migrants themselves, had become a gated community.  They did not mind exporting jobs but did not want to let more people into what is actually a lightly populated land. She knew that this was true all over the world, the first come set up barriers for later arrivals who come anyway following tales of work, escape from boredom, or just lust for adventure - the same genetics, perhaps, that draws people to carnival rides and gambling.


If she could have flown to Chicago, she would have seen the Rio Grande twisted below like a snake.   Her fellow countrymen risking their lives in the river would have looked up to see a white vapor trail high above, pointing toward Chicago.  She would have  seen the patched quilt of rich flat farms below, heard English instructions from the plane’s address system, and would have landed at O’Hare International in Chicago to be met by her American friend’s brother.   Then the brother would have put her on a flight to Des Moines, Iowa, where she was to have met her, hopefully, future husband.  It was winter there.   He had faxed her that there was six inches of show on the ground (how many centimeters is that?).  She had never seen snow except on distant mountain tops and had planned to pick it up in her hands and throw it like feathers.  Such had been her dreams.


A friend in Mexico City told her to go to the plane that she was to have flown on, show them her Mexican passport and her Border Card (A Border Card is permission for short term travel across the border to shop in the US.  It says in large letters: VALID ONLY FOR TRAVEL WITHIN 20 MILES OF THE INTERNATIONAL BORDER). The next day she did this, she went to the gate of her plane, showed her pitiful documents - such was her determination.


At the Mexicana Airlines desk in Mexico City at check-in the airlines ticket clerk was very busy, he looked at her passport and then at her border card, nodded in the direction of the loading line of people.  Or so it seemed.  She followed the others and boarded the plane.  It would not be final until they were airborne.  Liftoff.   Mexico City became miniaturized then the windows all turned white.  


The real test would be in Chicago when an American looked at her documents.  Would he let her into the guarded land?   He would be pale skinned, blue eyed, and uncaring.  He would check her passport, see no visa stamp, nod to an assistant to put her on the next flight back.  The airlines pay for such mistakes.   He is just doing his job.  He would not look at her.  He would not care about the card.


At O’Hare International Airport the plane banked at a steep angle, she looked down into snow covered rooftops and multitudes of cars, corpuscles in a vast social bloodstream.  The plane landed and stopped rolling.  Announcements were made in English that she did not understand.  She followed others down the ramp and through a maze of halls. The whole group stopped before uniformed immigration agents at booths where each was to to pass one at a time.  She studied each agent’s face.  The first two were women, Hispanic looking, she thought, overweight.  Second and third generation Hispanics often get jobs with Immigration Service, she had heard.  She saw hard lines around the eyes.  Third was older man, could be Hispanic also, looked like her uncle Selso but with a dead face.  Last was a young American looking male.  He would look okay if you saw him on the street.  She chose his line - it was just a gut feeling.  A huge sign that she did not understand demanded that she stand behind a white line.  The American Agent motioned her forward.  Trembling she handed him the passport.  Pale skin and blue eyed, he opened it and looked for the visa stamp.  The Border Card fell out.  He looked at it.  He nodded to his assistant, who looked at it too.  They mumbled something to each other.  The card shouted like a mean child:  “VALID ONLY WITHIN 20 MILES…”  Tiny synapses, too small to imagine, networked in his mind.  She watched him then she looked on ahead.  It occurred to her that she could run.  Two policemen stood very relaxed off to the side talking together.  Beyond this booth was the United States - people in the distance walked about pushing luggage carts.    She could run and mingle.   What happened next cannot be explained.  Was it the brujo’s spell, or was the Agent tired, or was he was just unfit to be a bureaucrat?  No one can explain it.  He picked up his stamp and granted a six months stay in the US. 


At that moment each of her dreams, a room full of sleeping children were jolted wide awake, sat up straight, rubbed their eyes, and began planning even more wonderful adventures.


She walked down the airport exit ramp, the last person in a long line in mid-winter in the U.S., wearing a thin green coat because she owned no winter clothing.  She found snow beautiful, and stooped with delight to pick up hands full.  Her bare hands reported to her a new fact about snow and she dropped it quickly.  


Together was a happy while - living in the woods and taking her to shopping malls and dances.  She could do all American dance steps without a lesson. 

    
  Months later we explored the Mardi Gras in New Orleans together.  I remember the delight of festivals in her eyes attracted so many prizes thrown from floats that a big box was needed to bring them home!  At home, she passed them on to friends and strangers until the box was empty. 


Then the wedding!   It was planned and arranged by our church because after getting to know Blanca a few months, they liked her too.  It had a potluck, music, dancing, and it all cost nothing! She met my family: six siblings who took the song “South of the Border” and arranged funny words to it and sang it for the church.

   
  One last picture: We are holding hands at arm length facing each other.  We are dancing and turning to the music.  Turning and turning. The world beyond her is now wonderfully blurred.  But she is etched in my memory, a lucid dream, her eyes, her smile, and the joy in her soul.   We were to become a team traveling and exploring finding holy moments of meaning on this most amazing planet.

Chapter 3

 Leaving Home

Four a.m., small Mexican town of her childhood

parents watched her through dirty bus windows select a seat,

a grandfather vehicle with a front nose

holding a questionable engine

whose hood must be raised often

for man/machine dialogues.

Following winding rutted dirt roads up, up, up 

fog, then clear, then fog, tilting, jarring, 

horse roads, rocks, cliffs,

sudden wide eyed vistas

of a hundred blue mountains,

straining, whining engine, 

tree leaves larger than herself,

six hours later it sputtered to a stop.

She had arrived in Pichucalco,

secretarial school for girls.

He left home in the USA 

without friends or money

but old pickup trucks help hitchhikers

and also give advice:

“Don’t ever marry, Son, women aren’t well made

and will doctor bill you to death.” 

It took fourteen smiling drivers

“Where you going, Kid?”

to drop this stray cat

on a university’s steps

and open a new and much larger world.

Beyond secretarial school and university

their roads meandered 

sleeping mountains,  washed out goat trails,

international boundaries of armed guards, 

surveillance helicopters, bureaucratic Towers of Babel,

all bypassed by Monarch butterflies,

migrating birds and much later

by them.

Chapter 4

Inside Secret Mexico

  As a kind of tourist I had been to Mexico before but had not lived there with my new wife or met her family.

   This changed when we received in the U.S., a phone call from another world.  Blanca listened for a moment then dropped to the floor crying in a way that startled me.  It was some time before I could comfort her and find out that in the far off Mexican mountains, her mother had died.  They had been very close.  When Blanca was away in secretary school in a city, she had often driven death defying roads in an old VW on weekends to be with her mother, father, and sister.  Often at home she would go in the middle of the night to sit on her mother's bed for long discussions.  Her mother was, I have heard, a small woman with an imposing personality.  Blanca’s father, who had died earlier, was, judging from pictures and stories, tall, quiet, and very Spanish looking.  Her mother had come from a wealthy family but in those days women did not inherit.  Since her husband was from the non-moneyed, he family had always lived modestly.


    Blanca’s family told her by phone that they would delay the funeral in Mexico if she could come.  I quickly called a travel agent, we packed a few things, and left to catch a plane departing in about an hour.   The travel agent was closing her office when I called, but she gave me her home phone number and said she would return to issue our tickets.   The journey had begun and as Martin Buber wrote:    “All journeys have a secret destination of which the traveler is unaware.”  At that time I still had no idea of how involved I would become with Mexico.


    Arriving at the travel office from twenty miles away, I was astounded to find that I did not have the phone number!  Time was running out.  I sat down on the curb almost crying to try to think.  Time passed and I just sat there.  I can still see Blanca in the car, waiting.  A man walked by, stopped, and asked, "Something wrong?"  Mumbling from the curb, I told him the story.

     
"What office is it?" he asked.  I pointed to it.

    
 "Let’s go and have a look at it," he suggested.

    
 "Why?" I wondered.  We looked in the travel office window...dead as a ghost office.

     "I thought there might be one of those emergency phone number signs.” He said.  Suddenly he saw a name plate on a desk.  "I'm going to go down to the bar, and see if I can find that name in the phone book.”  A few minutes later he returned.


"She is on her way here!" he said and began to walk away.  I walked with him across the street and told him I would try to pass the favor on to someone else.  He seemed pleased.  The strange thing is, I was so worked up at the time that I cannot really remember what he looked like!  I might not recognize him if I saw him today.


High in the air over sleeping mountains of Mexico, I told Blanca,” Let’s imagine that, maybe, the man was Jesus.” (in some deep down poetic sense)!

     She told me the following story: Children in her little town used to chase each other around in games in the evening.  One little boy her age was called Diablo (devil) because of his foul language.  One evening Blanca, running around the corner of a building, crashed into him, and started crying.  She walked home and told the adults that she was crying because she had run into the devil.  They all laughed and kidded her about it for years.  When Diablo was older he operated a local taxi and Blanca’s family had sent him and his ancient car down the mountain to meet us at the airport.


And there he was, waiting for us, straight from central casting, dark from the fires of hell.  He had, perhaps his horns under that dirty cap and, maybe, his tail tucked inside those hundred year old pants.  He drove us that night up the curving mountain road with enough energy left over to swear at the incompetence of the other drivers.

     
There you have it: the story of Jesus and the Devil  

  
  After the dark journey, after sleep in a strange house under a moon straight overhead, and after much cock’s crowing, the sun came in the windows!  Colors were brighter, distant music more engaging, and everyone seemed to be a relative (which was pretty much true!).    Looking around the next day I saw that I was in a Mexican style house, open in the center, near the town’s Central Park.  Part of the house bordering on the street is a little store that sells candles, to be used in the nearby church, sewing supplies, and, sometimes, clothing to local Indians who come in from the countryside.  Other towns-people have little stores in the fronts of their own homes.  There are no zoning laws and this is part of the joy of the place.  The stores have no signs since everyone knows who sells what. For many, many miles around, Indians come to town on weekends in colorful traditional clothing to buy and sell at the large outdoor market.  They come also just to be with people and to see a different and livelier world than their solitary cornrows.


Most of her whole life, Blanca’s mother had sold candles that flickered by the hundreds in the nearby church (saying “Thank you, God” and “Please God” and “You are dead but not forgotten”) until such time as candles were lit for her.


For nine days after a death, friends, but mostly relatives, come each night to the house for conversation, refreshments, and for a religious service that every Mexican woman seems to have memorized.  Oddly, the men, except for this Gringo, do not attend.  I told Blanca that this seemed strange to me.  She said, "It’s not strange, it’s stupid." The ritual says in many poetic ways: Dear Lord, forgive this soul and welcome her into eternal happiness.  A person I call the “singer lady” conducts the service in this town.  She is a small elderly Indian woman dressed in gray.  She sits in front and leads the litany, called a Novena, with interludes of her singing.  Her singing is sad; she calls up soul deep sorrow. She has no musical training but is gifted.  The litany has a recurring refrain spoken many times in beautiful Spanish by all the women: "Dear God, we beg You, we beg You." Then her singing begins again, over and over, until you are moved beyond sorrow.  Each night I was anxious to hear it again.



I think in this town they pay no more attention to the singer lady than to the bright bougainvillea blooming in many places that amazes me.   I talked with her the last day with Blanca translating.  She has had a hard working life but is happy and smiles easily like a little girl with a secret.  We leaped easily over the language barrier because I am family.  



  In the years since Blanca's mother died, we often get phone calls from Mexico that end with, "The singer lady says ‘Hi’”.

  .  


When we returned to the United States I was surprised how Mexico had captured my heart, even though I had lived in Europe and in Japan. There were dry tears of remembering.  My idle thoughts were often surprised by visitors from south of the border.  Colors, music, and memories ambushed my quiet meditations.  I am looking out the back window of a speeding car and I want it to slow down.   Come back to me the father and his two very small sons who played and sang hauntingly beautiful music in La Parada, an almost empty café.  All three sang staring up and off into the distance, unfocused, as if reading sheet music held by God. 


 Come back three older men who sang sad Mexican love songs with consummate skill in a café, El Andariego, with eyes closed,   I want to dance with Blanca a thousand more times under the stars at Marimba Park where we became so addicted to applause that we returned night after night.  These were evenings of dancing music, of flowering trees that reach up into the night, of moonlight, of warm breezes off the mountains, of brown muscular bodies, of street vendors, and of color everywhere. Evenings of children chasing each other under the park lights, running into a diablo, perhaps, and crying.  All this combines into a fragrance that is the night air of Mexico.


The next day I watched from a small hill back in the mountains while Indian women washed clothes in the river.  They laughed and talked while their children splashed in the water around them.  A little boy saw me.  He left the river, ran up to where I was sitting, and, wringing wet, sat down beside me for awhile without a word.  He was giggling about something the children were doing down below.  Suddenly he burst out laughing, jumped up, and rejoined them. Come back to me this child who sat by me in sun and smiles at Rio El Sabinal.


I will never forget an Indian mother washing clothes on a rock at the edge of a lake.  Her, maybe four year old daughter, worked beside her with the same hard brown body, and the same exact washing movements as her mother!


One does finally have to go home, I guess, from any travel no matter how vague the sense of home may be. We stayed for awhile on an island off the coast of Mexico, Isla Mujeres, the Island of Women.  Come back to me the walks at night on the white sand beaches listening to the breathing of the ocean.  Come back sunsets that turn that ocean into a bed of coals and redden the windows of buildings.  

                       Isle of Women

Swimming in the warm Caribbean off Island of Women,  

     we watched the sun set into the sea.

Waves, heart beat of Ocean Mother herself,

     tumbled endless seashells into white sand,

     her arms, her breasts.

If we destroy our civilization, she will cast up many more,

     beginning again with tiny life, 

     she is in no hurry to produce a beautiful 

     and enduring child.

Sea star is here, as is the coral crab, barrel sponge,

     spider crab, yellowjack, Venus sea fan.

Light from faint stars is the oldest thing on earth

     and every night this light sees Ocean Mother as

     a young girl.

Holding only our heads out of the water

     we saw the sun dip into the sea.

People along the beach applauded this drama. 

     Evening was suddenly darker.   

Blanca jumped up in the water as high as she could

     to look for any of the sun over the

     edge of the earth.

Sailors far out at sea 

     leaned on the ship's railing to watch the sun,

big as a mountain,  we imagined, drop steaming and sizzling

     into the boiling sea -  home of queen triggerfish,

     yellow tail snapper, honey damsel fish. 

blue tang, sea anemone, trunkfish,  and Atlantic spadefish.

We are the lighthouse nearby,

    lonely, searching,  searching, asking again, 

    and we are answered by the universe itself, 

    in children playing

    in their Mother's sand

    in dancing starlight later, and in

    each other.

    
 Walking on the beach late at night under a bright moon we suddenly saw a dead woman who had washed up on the shore!  First we jumped back.  Then I approached slowly and bent over to study her in the moonlight.  She was young, in an almost sleeping position, clothes were of a young Mayan woman, and her hair had recently been cut almost stylishly.  I tried to imagine her in a hair salon a few days ago, talking, visiting, not know that she had a date with the ocean.  Blanca stepped back further and said: “Don’t touch her.”    She was coated with a crust of fine sand and I reached down and touched her leg.  My finger went through.  She was made of sand!  We studied her for a long time.  A sand artist had made her, helped by moonlight and by our own imagination.

   
  I asked around but locals did not know who had made this work of art.  The next day someone told me that they had seen a group of art students in that area.  I revisited it later but people had walked through and destroyed much of it.  In a few days the Mayan princess had completely returned to the sea.  


Back in the United Stated we lit a candle for Blanca’s mother.  Not for her only, but also for all that we remembered from the back window of that speeding car.

    

 Here we seemed to re-experience a civilization of automobiles, of obsessive work, of parents doting on their own children, of television, of hurry, and of suburban loneliness.   But we had a prayer for this:  “Lord make me see the glory in every place.” (Michelangelo)   We stopped in a large city church to light a candle, and to reflect.  

                                   Veladora

In a plastic neighborhood in a southern city,

     we visited the Church of Santa Anna (mother of Mary).

Spilling out of a full dumpster nearby were discarded plastic canisters

     from votive candles  (veladora in Spanish), 

     red, blue, and clear containers.

Dead soldiers now, who before had been saying

    "remember, remember, remember " and had been saying

    "please God, please" and "Thank you, thank you God", 

    now sleeping with wastepaper and pop cans.

On one clear discarded veladora someone had

    written with a felt tip pin:

    "Harlan, we always love you.”

Inside this church hundreds of veladoras burned,

    red, blue, clear, flickering, row after row,

    remembering.

If flames still dance, can the remembered be completely gone?

You could put $2 in a slot and take a candle from boxes.

   A few quiet people, maybe on coffee breaks from local shops, moved in

   subdued light of candles to renew their own in this room already 

   warm with remembering.

We lit a red candle for Blanca's father and mother,

     It danced quietly and thoughtfully with others.

This was a new church with a yard so manicured that its grass 

and flowers might have been plastic.

With architecture so modern it would take a thousand years 

to achieve a sense of place, 

with giant stained glass windows of stargazing saints so realistic 

as to be totally without mystery.  (Donated, said a small sign, 

by the Shrimp Fishermen's Guild.)

Standing midst of all this plastic and failure I noticed,

   written on a veladora burning in front of me.

"Harlan, we always love you”


We looked closely at the tiny candle flames in each other's eyes.  There was a goodbye to Blanca’s mother in this place.  We found here for ourselves a kind of tranquility.  

Chapter 5

Return to Mexico!

         I returned as soon as possible, drawn like a lover back to the little town high in the Sierra Los Altos de Chiapas.   That blank look one sees on tourists’ faces comes from not knowing what they are searching for, nor do I.  But it is a joy to wake up to the sounds of chickens, to far off Mexican music, and to the fragrance of strange flowering trees in this little town where Blanca lived as a child.  No gringos ever come here.  


 Early in the morning Blanca announced an adventure: we were going up into nearby mountains, the giant blue teeth that surround us here.  We walked toward the edge of town: dogs slept in doorways, children played with sticks in the dirt, and pigs roamed free.  Everyone knows which pig belongs to which family, Blanca explained.  No one paid any attention to the strange looking gringo in the morning light.  Everyone was sleep walking his morning routine with background sounds of distant light traffic and faint music.


At the edge of town she signaled a pickup truck.  It stopped, allowed us to climb in the back, and then wound its way up onto the blue.  The pickup is basic transportation in south Mexico, and you can travel anywhere by signaling a driver and paying a tiny fee.  The trucks have handrails welded in the back for passengers.  In the cab young brown boys laughed and talked while the engine strained against the mountain, all indigo and turquoise in the distance but spring green up-close.  Soon sleeping gray clouds were stretched out in the valley below us.


The pickup stopped at a high place, let us out, and vanished into silence.  We looked around.  A great green cloud rose on our right to the top of the sky. Every weed was a wild flower.  It was a tranquil landscape I imagined as a child from old Bible pictures 

 
It was the quiet of the mountains here, the quiet of original creation; I heard my own footsteps for the first time in so many years..  You could hear a bird sing a mile away.  It was the same bird I heard as a child.



Gradually we became aware of a background sound, a sound made by the earth itself, a kind of murmuring.  We stopped and studied this whispering from the mountain’s body.  Then, wading into the nearby weeds we found that the mountain is full of holes.  A myriad of tiny springs join and form rivulets working their way through the weeds to begin the small river in the valley below.  It was “the voice of many waters!”

  

An Indian family came along the road; a husband, wife, and a group of children walked closely together.  The last child, a tiny girl, looked too small to walk, but she ran to keep up.  She alone, unlike all the people in the town below, studied the strange Gringo and knew that someone unusual was on the mountain.   She ran with her family but looked back until she became too small to see.



Suddenly we saw what appeared to be a rainstorm coming up the side of the mountain.  We watched, took pictures, and then we ran for cover under the overhang of the only building we had seen.  It was a tiny café, a sign said, but the owners had long since had too many children and converted their tiny café into their tiny home.  You can now buy a coke at the front door.  Other brown people appeared from somewhere and stood under the overhang with us.  The sound of rain came first.  We listened.  Then a sudden fresh fragrance enveloped us followed by the downpour itself!  A pickup stopped and let its passengers run rain soaked and laughing for the overhang.  We all looked at each other and laughed now.  We delighted in this interaction of gods and mortals on the mountain.  



The clouds cleared quickly and the day became crystalline.  The great green cloud on our right that stretched to the apex of the sky was no cloud at all!  It was another unimaginably huge mountain.  A mountain with what?  With narrow dirt roads, maybe, that we could not see, wild flowers, more cafes that have become homes, and, more Indians laughing in the rain?

     
We never wanted to leave this place and go back to vanities and noise, but we did.  We left the mountain of a thousand springs.  We left the place where clouds become mountains and went the long way down.  On the way we stopped for an Indian couple standing beside the road.  They had balanced huge stalks of bananas on their shoulders.  Beautiful people, about 40 years old or so, with sun lined, darkened faces and slender muscular bodies.  They spoke to each other in Tzotzil, the local Indian language.  The stalks of bananas were brought onto the pickup with the gracefulness of ballet.  They sat beside us almost touching.  I studied them up close. Their ancestors had walked across the Bering Straits endless generations ago while ours had come from Europe blown by the wind.  We meet here now in the back of this truck.  

     
They paid no attention to us.  Blanca said that they had no concept of a foreigner.  They seemed to be a married couple.  But something amusing must have happened in the forest before we picked them up because as we continued down the mountain, whenever they looked at each other, they began to laugh.  They had gotten the giggles about something.  And it was a great honor to ride down the mountain with this couple whose life seemed hard to us, but who, for some reason we will never know, had found life on the mountain amusing. 

Chapter 6

Haunted Places 

So many times have I walked a road

that winds its way down 

from San Cristobal in Chiapas, Mexico 

to Rancho San Nicolas. 

Everyone there knows this road,

passing through distant barking of dogs

timeless bird song,

quiet of the gods, 

A child’s kite, caught long ago 

in overhead wires 

shrinks each year, 

mummified bones of its former self.

Weeds, tiny wild flowers, 

children in evening shadows 

I pass a foundation for a now long unfinished house. 

A solitary taxi sometimes disturbs this sleep.

It is the dry season, the same tracks of sheep and horses 

remain for months.

A solitary Indian may meditate his way 

under screaming skies toward

blue mountain solitude 

or to a small mud house,

almost invisible in the bush nearby,

home of muffled voices, 

children’s laughter.

It was walking this road that I first held Blanca‘s hand 

while old Pagan gods, 

waiting for the Resurrection,

watched us 

sleepily. 

Chapter 7

A Single Dance

     
 While visiting Blanca’s relatives in a nearby city, I wondered if I could dance with a Mexican woman.  I know I can dance with Blanca but then she has lived in the U.S. and can dance any step.  If I could dance with any Mexican women even those who have not lived in the United States, it would be a healing of the aloneness created by dance styles and local idioms.   I asked Lupita, with sign language, to dance.  We had no music tradition in common, no shared dance styles, or even language, but she signaled that she would try. She is Blanca’s niece, shy, pretty, and mother of two children.  We began with simplest one-step to a popular American ballad from a tape that I had brought from the U.S.   It sounded as strange in Mexico as music from Mars, A deep male voice with a guitar sings:

Yellow leaves

love the sky

caress the wind 

without wondering why

just what they need

it's about love


I realized there was power in this dancer!  As we turned the corner of the inner courtyard I switched to a two-step, a style not used so much in Mexico, but she adapted easily.  She is slender, black hair, smiling dark eyes that seemingly could burn paper from across the room.  She never looked away. She has a husband who fixes cars and resells them.   I saw him come home from work, pick up his two kids, hug them, and swing them around.

Pine scent of the air 

from the mountain side 

charms the seaside breeze of ocean tide

under loving clouds, under quiet sky

It's about love.



She grew with the dance.  Moving, turning, she went out from me and came back.  Members of the household began to watch.  Barefoot children paused and looked through the wrought iron gate grown over with leaves and bright flowers.   The water delivery boys who cry "agua, agua" in the streets, put business on hold to watch.

Whispering birds

caress the air

land without border and time without end,

all get what they need

It's about love



I didn't know Lupita before this visit though her mother wrote us that her family needed money for rent, and we sent it.    Lupita was trained in "tourism" a career paid for with hard pesos by many young girls hoping to touch something far-off and wonderful.    But she settled, as many must for two children, and a tiny house in the dull part of town.  No tourists come here.


As with most women under the spell of a dance, she became totally beautiful, and transported.

Deep of the night 

is full of sound 

dark songs abound 

without wondering why

it's about love


She was completely at ease with her beauty now.  She exceeded the wildest expectations of those around her who thought they knew her well.  The children, water boys, and relatives became quiet.  The dance took on timelessness.

It's about the joy of the bright sunlight

about feeling at home on a  

full moon night without wondering why

it's about love.



The music finally.......... came…. to….. a…. close.


People applauded! She may never have been applauded in her life.  She started three times to say something to me only to stop, laughing, realizing that we have no agreement about the meanings of words.  She is a bird that flies beautifully but walks somewhat awkwardly. She said something to me softly.  Anyone, she feels, can understand Spanish spoken just above a whisper.

    
We danced many times. Our dances became smiles that may never in our whole lives completely go away.

Chapter  8

The Great Spring 

          Blanca’s village in the mountains has existed for hundreds of years because nearby it has the Gift of God.  It has a great spring of fresh, pure water welling up from a cave in the side of a nearby mountain!  This stream begins a small river, bordered by giant trees, that winds through the otherwise rather barren mountains for many, many miles, almost forever.  The town is the stream's first human encounter after emerging into sunlight from the earth’s dark interior.  Giant trees with feathery leaves border pools where Blanca and all the children have splashed and played for generations.   The river seems to have no name but short sections of it are named.   It uses up a dozen names just working its way though the tiny town: Rio Abajo (the river goes down here), There is Rio Reina (queen, because it is so beautiful here), Rio Santo Domingo, (there was once a hacienda here of this name), Rio Canoa (canoe, the shape of the river here), Rio Posa Loca, (place of the crazy pool),and many more.  The oldest  citizens remember playing here as children in the river.  The water is piped into every house in town but does not need to be metered.  The hole in the mountain created this town.  It is the mother of every tree, every person, his thoughts, the milk of the women's breasts, the hugs in the dark, the dreams at night, the dogs that sleep on the steps and the cocks that crow in the morning.


But this goddess is given scant attention.  Even the water in the pipes to the town somehow becomes contaminated, as does the whole stream by the time it leaves town.  Some garbage is dumped down in the great trees, and the hole in the mountain is covered, not with a shrine, but a tin shed.  Blanca cried when she saw how many great trees have been cut down since she was a child.  Both trees along the river and many in town were gone.   The sun bums the town by day now. 

     Blanca went to the mayor and spoke to him at length in frantic Spanish about the missing trees.  He was her cousin, as is almost everyone else in one way or another, and he listened respectfully (while watching a soccer game on TV out of the corner of his eye).

  
I could imagine a people that worshiped the large trees and the great spring but such is not the case here.  On one side of the town plaza is a tall building, warmed by hundreds of candles, loud with a bell that rings many times a day, and is frequented by bent, dark people coming and going at all hours.

  
Inside on the wall is a graphic story written in Spanish and with pictures.  A story of a half-god, half-man who was tortured to death (there are many pictures and statues of this torture), but who is now said to bless their lives in some way. 

   
But the hole in the mountain pours forth its pure bounty every hour.  It mixes its pure water with the sun and gives birth to music, the mariachi and marimba bands that play in the town plaza; and to trumpet salutes of the bougainvillea that reach toward the light.  It creates smiles and bright colors in the market place; and the secret kisses at night.  All of the above is taken for granted by the people who live here but this misplaced Gringo stood by the giant spring and was astounded by everything.  



Chapter 9

                                               Mexican Countryside

.

From here in all directions are blue mountains - 

women sleeping under blue blankets.

A silence is here that I have not heard for forty years.

I notice sounds of my own walking 

I sit on a green hill surrounded by fields 

of tiny red and yellow flowers,

I am far from any towns or any road

in this Mexican countryside. 

I listen. 

Deep silences,

Then I become aware of the rasping 

of my own breathing,

aware of the hum inside my head.

(As a child, I told my dad that I thought I was sick 

because I could hear a motor running in my head. 

After a thoughtful silence, he said

that he could hear the sound in his head. 

I relaxed and enjoyed a rare connection with an adult - 

this common motor of our mortality.)

Gradually I become aware now of insect micro-sounds 

in nearby weeds.

Aware on a far mountain of children's voices - 

sounds out of paradise -  

very distant cock's crowing, 

Someone is pounding - 

driving in, perhaps, a fence post, 

Burst of birdsong nearby, 

I hear a quietest and lightest breeze in leaves.

It is the peace of pleasant sleep,

It is the peace of Christ beyond any religion. 

Chapter 10

Children and Parties


 The children here seem beautiful to me and are respectful to adults, even teenagers are, and I had forgotten how nice that feels.  When I first arrived, the four children living at Blanca's house watched me silently from across the room.  After a few days they would come within four or five feet of me but would never say a word.


The adults were friendly, glad to see me again, and hugged me the way   Mexicans do, but the children elected to make their own slow judgments.


One evening while sitting in the living room studying their caution, I started singing "If you're happy and you know it scratch your head (I scratched my head, and so did they!).  If you're happy and you know it, scratch your head.  If you're happy and you know it, your face will surely show it (I forced a smile with my fingers, so did they), if you're happy and you know it scratch your head." I went on with "pull your nose", "stomp your feet" and everything else I could think of.  At the end of each verse we repeated all the earlier motions, "They loved it even though it was in English!  If I paused to breathe, they would say “otro! otro!”(more! more!).  They came close around me, finally, and they crawled all over me!


The adults stopped whatever they were doing to watch and laugh.  But they really laughed when I invented the line, “If you’re happy and you know it, spank your butt!”  Keeping the rhythm, we added "real hard", "spank your butt real hard" or "spank your butt, feurte” (Spanish: real hard).  The adults were bent over laughing!

     
After that the children were around me a lot and I had only to hum the beginning of that song to get them excited.  Their names are Luis Adrian (thoughtful, afraid of firecrackers), Rafael (quick to see the humor of anything), Fabian (prone to sudden decisions), and Fatima, (pretty, and very shy at first).  And years later, all of them looking half grown, when they saw me they would say:  “Let’s play something!”  And in this tiny story there is a forgotten law of the universe, something that is worth the longest voyage to learn, that will come out later.   But to them and to all these adults, I am higher than just a strange person from a rich land, higher than an adult who likes to laugh and play.   I am family.  And the other lesson is:  Adults must, must re-learn how to play.

  
 In the little town where Blanca grew up, and in much of Mexico, all the houses are flush with the street and you have no way of knowing what lies behind the iron door.  It may be a poor place full of kids, dogs, and goats or it may be a wealthy enclosure open in the center with beautiful trees, flowers, and people with good teeth.  There is no way to tell from the outside. 

 
But one house is different.  It is a beautiful chateau watching the town from high on a nearby hill.  It has a verandah as big as a tennis court overlooking with majestic splendor this modest little town.  I felt certain that the owner must be a very selfish man who entertained rich friends with great dances.

  
One day while Blanca and I were visiting the Indian market we noticed a party underway on this high distant veranda!  We decided to invite ourselves.  We felt that if they had known us, we certainly would have been invited!  We made our way up his vast lawn, the only lawn I had seen in Mexico. (When Blanca first saw a lawnmower in the United States, she said: "Does it have a motor on it?") We walked past beautiful flowers under manicured trees.  Then a slightly over weight man about 40, left the party, came down the hill to meet us, and invited us to join the others.  He told me his name was Jorge (George).  People were not dressed up and were sitting in a circle.


I felt certain that they were rancheros (farmers) and that Jorge was the largest landowner.   That they were meeting to discuss some agrarian problem.  Then someone whispered to me that Jorge was the Catholic priest for this area.  He was not in uniform.  (I think that there is an archaic Mexican law that discourages his wearing of his uniform out of church.)   We joined the circle with the others.

The party continued.  Someone played music while a pen was passed around the circle.  Suddenly the music stopped.  Everyone laughed.  The penholder, a small Indian woman, had to take a slip of paper from a hat.  The slip of paper said: “Sing a song!”   A man with tinted glasses ran, picked up his guitar, and accompanied her while she sang a little song and everyone laughed.  The pen was passed many times and the notes said: "do a skit," “bark like a dog," "run around the group,”  “walk like a drunk." - much humor and much love.


Then Jorge initiated a new game: He stood in the middle and said "Everyone with blue pants!” He ran and took a seat as everyone with blue pants changed seats!  The person who could not find a seat was next to stand in the middle!  The middle person said, maybe: "People with white shirts!" or "Black shoes!”  When I was in the center I said: "Everyone who likes music!" No one moved.   All sat frozen in rigid attention.  Blanca translated.....then pandemonium!  All Mexicans love music.


Reflect for a moment: We are sitting on a veranda, large as a tennis court, in a Maxwell Parrish painting with the chateau at one end of the veranda, a small chapel at the other.  There is a white ornate concrete banister all along one side and a lawn that reaches down to a small river, to great trees, to flowers.  All this watches over the small sleepy Mexican town.   

 
We took a break from the games.  Women passed around drinks and bits of good tasting food.


They took turns telling jokes.  The priest’s joke:


 “A rich man sent his son to the United States to learn. When his son returned the father asked him if he had become smart.

    
‘Yes, Father, I learned a lot!’

    
‘What did you learn?’ The father asked.

 
‘Well...’ said the son, ‘I learned how to count in English!,

     
‘What is uno (one)?’  The father asked.

     
 ‘One.’  Said the son.

    
 ‘What is dos (two)?’

     
‘One, one!’ Said the son.

      ‘What is tres?’ (three)

      ‘One,one,one!’

   ‘Hiiiii,’ said the father, ‘I send them a burro (a dumb donkey) and I get back a perro (a barking dog).’’ 

 
Next, the party on the veranda moved down onto the lawn.  They hung a long rope over a tree branch, and suspended a piñata.  The man with the loose end of the rope could raise and lower it while a blind-folded person swung a stick at it.  This raising and lowering created many laughs.  The smallest children went first, then the priest, then some nuns, then some very old ladies, and then many others.  Once the priest took a broom, held it out near the piñata and the blindfolded person started whacking on the broom while the piñata was in the air above him!  Everyone was doubled over laughing.  It took an hour of laughs and fun to break it.


When it did break, they scrambled like children!  Blanca and I, dignified to the end, got no candy.


Surprising elements of this party:  (1) All joined in, not one single person declined to participate. At American parties I have often seen half the people decline a game - “I don’t like that game” sort of thing.  (2) The priest projected a quiet leadership, accepted by all in a way I was not used to.  It was gentle yet accepted by everyone with respect and attention.  


I felt certain that I would never see any of these people again.  But that night at mass the priest talked in a serious voice.  I am not sure what he said because Blanca could not translate.   I think it had to do with the Virgin Mary, our mother who never leaves us, never dies, and about Jesus, our father, our brother, who counsels us to be kind and forgiving.   Many of the ladies, who had been at the party, sang in the choir and watched us when we came in.  The party had been a retreat for church helpers.  The singers blended their voices in the Hispanic way with haunting beauty that calls up deep sorrows and joys even in a Gringo.  I have never heard non-Hispanics sing in this way.  Blanca can do it when singing with other Mexicans. The man with the tinted glasses was playing the organ.  He nodded to us as in a dream.

     
I was wrong about the man who owns the chateau having only rich people parties, wrong about the rancheros at the meeting, wrong about the slightly over weight man named Jorge, wrong about the boy with the tinted glasses, and wrong about the Indian women at the party.

    
 I felt certain that I would be reassured by seeing the night sky.  It would be a familiar world there.  I stepped out of the village cathedral and looked up into the warm night.  At first, as I hoped, I saw: familiar stars, heard music in the background, sensed the fragrance of Mexico in the air.   But, the moon, the moon was not as I had expected:   It was straight overhead!

Chapter 11

The Other Half of Ourselves

    
In Blanca's house on December 29th we awakened to the sound of the water boys calling "Agua!", Agua!”  Trucks that sell propane were dragging their loud signal chains, and the bathroom door was opening and closing.  At breakfast Blanca announced that since it was my birthday they were going to have a party that night.  "They" were the nine people living in the house besides me: three sisters, two nieces, two children, a servant, and Blanca.  I greeted this with mixed feelings because what is called a party in United States is usually much food and much boring conversations during which I say many stupid things.  

  

But Blanca announced that she was going to have a cake baked and hire a marimba band. (A gravestone of white sugar and a little man plunking on pieces of wood.)



We drove with a niece to the other side of town to a telephone booth size store where we ordered a cake (The cake was to say "Congratulations Quentin") from a nervous man who wrote out the message carefully.  Then we went to the store next door to buy an electrical part that I needed for Blanca's house.  The same man reappeared!  For all I know he clerked all the stores along that block.



We went to hire a band by driving to a special street for bands.  Here many bands were advertised for hire.  We walked down a small stairway into a dark room containing a huge marimba, a number of watching, silent children, four or five silent women, and about six serious bandidos who did not smile. After some negotiation a deal was struck, I guess, because we left.



I had no hopes for this party because I could not see anything happening.  When I tried to make a few suggestions, they were shrugged off.  Blanca invited a few people by phone, an English couple that we had met at the zoological garden, and a well-mannered English boy we met in the Central Plaza.  We had introduced ourselves to the couple because we heard them speaking English.  Later we learned that they are retired, have no home at all, are traveling the world, and that they are experts at living and traveling low cost ways following a book called "The Lonely Planet."   They seemed to get along wonderfully well together.  Both laughed a lot and had wonderful stories.  The English boy was out of high school and was seeing the world before he went back to college to study psychology hoping to make people happier.



A pickup truck arrived about 7 o'clock.  Serious looking men unloaded a huge marimba, saxophones, guitars, trumpets, and much else.  Cake arrived, huge, "Congratulations - Quentin".    Another pickup came with a load of rented chairs that I placed in circles all over the downstairs and back garden.  The Mexicans came behind me and rearranged everything into a completely different and all wrong order.  No wonder they lost the Spanish-American War. Beautiful food leaped from seemingly secret preparations in the kitchen (thanks Martha, Augustine, and many others).




Women arrived in beautiful dancing dresses (pride in their femininity!), with dark suits for the men (Blanca had me wear my dark blue funeral-and-wedding suit).   There were much fine manners.  When the marimba began, I realize that this was not just a marimba; this was a complete soul-stirring band!  Dark men, very serious, and intense, made music that was lightness itself! It was dancing music that laughed and played.  It was music for the Goddess of Joy.


Blanca's house is a large concrete house not far from the center of the capital city in the state of Chiapas in south Mexico.  It has four bedrooms and a walled garden with mango and lemon trees.  When I first met her she took me into the garden, shook the lemon tree, gathered up the fruit, and made lemonade!   But now the house was full of beautiful smiling people, most of whom I had met before: the English people came and a doctor friend of Blanca's brought two other young doctors. A young lawyer and his family came.  Marlene and her family with countless other relatives added much to the fiesta.  A pretty lady, a government official who represents the area in the mountains where Blanca grew up, danced with the rest of us.  The chairs, I discover, where the Mexicans had moved them, were exactly right.


When the music began, the Mexicans brought out their secret weapon and the reason why the United States may always be a third world country in festivals: the “one step" dance.  Nearly all Mexicans dance but none take lessons because the "one step" is easy to begin, capable of much beauty, and can be very masculine or very feminine. (You take steps on alternate feet to the beat of the music and smile.) It must be the step used by Adam and Eve.  People dance as man and a woman together, two women about 3 feet apart looking at each other, or they form circles.  The dance group is fluid and changing and marimba songs are l o n g! 

 
Sometimes the group becomes a large dancing circle.  Then, one at a time, individuals or couples are pushed into the center.  The center dancer shows off for a few moments, and then another is pushed into the center.  It is a kind of celebration of the center person.  It says: we love you.  There is plenty of time for everyone to be in the center many times.  Sometimes the group evolves into a dancing line that goes out of the house, in another door, through the kitchen, through the garden, under the moon straight overhead, past lemon trees, and past the scent of bougainvillea blooming.  I asked Blanca if bougainvillea is always blooming.  She said, "Yes." 

  
The English boy, flushed and excited, and the English couple threw away reserve, danced with a joy that would have made the Queen proud.

   
It was hours of food, drinks, music from the gods, and glances from someone under the colored lights who has a crush on you.  You return their secret smile.  

  

I made a little speech thanking everyone and after Blanca translated, they applauded.  I thanked the band (they seem surprised!  Doing the miraculous for hours on end without any sheet music is just our job!) After four hours we agreed to pay the band to play for another hour because no guests had gone home!



They did finally leave a few at a time, in the wee hours of the morning. Each thanked us, and hugged us graciously, and ... and ... and ... each guest disappeared into the night, into taxis, into our loving memory.

 

The house became very quiet.  I reflected on a time, years ago, when I visited in Japan two families for one week each.  At the end of both visits, when it was time for me to leave, we all cried.  It is as though each of us had found the long lost half of himself in the person from the other side of the Earth.

     
The marimba band still plays and the people still dance in my mind. They are dancing to draw love and joy to the party, which in Mexico almost always arrives.

    
 Is one lonelier after the festival?   But this loneliness may not be all bad.  Maybe it prepares us; it cultivates us, and nurtures us, for our next divine encounter on this lonely planet.

     
 I often replay this fiesta in my mind:   “Ah linger on” I say over and over, “thou art so fair.   Thou art so fair!”

     
 A few observations:  In all my life in the US I have never had a birthday party.  I am not sure why.  Is it because I never had that many friends who could dance and celebrate?  Is it because we do not have festive music (music that just forces you to dance), or we do not have a culture of celebration.  

      
Months later on another visit to this city, Blanca went for a consultation with a doctor who turned out to have been at my birthday party.  They reminisced, laughed, and talked awhile.  He wrote a prescription – no  charge.    

Chapter 12

Pictures from Mexico

     
I have a picture in my mind of a car sitting quietly in a parking space mysteriously wagging its antenna!


It was 7:00 a.m., we were still asleep, when a huge, high speed freight train came right in the front door of Blanca's house!


"Earthquake!" I said to Blanca even though I had never experienced one (but what would be the other possibilities?) The whole house bounced up and down while I pulled on some pants and she put on a robe (modest even unto death!).  I stumbled out into the shaking hall to meet people coming out of bedrooms terrified (perhaps, I am not sure)..  Lupita was carrying two children; I took one and moved down the bouncing stairs like a drunk.  I had not been aware that earthquakes make a sound. The sound suddenly stopped.  The concrete house, cracked and repaired from many earthquakes, seemed to wait for something else to happen.  We all stood in the open center court.  The Christmas tree ornaments moved and rattled, but things grew still.  For some strange reason, I was never afraid.  Then Blanca pointed it out to me: the car (which had been parked inside for the night) was wagging its antenna like a puppy's tail! 

   The western coast of Mexico, scientists say, is slowly moving north, floating on the hot liquid center of the earth.  In a million years, regardless of everything life does or doesn’t do on this planet, this coast will move one earthquake at a time, as far north as San Francisco.  And when it arrives who will be here?   What objects from our time will survive?  Will there be people who love?

     
The picture: A group of half dressed people standing in the center of the courtyard watching the antennae of the car report to us about the collision of great land masses.

Chapter 13

More Pictures

    
 Have you ever seen the sun set in a Mexican philosopher’s eyes?  Blanca and I have a game we play sometimes when we go to the central plaza.  We pick out an interesting looking person, and then we intuit about his life.  We approach the person, tell him our game, and check our accuracy!  The chosen subject usually laughs and tell us his life story with the great honesty that is reserved for strangers.  

     
One evening while visiting in San Miguel de Allende, our subject was an elegant old Mexican philosopher.  At times it was hard to hear his voice above the birds because it was the time of their evening noisy homecoming.  Just before nightfall in many Mexican towns there is an enormous in-gathering and chattering in all the trees of central park.  The great old trees of most central parks are a landmark for the birds too.  How they know when to return?  I do not know but it is sudden and from all direction and last for 20 minutes or so.  It is dramatic to watch.  A few lone birds come first.  We sit down to give it our undivided attention and, then, over the house tops from all directions they come and the loud chatter begins.  But it stops suddenly also and we cannot see them in the trees but they are a multitude of silent observers of stolen kisses, night music and dances, balloon and food vendors, and firecracker displays.  They watch like God the heartbeat of Mexican life.

        
Behind the old philosopher we watched the cathedral slowly turn orange.  We tried to imagine how long it would take for us to make one single, single, single stone of this gigantic structure.  We wondered at the meaning it must have given to the worker’s lives to watch its daily creation.   The beauty and majesty of the building would, they must have been confident, become beauty and majesty in their lives.

    
We listened as the old philosopher told us how wonderful Mexico City had been thirty or forty years ago - the architecture, the flowers, the learning, and the cultured life - gentility strolling in central parks, walking bands, coffee houses, friends, families walking together, and young love in the shadows.  It was all destroyed, he related sadly, by the fast growth of population and automobiles.

     
I had often noticed that even here in San Miguel de Allende, people and shiny new cars were crowding in around the park and cathedral.  So I asked him:

     
“Do you think San Miguel de Allende is itself growing too fast?”

     
There was some light from the declining sun in his eyes as he glanced about and formed an answer.

     
“Isn’t everything?.”  He said.

     
I have a picture of surprise on a rich man’s face.  Blanca invited the poor of her family to a fiesta because she felt the rich side of her family had celebrations enough.    But a rich man came uninvited!  A spy, we joked.  The rich man was noted for helping only his own immediate family with his money.  He had not even invited the poor side to his children’s weddings.

     
I heard him ask Blanca if I was Catholic.

    
“Anyone,” she answered, “who is kind, is Catholic.” I am not sure where she got that.    I liked it.  And I like the picture I have of his surprised look!

    
 I have pictures of Blanca dancing at the New Year’s celebration to much applause!  Pictures of her dancing at Marimba Park in Tuxtla Gutierrez to the applause of large crowds!  

     
Pictures of our little hotel in San Miguel de Allende carved into a mountainside, myriads of steps, old sleepy trees, birdsong, and flowers. (The manager, a very old lady, accidentally locked herself in a guest room.  She sent the gringos who were trying to help her, to get Blanca, thinking that a Mexican could open a Mexican lock!  And, of course, Blanca succeeded!) 

      
I am remembering a heart warming Mexican Christmas ritual of “Posadas” (the word “lodging” in Spanish)!  I have pictures in my mind of groups of people of all ages walking at night in the streets singing a ritualized song from door to door carrying a statue of Mary and Joseph on a litter.  They sing a plea for lodging for the holy couple but those inside sing back a standard refusal song that all Mexicans know. But a leader in each group will lead them and all who join in, eventually, to a home or to the church, where a fiesta is prepared.  .  I have one especially vivid picture from Blanca’s mountains town of singing groups moving about, all ages together. They do this each night for nine nights before Christmas and we always join in just for the adventure to see who else joins in, to see the very young and the very old hustling around together, and to see where the adventure goes.  They often leave the statues at the last home and pick it up there next night.   Blanca remembers tall Joseph and Mary staying overnight in her childhood home, dark and silent, parents of Jesus and source of much candy, treats, and adventure,. In the cities this celebration degrades into adults supervising singing groups of children and even more degraded in one wealthy home we visited, those present divided into two groups and one group went outside and sang to those inside.

      
I have a picture of the poor boy who always wants to shine my shoes at the table where we sit at café San Marcos beside the great white Cathedral in Tuxtla Gutierrez.   He laughs shyly when we point out to him that his own shoes were not a good example of his trade!    I never forget the smiling, beautiful woman in the white dress at the New Year’s party who danced with stunning grace and womanliness, much more about her later. 

     
 I have a picture in my mental slideshow of an Indian woman who sells fruit or meat beside the road who we call “the happy lady” because she always seems so joyful!   She is delighted to see me and begins to wave as I approach while I am still a long way off.  This is a world where every rock in the walls and every stone in the cobble stone streets was carefully placed there by human hands.  It is a world that, when you leave, it all comes home with you!

      
It may, perhaps, be better after all to stay home.  Better to believe that the United States is, after all the best of everything. Better to stay safe inside your own home than to have your dreams disturbed by bougainvillea overflowing the stone walls, to have your sleep upset by slender, shy women dancing in womanly dresses, and to be haunted by love shining from dark eyes.

Chapter 14

Sunday Morning

It is wonderful to wake up in Blanca's little town in the mountains (the cocks crowing, sounds of people moving about, the sun shining - always warm gentle sunshine out of Paradise - and blue mountains looking in the windows).  We jump up like children because Sunday morning means the Indian Market!

Last night coming home late, we had stepped over many, many human bodies on the sidewalks.  These are the "indigenous", the “Indians,” who live back in the mountains but come here on the weekend to set up a large, colorful market.  You have to step over these bodies carefully, over old men, gray and muscular sleeping face up beside a large sack.  Women on their sides sometimes, bare feet sticking out, no blankets, but straw mats sometimes over them in cool weather.  A child is hugging another child or a grownup in his sleep.  Babies are nursing.  There are many large sacks.  There was one very old woman with a face like an Egyptian mummy sleeping alone.  The sacks contain whatever they did not sell Saturday but may sell today.  They sleep here because the weather is mild, they are tough, and do not seem to mind the hard concrete.

Sunday they rise, cook ears of corn over small fires along the street, laugh and talk, a happy kind of banter, go to mass, light a candle for loved ones and then go down to the great open area by the river and display their wares!  In the market there is music everywhere, bright colored bananas, mangoes, and every kind of fruit and vegetable displayed in piles.  There will be hardware (from who knows where?), meat, bright plastic containers, more clothes (pickup trucked in from distant places) than the whole town needs.  It will be a great sea of people, small, brown, with many children acting as clerks or, when taking a break, acting as children!  A very small girl in a white dress sold rolls from a huge basket on her head.  She set the basket down by the river, jumped in the water with her dress on, plays with other children, laughing and throwing water, then, in her wet dress, basket back on her head, resumed searching for customers!

The sea of people stretches out over the large area by the river up the side streets toward the Central Park.  Many women are nursing babies and most men are slender, hard bodied as warriors.

They pay no attention to me.  In the many times I have been here I have never seen another Gringo.  Blanca says most of them have no concept of a Gringo.

All look well fed and seem healthy.  Reporters from the US describe the Indians of South Mexico as “poor” and they are poor in American values.  They seem to me to be full of energy and not to be poor in spirit.  They are not poor in extended family, are not poor in sunshine and good weather, and seem to be rich in slow Mexican time!  They look well fed.  About every 10th vendor in the Indian market sells music tapes and CDs.  Each plays his tapes loudly.  The market is awash in dancing Mexican music.  They are not poor in happy music.   In fact moving back and forth between the US and Mexico destroys one’s definition of “progress” and reduces one’s understanding of “wealth” to a kind of incoherent stumbling.

Down the road toward Santa Domingo you will see many young girls standing still in the sea of moving people.  They are all lined up.  Each girl holds a chicken for sale.  Or has a turkey, feet tied, on the ground in front of her.  They are all waiting patiently for a customer.

For me it is a great joy to walk for hours through the colors, the mysteries, the music, and the busy intense small brown people of the Indian market.

But the church bell rings!  This leads us to another mystery. (Once while talking on the phone from the USA to this little town, I could hear the church bell ringing in the background.) It rings many times a day for church is central to life here and it is busy all day!  Many times a day it rings steady for a minute or so to announce a mass.  After the bell stops, it sounds one more single tone (meaning the service is beginning soon).  Or it adds two tones (very soon) or three times (the mass is beginning right now! You need to run!).  I wrote an earlier story about the "singer lady." Her son pulls the rope that rings the church bell.

We walk up the road from Rio Poza Loca and enter the tall cathedral to sit among small brown people who pay no attention to us.  The inside is subdued light, beautiful, cool and it casts a spell over us so that we do not even whisper.  Candles watch us like hundreds of eyes from dark places.  There are knee rests and people pray.

The music begins and goes straight to the heart.  A procession of people in beautiful vestments enters the church from the back. It proceeds slowly up the center isle toward the altar.  The procession is very serious (perhaps with hands in a prayer position), dignified, and unhurried.  The priest is last and he, for some reason, is less serious.  He smiles and nods to people as if to say, let's not overdo all this.

What follows are readings from the Christian Bible alternating with singing from the soul so that you will know that you are in Mexico.  The far off haunting beauty of the voices may cause your eyes to tear and the child in you to call for his father. 

 Next, the priest makes a small talk.  I do not understand Spanish well enough to follow the theology but I can understand that he is telling them that they should be helpful and kind to each other.  He quotes a number of times the Jesus words "whoever has done this for the least of my brethren has done it for me.”

 I look around and wonder who is the least.  Is it one of the many small, very old, Indian women on our right?  Or that very young Indian family (the man's posture says that he is determined to be a good father) sitting together ahead of us?  Or the crazy man who wanders around the town and is fed by whoever will? I ask Blanca later if she thinks such talks by the priest make people kinder and more loving. "No” She says. “They've heard that a thousand times and pay no attention."

The next week the priest's talk included a story of three men who were cutting a stone.  A stranger asked them what they were doing.

    
"I am cutting a stone." The first man said.

     
"I am making six dollars a day," said the second man.

     
"I am building a cathedral." The third said.

    
 “What," the priest asked the listeners," are you doing in your life?"  Next the priest prepares a small symbolic meal for the group.  They sing and wait like hungry children watching their mother prepare food.  When it is ready, the part of the mass I like best happens: the priest says "Let us offer each other a sign of peace." At that moment everyone shakes hands with all those around him and may even move around some to reach those at a distance.  Each says: "the peace of God," or "peace be with you," or "the peace of Christ."  (In Spanish: “la paz de Dios” or “la paz sea contigo” or “la paz de Christo.”)

We greet all those around us and look into each other’s eyes.  (For some this ritual has lost meaning, so they do not look at you when you take their hand, but you can hold on until they do!)

     
"La paz de Christo”

      
I leaned over and made a special effort to greet the very old woman.  She was surprised and smiled a little and looked at me with small burning black eyes.  Behind the eyes were more eyes - the eyes of young mother.  And behind those eyes, were eyes of a young girl who puts down her basket to jump in the river with her dress on.

       
" La paz de Christo"

       
All over Mexico at this hour, and almost at this very exact moment, people are looking into each other's eyes and shaking hands and saying "The peace of Christ."

      
 What follows this part of the mass, sometimes, is a prayer song in Latin of enormous beauty and tenderness - the same song at the same time in many masses in all languages.   The soul is opened by the human contact of the greeting and into this openness comes the power of the prayer song.  Magic wells up.   We do not know the meaning of the beautiful Latin words, so we draw knowledge from our own souls.

    
 “Agnus Dei qui tolis pecata mundi, miserere nobis...”It repeats. And then, at the right moment, it stops, but lingers.

     
When Blanca came to live in Iowa, the mass here was all in English and seemed foreign to her, but this part, this warmest part of the mass, was just the same!

     
Next, slowly and reverently, everyone files past the priest or an assistant, in a very orderly and established pattern.  In the US this is usually directed by ushers but in Mexico is self regulated.  Each is given a morsel of food which symbolizes, perhaps, the body of Christian teachings and traditions, which each takes into himself. 

      
"The body of Christ." The priest says to each as he gives the morsel.  Each answers. “Amen”

      
The old woman with a face like a mummy accepts the tiny wafer from the priest.

         
"The body of Christ." 

         
 “Amen”   She returned to her place alone and separate from the others.  She prayed.  During the last hymn (they all know the songs, no hymnals) the group in front in bright vestments gradually formed a procession and slowly walked down the center toward the front door.   The priest walked last, smiled a little, and nodded.

Perhaps the old woman "offered a sign of peace" to the angel that scattered her children and to the angel of death  that removed her husband from her.

        
"The peace of Christ."

        
And when, sleeping on the sidewalk, or maybe selling in the Indian Market, the Angel of Death comes for her.

        
"The peace of Christ."

         
Catholicism, whatever else one may say about it, is poetic:  The body of Christ, the blood of Christ, the order of the Mass, and the sounds and fragrances all appeal to our need for the deep reassurance on this lonely planet.  

Chapter 15

Another Voyage to South Mexico

  

We leave; go back to the US, the land of big cars, big houses, television, frantic work, bad weather, and for some, near screaming loneliness.  But the “home” in me has been destroyed (destroyed by its meaningless wars, its shallow capitalism, its lack of spirituality).I do not belong anywhere, am free floating as air, but I am, strangely, almost comfortable with this.

  

We, after some time, return to Mexico!   Out the plane window, high above all human cares, you can see an unmade bed of green mountains with an occasional goat trail, or lonely mountain town.  Countless villages where no one gets over the horizon in a lifetime and I wonder if this bothers them.  Is this a form of poverty. 

   
The interiors of all planes are about the same, airports similar the world over.  You might feel a curious elation when you deplane in Mexico, breath the air, and study the rim if mountains looking down on you.



When you leave the tarmac, things begin to amaze you again! And before you return to this place you will experience each surprise in this book and, as is fitting in a land of festivals, each will be wearing a new mask, new costume, and will return with new music. You are becoming a child again, awed by everything.



Before you have gone far from the plane you will have noticed eyes and breasts.  People, (strangers, children, Indians,) maintain eye contact longer in Mexico than here, for no apparent reason.  Women seem to accept the womanliness of their breasts and dress to include this acceptance in their picture of themselves.  In the mountain towns the Indian women through most of their adult life nurse children, do so openly while waiting on customers from their booths.  It takes, maybe, less than a minute to get used to this.

  

We are lifted from the city up the mountain in a bus older than Moses, up to Blanca’s mountain village (Bochil, Chiapas). 

  

Home at last, for this place is one of my homes.   I announced that I want to see again, up close, the hole in the mountain where the river is born (maybe there is a cave with pictographs from ancient man or night blooming flowers inside that no one has ever seen!   Blanca’s family was surprised by this desire (no one has ever wanted to before), but finally agreed.  It is only a mile or so up the mountain.  There is a path along the edge of the stream.

  

The party going to the source was: the town plumber (your mental picture of a plumber will do); his daughter (young, smiling, very slender, about 14); his son (about 8, very playful); his wife (about 40, very nimble, crosses ditches and ducks under barb wire fences with grace); Blanca,(the translator); me, (the strange Gringo from far away); and now you!

     

 First, our group wound its way through the town.  Town was low concrete buildings close to the road, people in the street, (everyone seemed unemployed), children, dogs, music (always joyful and mixed with colors, fragrances, nature, mountains) from open windows, flowers, and winding stone streets.  We left the town to follow the river rushing over rocks and around giant trees roots, up the mountain past poza loca (“crazy place” because the stream tumbles over many rocks). We arrived at Santo Domingo (named for a nearby hacienda formerly owned by a man who made a fortune brewing booze for sale to Indians and who had many children by two of Blanca's cousins!)   The Indians have reclaimed the area but chose to live not in the marble-floored main hacienda building, but rather all around it in metal roofed houses with soft dirt floors.  


On up the mountain, we came to the place where Indian women washed clothes in the river while their children played around them.  There was no one here this time only quiet wind in the trees.  You could see from here the large main tile roofed building of Santo Domingo.  Many indigenous were chopping wood, talking, kicking a soccer ball, working on a pickup truck, or just standing around.  It’s an outdoor life, homes are almost optional.


Beyond Santo Domingo the great trees stopped.  But a dense forest of high brush began that is closed in overhead, full of bird and insect sounds.  A number of times the plumber's son hid on the path ahead and then jumped out to scare me. We suddenly came to an open field alive with flowers that seemed blurred and moving until I realized that most of the flowers were butterflies.  There was a great mass of moving points of color that made me stop and stand amazed.


The plumber said to me through the Translator that he would kill some of them for me.  I think he was trying to be helpful and meant that he would capture some.  I could not quite imagine his being able to do this, and would have liked to see him try, but I decline. He then told me that he comes here to shoot birds with a bow and arrow.  He hoped that I would be interested.  This failed, so he tried one more time: "Do you like boxing?”


"No."   He was disappointed.  This Gringo is going to be tough to be friends with.


We continued for some time; the plumber was rattling on in Spanish, things that the Translator did not think were worth translating.  His wife with beautiful sure-footed grace avoided barbed wire, mud, rocks, cow poop, and roots of trees.  The son kicked a small rock with me in soccer ball fashion.  The daughter watched everything and smiled. 

  
Having just freed itself from the dark cave, the river was churning around our feet, around rocks, headed down the mountain through an endless corridor of giant trees that winds across a vast area of south Mexico.

   
The cave was just ahead but I have time to tell you a little story of something that happened in the mountain town behind us.    

    
In Central Park local boys open the door of their parked pickup truck and played LOUD American music for an hour or so.  The boys are from more or less middle-class families and wear their hair in strange ways, as American youth may do at this age.   The music was made up of grunts, obscene remarks, and long dull rhythms.  The Indians and local people, married to a long tradition of beautiful music, paid no attention.  Little Indian girls walked around in the plaza in dresses styled from the 1930s.  Indian children sat with their dads on benches and watched the town walk by and all paid no attention.    This first appearance I had seen of American teen culture died by neglect.

     
The expedition to the cave ate mangoes that grow wild along the way.  They are sweet. They peal easily and have a big football shaped seed inside.  

      
There it is!    The source of the river!  You can hear it a hundred yards away!  At first we saw a large circular stone work like a raised swimming pool.  Water... pure, clear, fresh water (rare and valuable in Mexico!) was pouring over the sides in huge torrents in many places!  It is a giant cup that runneth over!  We walked up close to it!

     
Here and all around up in the trees was something else that surprised me!       The trees were decorated with bright plastic flags! “Why?", I asked the Translator. She studied them.  (And each year, when I would revisit this shrine thereafter, the same flags would still be there, but gradually fading and disappearing.)

      

"Maybe a Santa Cruz celebration." She said with no interest.

      

“Tell me about this Santa Crus!" I insisted.  I detected a goddess or a saint connected with this wonderfulness.   The translator and the plumber were not interested.  They said it had nothing to do with water, meant "holy cross", celebrated May 2nd each year just for fun, and had no deep meaning for anyone at all.    We stood and watched pure water, the gift of God, surge up from some great engine in the depths of the mountain. It seemed to have been too long in the dark and leapt for joy.  This spectacle at this place is thousands of years old and very ancient man must have stood where we now stand and marveled.  The plumber told us that there is also a cave nearby and took us aside to show us!  

    
But there is a bit more to the American music in the plaza story!  At the great, beautiful, world famous plaza of Oaxaca (a city to the west of here) with its giant, ancient trees, Blanca and I watched the evening scene.  Marimba players and mariachi bands strolled the huge plaza.  We, and hundreds of others, dined and talked in a colorful outdoor café.  We spoke to, met, laughed, and talked with some other travelers and locals.

     
Suddenly, a pickup truck with loud speakers big as pianos came in the plaza.  Young boys with strange haircuts, unloaded, hooked up, and began a siege of sound too loud for anyone in the park to visit.  I asked Blanca what they were “singing” about.  She listened.  “Stupid stuff.”  She said.

     
Finally, finally, finally, they left.  Life resumes and local musicians began again.  We are left to ponder, what was that, and what happened?

    
We arrived at the cave.  It has been raining a lot in Mexico so when we looked in the cave, (a low opening near the great outpouring of water,) it was full of water.  The plumber told us that sometimes, in dry weather, you could go inside.

    
"It has only been explored a short ways.  There are stalactites hanging down." He said.  I tried to ask him through the Translator if there are pictographs, drawings by ancient man.  He was puzzled.  He thinks a long time.  He may never have heard of such a thing.  Finally he said: "There are colors on the walls, but they not made by man."

     
Maybe.

     
Another trip in dry times!

   
Next we climbed up to the top of the great cistern itself!  We could and did crawl up the stone work.  (Yes we did!).  The plumber slid over a piece of roofing so that I could look down into the great updraft of water!  There is a strange shelf-like walkway just next to the water on the inside.  We crawled inside on this ledge.  In the light of the open panels we looked down into this great rising tide of water with awe and a tinge of fear.

     
It is a large bowl as big as a swimming pool, with water rising before your eyes. The rim of the bowl is broken in a number of places and at these places a river is pouring out in noisy waterfalls.  


There is, for no apparent reason, a concrete span across the middle of the water about 3 inches thick and 24 inches wide. 


It was a little dark inside at first. I lowered myself down onto the lip at the water’s edge.  The water was boiling up right by my fingers as I crouched down, swift crystal clear, but strangely quiet (except for the noise of the water outside) It rose in front of us like the elevator in the Empire State Building.  Clean water is sold in 20 liter bottles for 4 peso everywhere in Mexico, but here is enough for the multitude, free!  There is a 6" pipe somewhere here that takes water down to Blanca's town and another 2" that takes it to the Indians at Santo Domingo.

 
 I decided to crawl across on the span to the other side (you too reader, don’t be a wimp!).  I began before I could talk myself out of it.  I was most worried about the camera and about my passport strapped inside my clothes.  I'd convinced myself that I would float like a bottle if the span breaks.


Half way across there was a sudden noise and more light.  That was when I saw the face of a half angel, half little devil.  He was smiling at me: an ancient devil that guards this great spring?  I told you, Mexico is a place of constant surprises!


Then I realized that the plumber's son, Playful, we could call him, had opened the roof on the far side, stuck his head in, and was grinning at me!  When I reached the far side, Playful crawled down with me on the ledge, and then YOU came across.  YES, you did! Because you are brave and next I will take you to the ocean where all this water goes, take you for a ride in a half-million dollar yacht and show you a castle with 10 towers!  Besides the span may not break!  Anyway, you would float like a duck on the up current – maybe!


You came across.   The Mexicans did not cross the span.  We walked back eating mangoes, talking, and the Mexicans wishing, perhaps, that the span had, just for fun, broken.

     
That night the boys with the loud music did not appear in the plaza in the town below.    It was quiet and serene.  Blanca and I made a plan: we would hire a marimba to play in the park! (We had heard that there is one in this little town.) People will begin to dance!  Indians will also!  Communal feeling in all its glory will appear! We will learn new dances!  People will smile and laugh and play. It will have joy, color, love.

       
We went in search of the marimba. 

      
We asked people in doorways and they all told us different directions.  The Translator became exasperated, suggested giving up.  But I enjoyed these encounters.  They are all so different! There are many guide books that tell you that Mexicans are this way or that way.  The truth is that, like us, individuals are very different.  



We found a man who looked like a drug dealer who said he would produce a marimba with players in the park.  We went back to the plaza and awaited developments.  Suddenly we saw two men running down the hill carrying something that looked from a distance like a table.  It was a marimba!  They turned out to be real artists.  Many can play on this instrument all at the same time, and do.  You would not believe that pounding on pieces of wood could fill a plaza with dance music.  It can and does.  Our growing audience did not begin to dance though.  The plan began to unravel.  We started dancing, slowly at first, to set an example. 



 Then mass ended at the nearby cathedral and the crowd, all in their Sunday best, gathered around and… watched us!     Notoriety, but not what we had in mind.  The “happy lady” all dressed up waved to me from the crowd.  The strange thing was, though, I don’t think they were watching us dance so much, as watching us break the small town mold!  Small town life had smothered their own definition of their individual worth.  It would take alcohol, color and a religious reason (say, a saint’s day) to help them leap out of local conformity.   We, on the other hand, were visitors from outside the pecking order.  They watched us be brave and different!

Chapter 16

In the Mexican Mountains

“Come and see,” says a wandering path

in the Mexican mountains.

“Come and see the silences I have, 

hear a distant cock’s crowing,

and listen! 

Someone is pounding far off,” 

“Go back!” whisper the long shadows.

In this quiet world I can hear the motor of my mortality

humming in my head.

“See,” the path says “my butterflies here,

You would have missed this.”

These flying flowers in erratic flight, 

Does each have a plan in mind? 

Wait!  Beyond here 

phone and electric lines stop,

blue mountains watch.  “Come

to where credit cards do not work,

and the only water is the next rain “. 

But Indians go on.  “Buenos dias”, says, very quietly, 

the only Indian who passes me headed out. 

They are friends of these far mountains.

Square patches, old cornfields on distant hillsides, 

are home.

“You pause here? Go only as far as that distant tree

burning spring green in the low sun. 

See it up close!”

The few tiny dwellings here have soft dirt floors;

pretty children; short, busy women;

and bright clotheslines turning evening gray.

See that folded glen between those hills?

What do you think is there?”

“Go only, only, only around one more bend!

This path is still strong!”

Chapter 17

Journey to the Ocean

  

The next day Blanca suggested that we should go visit Lupita (the dancer in Chapter 4) who had moved with her family far off to the other side of Mexico by the ocean.  I was reluctant.  It meant many changes in our schedule and drifting around in parts of Mexico that were totally unfamiliar.



Finally, I agreed, because she had said the magic word, "ocean”, and because it meant drifting around parts of Mexico that were totally unfamiliar.  Places with names like:  Oaxaca, (wa hock a), (I might go there for the sound of the word alone!), Bahias de Huatulco, (the beach at wa tool ko), Tangolunda (Tan go lund a) Bay, Ocozocauatla (o ko zokout la), and Ixhuatan (ix wa tan).  These were all old Indian words as, up north, "Illinois" or "Iowa."



Blanca took me to a beautiful bus depot with huge wonderful "Class A" buses that travel overnight between cities in Mexico.  The fare was very cheap, the driver uniformed like an airline pilot, and our seats tilted back for sleeping!  During the night our huge bus negotiated a thousand precarious switchbacks as it descended the southern Sierra Madres toward the sea.  We rolled back and forth in our half-sleep.



We passed through many dead looking Mexican towns, as lifeless at this hour as bones in the desert.  Towns with religious names: Puerto Angel, San Francisco del Mar, San Baltazar.  Town with Spanish names: Puerto Escondido (secret harbor), La Ventosa (windy place), Salina Cruz (salt cross)


There was a young traveler from Canada near us on the bus who told me that she came to Mexico to find God.

      
 "What do you mean by “God." I asked.

       
"Our Father which art in heaven." She quoted, smiling.

       
"Is God male or female?" I asked.

            “Male,” she said, "for me, because I need protection and the female, the nurturer, sits beside my male.  God is female, though, I think, for many Mexicans" she continued," in the goddess Virgin Mary.  God is, for me, beauty and mystery - whatever is beautiful and mysterious.  That is why I like Mexico; it is a marriage of beauty with mystery."


"Do you think science and psychology has reduced the amount of mystery in the world?" I asked.


"No." She said as the bus wormed its way through dark giant shapes outside.  "For me the world is infinitely mysterious.  The more you know, the more you wonder about.  You can write down all the numbers you know and there will be the same amount left!  Mexico helps me wonder like a child."

  
 In the middle of the night I remembered a hamburger that I bought at the bus depot in my jacket pocket.  It tasted familiar and comforting in the darkness of this adventure.   

  
 Suddenly light from a fire lit up the inside of the bus!  The bus stopped.  I could see a fire burning beside the road, or maybe it was burning in the road.  There were soldiers with machine guns, dark shadows moving around the bus.  A soldier with a machine gun boarded the bus.  He moved down the aisle glancing at passengers.  He looked at me and said something in Spanish.  What do you think he said?  You guess: (a) "Off the bus, Gringo." (b) "Your billfold, Gringo!" (c) "Remember the Alamo?"   Hmmmmm.  No, it was too short to contain all three.

    

 I nudged the half-asleep Translator beside me.  She said: "He said.......” She thought for a minute.  The soldier walked to the back of the bus, began to fill paper cups from the water cooler.  The Translator, wide awake now, said: "He said: 'Bon appetite!"' Remember the hamburger?   The soldier had just wanted water, and the driver, the man with the airline uniform, with typical cooperation across job descriptions, said he could have some!  Beauty and her sister Mystery, dance with me.

    
The early morning views from the bus windows were Chinese trees from old paintings, mountains from heaven itself, glimpses of the Gulf of Tehauntepec, and birds from good dreams celebrating the morning (now Blanca and I were saying to each other: "look!", "look!", "look!".)  Huge trees leaned over the road.

    
The bus came to a stop in a bright, very Mexican town.  Sleepily we collected bags, documents, camera, and our wits.  We waved goodbye to the Canadian girl. It was the sorrow of ships passing in the night.  She looked very sad to see us go as if we were a departing mystery.  The bus smoked into the distance and left us feeling a little unsteady.  We should not have gotten to know her so well.

 
 We checked the guidebook.  One Mexican saw us reading and said: "The Gringos know more about this country than we do."   We found a sleeping hotel, did a walk on the beach, coffee (hmmmmm coffee!).   Since it was early in the morning the coffee lady, as usual, had no change, Mexicans seem to begin the day with no change and hope to get some.  I kidded Blanca that the word "Mexico" is from old Spanish and it means “no cambio", no change.

     

Now, we must find Lupita from very sketchy instructions.


We walked in the general direction Blanca remembered from a letter from her.  Sunshine, surf, and trees out of travel brochures went with us.  We didn’t care if we ever found anyone!  A man rode by on a bicycle. (It turned out later, this man was her husband!) We saw a trailer park ("Didn't it say "trailer park in the letter?”  We asked ourselves.) Then Blanca said: "There she is!”  In a back area, a short way from us, she was hanging out clothes in the warm morning sun!  She had no idea that we are coming (She had no phone. Mail in Mexico is very slow and uncertain.)   The dancer, the lady with the serene countenance, the woman with eyes you won't forget, the one who moves with natural dignity, was hanging out clothes.


We sat down in her little house, a house smaller than most rooms.   I sat on their bed, a mattress on the floor.  The house had a semi-enclosed kitchen attached to one side and was part of a cluster of such houses.   A neighbor saw that Lupita had visitors and brought a gift of mangoes from the trees outside (perhaps to get a better look!). She may have been checking to see if we are the first of this season's Gringos.  Each year about this time Gringos from the north come to this town like strange wild birds from far off and spend money.  It is like the seasonal flood of the river Nile.  It is referred to as "when the Gringos come."   As in: "I will pay you the money I owe you when the Gringos come."


We peeled and ate mangoes while Lupita (calm and gracious) and Blanca (always searching for ways to help) talked.  I felt that I was in a palace with royalty.


The ground outside was bare as if made so by the bare feet of invisible children.  There were many mango trees with groups of people sitting in the shade and, in oh so slow time, watching us casually from across the center area.  Lupita's children also watched us silently from a safe distance.  One was, maybe, four years old or so, and the other five or six.  I pealed a mango for them and tried to charm them but they were watchful and unmoved.  And they remained this way until we went to the ocean.


The husband arrived.  He acted very Mexican as if trying out for a part as a stereotypical bandito in an American movie.  He offered me a beer.

     

"No, but thank you."

     

"Do you like boxing?" He asks.

 
"No, not really." This Gringo is not going to be much fun, he may have thought.  He then told us he would take us for a ride on a boat.  He took Blanca aside and said that he only needs a little money for gas.  She gave him some.


We walked to the ocean for the boat ride but there was a delay and I sat in the sand, while silent children watched me like a zoo animal.  Should I sing for them?  We began to build a castle in the sand.  It had two towers but suddenly they began to look like breasts.  So we added drinking straws for flagpoles.  The kids were delighted.  But I was still a little uneasy.  Maybe it was because there were two.  I encouraged them to build more towers and they hurried about looking for more straws.  They even checked out the drinks of patrons at nearby cold drink stands to see how much each had left.

  
 We decided that we would dig a moat around our castles.  The boy, no longer shy, talked and worked until we had a deep trench all the way around.

   
Then suddenly we got the idea of digging a trench to let the ocean water fill our moat!  This was quickly done and we waited for the mythical ninth wave that would embrace our castles.  We stood back and watched.

   
Then we heard it coming.  Spellbound we stood back and watched while the ocean, another child in our game, found our channel, found our moat, and then, hugged our castles with its two arms.


The husband returned to tell us that the boat was ready.  A rowboat, I thought, maybe, but it turned out to be a one half million dollar yacht!  He was “drinking buddies,” it turned out, with the Mexican "captain” that the absentee wealthy owner had left in charge.  We were given a tour: polished surfaces everywhere, microwave oven, staterooms, and toilets that flush in a strange way. 

  
A low growling noise began below deck, and then this floating mansion began to move toward the horizon.  It turned into a long cruise along the west coast of Mexico.  The children went to sleep.  The yacht churned the water and the waves dashed against its sides.  We had, for the moment, become Kennedys and Rockfellers but found it a little boring. There must be a society life that goes with yachts because boating alone lacked something.  It wasn't sand castles with moats or kids hunting for flagpoles at the cold drink stands, but it was okay.

    
We dropped anchor (How do those anchors actually hold a boat in place?) off a beach and swam ashore in the warm ocean water.  We sat on the sand and looked at our unoccupied yacht in the bay.  We said a gentle “No, gracias” to Indian children and their mothers who approach us politely with things to sell (no wait, Blanca and her sister did buy beads.  Mexicans dealing with vendors never develop an automatic “No”, they will, for a second, consider.).  We played in the warm ocean for hours.  Gradually I became aware of a gold under-color that was reflected everywhere around me.

    
Checking a double handful of the clear ocean water, I saw that it contained, almost too small to see, flecks of gold color!  Billions of tiny iridescent flecks of Mayan gold!  I showed Blanca who showed everyone.  I told them that I thought this was not gold metal, which would be heavy and sink to the bottom, only flecks of, maybe, mica.   Later we found that this is true here and all along the coast for miles!  The true gold coast!  Let this gold be a metaphor for this place by the sea on this splendid day.  And let it be a metaphor for my companions in this dreamlike memory.

  
Days later we had to leave the west coast of Mexico and had to fly over the mountains to the high plateau of Mexico City.   We discovered that the airport here was much too large for so small an ocean town.  Made large, perhaps, believing that the larger the airport, the more Gringos would come!  It was almost abandoned at eight in the morning but an old lady who sweeps its vast concourses assured us that a plane would leave at 9:00 a.m.  The mountains frowned down on us from three sides and we could not quite imagine a machine that could transcend these giants. 

   
This is the state of Oaxaca (wa HOCH a, Aztec, "the place of gourds") and we will fly, hopefully, up over the blue Sierra Madre del Sur Mountains to the ancient capital city, also called Oaxaca.  The collective loneliness of these vast mountains has created a center for past civilizations at this "place of gourds" a number of times in history.  Each center has had its own language and culture and has transformed itself gradually into the next.

  
At nine o'clock the airport here began to come alive.  We were led to a waiting room and then, in a group, out a side door to, (behold!), a very shiny, new, defiant looking mid-sized airplane. ("I can go over any mountains you can think of." It says.). It was so polished as though its brand new appearance was part of its magic power.  The pilot looked very Mexican, the brother, maybe, of our uniformed bus driver.  

    
Loaded and all sealed up tight, the plane bumped awkwardly in an extremely unpromising way along the asphalt runway.  At first, I believe, the giant mountains were not impressed.   It was not even as graceful as his brother’s lowly bus.  Then, with sudden energy, great force, from no observable source, it began to rise...... godlike!  Its power is able to reduce everything outside its windows to miniatures.

   
Montezuma’s great-granddaughter, stood in front of us in uniform, cast a magic spell to counter the power of the mountains.  She spoke Spanish and told us in a liturgical voice that oxygen masks will fall out of the ceiling, ballet like she demonstrated.  Now the mountains, hypnotized, began to slowly draw back into the earth.

   
But not completely, the plane did not fly high and often we looked out to see lonely churchyards and tiny clotheslines on mountain tops not far below.

   
We flew with profound lack of reverence over real people, over their lives, their towns, even their dreams.  These mountains had human settlements as far back as the iron-age in Europe.  There were people here (individuals, maybe, with smiling eyes, with sick children, with loneliness) at the time of Plato and Aristotle.  During the Crusades in Europe, the town of Oaxaca had around twenty-five thousand citizens. (people who had jokes, who feared death, who fell in love, who were real.)

      
Later, at the time of the American Revolution, Oaxaca City had a new culture, new language, and, again, twenty thousand or so people who never got into many accounts of history.  There were, books say, 600 clergymen and 500 cotton looms at this time.  It was the third largest city in New Spain.


From the plane we saw the vast wrinkled earth below.  It might take all day, I read, to visit a neighbor a mile away. This great wrinkling of the earth created many languages and countless dialects.


We looked down on tiny towns interconnected by winding goat trails (often no road!).   In each town the collective loneliness from miles around had created a central plaza and a tiny church. Sometimes, as is common in Mexico, the boys and girls come in from the countryside to stroll around the park - boys walk clockwise and the girls counterclockwise around and around the plaza.   They check each other out.  Blanca did this as a young girl.  I saw it being executed perfectly recently in Comitan, Mexico.  In tiny churches, fronting on the miniature plazas, brown people gather weekly to plead, to cry out to, to agonize with the seemingly, uncaring universe.


We could have taken the bus to Oaxaca City but the guide books advise against it (too many switchbacks for Gringos, near death by nausea).


We fly over countless hamlets (There are three times as many towns in Oaxaca as any other Mexican state! There are 56 Santa Marias, 55 Santiagos, and 53 San Juans.  Suffixes are added to the town name to try to distinguish them: Santa Maria del Sur, San Juan del Mar).  The lines of loneliness from these mountains converge at Oaxaca City in the high central valley where we are going.  Inside the city itself, these lines will meet to create another central park this time very large with a great cathedral.


I imagined this central park of Oaxaca City long before we arrived, but it exceeded all the pictures in my mind.  It had a great beautifully stone-paved open area with giant trees.  Spanish looking, or Indian, or mixed people, moved about, each face seemed a celebration of many stories.  There were giant trees spreading a canopy over the entire area that could remember Aztec warriors– flowers, people, music, and colors.  Little girls, dressed as miniature adults, sold beads.  There were musicians coaxing joy from marimbas, often it seemed fathers, sons, and grandfathers working together at this - and, as always, the floating fragrance of food.   On one side of this great churning was the ancient cathedral, huge, ornate, and sleepy but with constant quiet activity in the subdued light of its interior.


Each stone of the wide streets around the park is small, perfectly curved, and dark.  Each placed exactly, seemingly, by hand.  Bright umbrellas and tables of many cafes stretched out into the street.  People were sitting on the many park benches, in unhurried time, watching the ongoing festival that never ends.  The streets of the outer area for blocks around are closed to cars and all loneliness is banished.

Chapter 18

Mexico in a Bright Yellow Dress

       Today has ships far out at sea sleeping on the horizon under a warm sun.  Who are on those ships and what are they talking about?  A lighthouse nearby with long arms of white sand (the bones of ancient seashells) waits for nightfall.  We are swimming in the Caribbean Sea off Isla de Mujeres (Island of Women) on a day out of paradise.  But we are suddenly hungry.  The only other person around was a pretty lady in a bright yellow dress sitting on a hill nearby watching, communing, meditating with the sea.

      “Speak English?” I asked

      “Yes,” a smiling answer,”English, French, German what do you like?”

      “English best.  Do you know of a restaurant nearby? I looked up the coast to pantomime my search 

     “I own that place” She nodded toward an ambiguous but well kept building behind her “And I will cook you anything you want.”  Her bright yellow dress radiated in the sun.  She searched me with large dark eyes.

     “That’s nice of you…but this time I sort of need a restaurant.” 

     “Why?”  I could not say that I am a stranger in a strange country and I do not trust people and unusual situations “We are here on vacation” I pointed to Blanca in the water down below “And we usually…” 

     “Where are you staying? She asked.

     “At Posada San Miguel over beyond the lighthouse.” She studied this answer a moment.

     “I own that place.”  She announced.

      “It’s good. I said, “We like it.”

      “You like to dance?” she asked.

      “Yes, we dance a lot…”

      “I dance with you now.” She said.

      “But huh…” I thought for a minute.  A man left the house behind her and approached us.  He gave me a I-am-not-dangerous smile and sent her a tiny “let’s go” signal

      “You like to do sex?  I do him all the time” she nods toward the man who smiles and gives me a “I’m helpless here” look.

       “I’ll do you.” she says and raises her skirt to show that she has on nothing at all under the bright yellow dress…I was supposed to be startled by a triangle of hair the same light brown as her head but between two very white thighs…I was supposed to be caught off balance by a small tuff of hair like some might have under their arms…I was…It worked.

       “That’s…beautiful” I said wanting to establish once and for all that I am not a prude…the smiling man said something in broken English that seemed to mean:  she is strange but she’s okay…he grinned and shrugged his shoulders.

      “You can touch it.” she said spreading her knees a little.

      “No, you see…”  I didn’t want to say something about my wife nearby because it would sound so square to this free spirit

       “Where you from?”  She asked.

       “Chicago”  I always say this because it is the only city they know…she thought a minute

       “I own that place” 

       “I gotta go now…but I am happy to have met you.” I said.  (Which means: 

I do not belittle you because you are a wild spirit.) I continued:…”And I hope to see you at fiesta (which means: I wish I knew how to befriend such an unusual person as you)”…I move slowly away  I could go with her to her house and because this is Mexico nothing would happen as we imagine.   We would tell each other our oldest and most secret experiences.  We might visit other rooms, other rituals, other poems, even more intimate than sex.  

     But for now I walked slowly away, looked back, and waved.  She waved back but looked hurt.   What was my big hurry?    Were we not having an interesting exchange here? 

     Back in the warm sea Blanca asked:  ‘Who was that?  

     I thought awhile:  “I think maybe we can just call her …Mexico.    

Chapter 19

Communion in Mexico

    
We had just come back from mass at the great white cathedral of San Marcos in Tuxtla Gutierrez, Mexico when it was announced that we were all going to a fiesta!   We had been talking about how reassuring, how strangely comforting the opening words, always the same, of the Catholic mass, are:  “In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit...” (In Spanish: En el nombre del Padre del Hijo, y del Espiritu Santo…). It seems more beautiful in Spanish.    A friend, Brother Patrick Harris, reminded me of an old Spanish saying that English is a business language but Spanish is the language one talks with God.  

     
Back home we get ready for the fiesta – not a party - the two words seem to have an important, deep down difference.  “Party” is secular but fiesta will have a joyful but religious subscript and will celebrate some life event or day from the Catholic calendar.  If well done, one learns at a fiesta to love many people and in an inexplicable way one learns a kind of peaceful acceptance of life struggles, of suffering, and of mortality.

     
We piled in the taxi all sweet smelling, girls in beautiful dancing dresses, men in stiff dark suits.  You could not imagine how the girls, who had been about the house all day, could have transformed themselves into such beauties.  And these dresses came from where?  There was something wonderful about this closeness.  Beautiful maleness and femaleness all packed together tight in a small car.  

     
There was much anticipation because all fiestas here are, like the Catholic Mass, a mixture of constant elements with variations.  The interiors and court yards of Mexican homes vary a great deal.  The home will be open in the center with trees and flowers. Within this private enclosed world (sometimes with walls on one or two sides with sharp glass shards embedded on top) they will have created their private world.   Rooms are added around the interior wall when needed.  In the middle, open to the sky, they will have their own Eden of birds, flowers, trees, clothes-lines, walkways, hanging baskets.  In short, the fiesta can be held in the sacred bosom of some family or it can be in special buildings found all over Mexico rented for celebrations.  In other places where I have lived in the U.S., in Europe and Japan, homes seemed rather standardized, but not here.  Homes here are slow, long term, creations by a family searching for expressions of its own meaning.

     
We arrived and piled out of the taxi, all fragrance and agility.  The street entrance gave no clue of the world within.  First a unique hallway, then servants guided us back into an enclosed garden with over hanging porches, colored lanterns, lights that leave dark areas in the corners, beautiful brown people moved about in colorful dresses or dark suits - all with respectful quiet smiles and greetings.  There was fragrance of food.  It is the very scene I want to wake up to when I die.

 
 I was not sure of the format so I sat stiffly in a chair by the wall with others.  Shy young people brought us strange food on plates and a man nearby set up a loudspeaker.   After an awkward meal, and many smiles and tiny glances at a distance from beautiful young people, children, women in pretty dresses, a man tested his sound equipment and then began to sing:  “In the name of the Father and of the Son and the Holy Spirit…”  It was the beginning a Novena because it is Guadalupana, a great religious holiday in Mexico.  A Novena, as I wrote about before, is an hour long, beautifully poetic combination of music and prayers that all Mexicans are very familiar with.   It is prayer as part of celebration - solemnity as part of joy.


 When I thought that the dance music would never begin, at an hour when in the US people would begin to go home to watch the late news, a young man brought out a boom box.  Wonderful music came from its insides.  Too low at first and no one seemed inclined to dance.  I was disappointed; I wanted to see what they could do.

     
The father, the eldest man, who owned this bit of paradise, made a speech in imperfect English welcoming me to the state of Chiapas.  I made a short heart felt reply thanking him and praising Mexico.   Blanca translated.

     
There was a leisurely end of the meal.  Then his son, about 40 years old or so, turned up the music and began to dance with his wife.  Blanca and I and many others joined them.  It was the beginning of many hours, of dancing that looks exhausting but is actually easy and relaxing.  Since Blanca is not jealous and since there are never enough men (Over the whole earth there are never enough men who enjoy dancing for the multitude of women who do!) I danced with many older women who seemed to be alone.  Mexico is the land of beautiful older women.

        
One woman danced alone looking down.  She danced weakly though she was not that elderly.  Later she danced behind Blanca, looked and smiled at me as she danced.  I smiled at her too and gradually her dancing became alive, beautiful and so transformed and her friends watched with admiration.  She had needed only a few smiles from a male dance partner. She left many hours and many dances later with a look of joyful contentment. 

    
The host’s son danced near me and pretended to accidentally bump his rear into me as a joke.  I got him back later and this nonsense went on for awhile.  Once he pretended to be almost knocked down.  The women laughed and enjoyed it. 

     
Everyone laughed at many things.  Children danced with their parents.  

     
The story of the “white lady” begins here - she was wearing a becoming white dress: She was a beautiful woman who seemed to be alone and who had the courage, individuality, and the skill to dance with more joy than anyone else.  Her body movements, the way she held and moved her head were hypnotizing to watch.  

      
Blanca, always the generous one, asked me to dance with her, but I was a little reluctant – deep down wimp that I am.  As I hesitated, she rose and it looked as though she was going to leave. I made a tiny gesture pointing toward the dance floor, meaning that I would like to see her dance some more.  She took it to mean that I wanted to dance with her – and then I had to.  The dance was a tiny beautiful forever. Her misunderstanding of my tiny pointing gesture led to other dances that evening and at many more fiestas. We would dance together hundreds of times, would eventually be selected to become godparents to her child, and we would, in the more distant future, buy land on a mountain next to her land.   We would have a house built on our land and she would live in the house while we were in the US.

  
  I never remember how celebrations end.  I think in the wee hours of the morning, people you had hoped to dance with again disappear.   Disappear into the night sounds of the Mexican streets.  Strong male dancers who keep the fiesta alive disappear, gradually, into the back rooms of the house, maybe.  The sun comes up and the joy and the love leave to go to wherever the morning mist on the river goes.

   
  The night taxi took us home past the now sleeping cathedral.  I began to reflect on these huge houses of worship.  Mexico is a land of cathedrals.  When the English brought factories, railroads, and the culture of progress to the United States, the Spanish brought cathedral building to Mexico and with it a culture of festival, ritual, and an attempt at other-worldly-contentment.  Even small cities built them over many years with colossal efforts of fathers and sons.  They may have hoped that when finished, all loneliness would go away!  God’s presence would dwell with them in this beautiful place. 

     
 It should have worked.

      
When Blanca and I meet Mexicans in the U.S., an underclass here, we see traces of this utopian effort.  We wonder if our culture of individuality and things becomes a failed ethos, will it end with some dignity?

    
 Perhaps any celebration of joy could begin with “In the name of the Father…”  Perhaps we need some center point to focus our human activity.    Is it any wonder that some people want the school day to begin with prayers.

  
 The party still smolders in my memories and dreams.

    
The next day at mass Blanca looked at me and smiled when the priest intones the words “In the name of the Father . . . “.  She is stirred by the words, not as part of any gender struggle, not as defined by a given sect, or even limited to the words of Christianity itself.   These words seem to be an unmoving point in moving shadows of life and death, and to be visible here even in the celebrations of love and joy.  

Chapter 20

The Turkey Bus

    
 I opened my eyes and listened.  For a tiny moment I did not know if I was home in my bed as a child, a young man with a family, or, maybe, an old guy in a nursing home.  If I am in Mexico, then I am a child again.    Childhood for me was sunshine and days were long as weeks.  The adults were very tall, very rational, and serious. I was afraid of most of them.  A few adults sent secret signals of fun, of play, of dancing, or whimsy that were comforting as peace messages from other galaxies. 

      
Sounds from the window hint to me that I am in the Mexican state of Chiapas – land of nature and festival.

           I am told, has the highest number of animal species in North America!  It has twelve hundred types of butterflies and more than six hundred bird species, they say.  Wide awake now, Blanca announced that we were going to Chiapa de Corzo.  I was glad because this town makes spectacular dancing dresses for a wide area of Mexico and I wanted to buy one for her.  Families take a daughter to this town when she becomes fifteen to buy such a dress, or if they are too poor, to have her picture taken in one.

     
With the delight of children we boarded the common people’s bus, the cheapest (called the “guajolotero” (wa hoo lo tero), a joke by Mexicans, “the turkey bus,” because some passengers bring animals on board).  Like a child, I watched everything.  The young, the beautiful, and also the very old passengers stared straight ahead and, perhaps rummaged through idle thoughts.  

    
 A small boy at the back of the bus began to sing in a loud, untrained voice.  Loud!  The driver turned down the radio so we could hear.  All the way there the boy went through his repertoire of Mexican classics.  When we arrived and the bus stopped, he walked up and down the aisle collecting tips in his hands for his entertainment.  When he came to me I was amazed how much money was in his hand!  The poorest Mexicans will give money to anyone who tries. I have since then seen many men with guitars sing on the bus hoping to make their fare.  I told Blanca that on the way back, I would sing old Gringo favorites and she could collect the money.  She thought that, maybe, it was not a good idea.  It was one of those many things I didn’t do, but wished later I had. 

   
 Before we arrived, a schoolboy on the bus heard us speaking English and asked Blanca, in a polite way, if she would help him with his English homework!  But since he could not sit next to her because the bus was full, and he could not hear her since the other boy was singing, she just wrote out the lessons for him and returned it.  He was grateful.  He wrote his name on two pieces of paper, gave one to each of us, looked us in the eyes, and said:  “Now remember this name!”  We assured him that we would.  But…I have lost the paper.  But it will turn up sometime in some obscure box when we least expect it, radiant with nostalgia. 

      
I am reminded of another time when sitting at the outdoor restaurant at San Marcos we were besieged by children.  It seemed that some English teacher’s assignment was that they were to find a Gringo in Central Park and have a tape recorded conversation with him/her.  They had heard us speaking English and crowded around us.  We were the only Gringos in the central park of this large city (and one of us was Mexican!).  Blanca and I separated a few tables apart and had a recorded conversation with every single child!  I remember beautiful trusting eyes, the feminine girls and masculine boys, and impatient way they waited, worried that we might quit before their turn came.  Also impressive was their strong faith that the assignment was reasonable and that it must be done.  The strange thing was, the teacher had taught them to begin each sentence with “Look….”.  We did not correct this teacher, but life, probably, eventually, will.

    
 At Chiapa de Corzo’s Blanca and I peeked in every shop around their enormous Central Park.  Like children we studied with fascination the great flock huge vultures (a legally protected bird in Mexico) roosting in the park’s trees.  And, like children, we wanted to, and did, stop for sweet refreshments, under bright umbrellas.

  
   I paid a few pesos to a pretty, polite girl, an attendant, sitting outside the public toilet.  She gave me a few sheets of toilet paper from her roll.  Inside I found no water connected to the toilet and the toilet full of clean beer cans.  I am sure that Reason, herself, goddess of cause and effect, blushed.   When one flushes the toilet do more beer cans come down?  I am comfortable with the irrationality of this.  It is all part of a land of festivals, of strange masks, of boys singing in the backs of the buses, of tears from haunting cathedral music, of vultures in the trees, and of childhood.

     
 We bought a dance dress.  It then found its way north and in following years, danced at many parties and Mexican occasions.  It still hangs in our closet, waiting for its next chance to come alive and surprise the child in all of us.

     
On the way back on the bus, tired, I stared straight ahead in a trance and sorted my memories with the others.  I remembered the time when I asked the old priest in Blanca’s hometown (the only person in the village who speaks English) a question about Catholic theology.   He said: ”Don’t spend too much time on fine points of faith, or even on hope.  Hope that God will help you or hope for eternal life.  It is a religion about love: ‘These three abide, faith, hope and love, but the greatest of these is love.’ ” 

     
I remembered a story from a friend about a “water festival.”  He could not get out of his car in a small village because the children would throw water on each other and on him when he tried.  They said it was a feast of St. Florian, patron saint of water.  He gave them some coins and they let him go to the hotel.  He did not get a good night’s sleep, though, because of the noise outside and because the maid and the owner kept carrying buckets of water through his room to dump on people outside.  Reason, herself, beautiful and wise, may not assign many stars to this hotel - but I would.

     
At Tuxtla Gutierrez, the capital city of a Mexican state, a band plays every night at taxpayer’s expense for open air dancing, for balloon vendors, for boys and girls to flirt, and children to chase each other. 

    
 I heard a story of government inspector who came to check on a small town to see why they had never improved their streets. “We have no money to pave the streets,” the presidente (mayor) complained, “because we have two patron saint’s days and must have two festivals a year.”   

     
Reason, herself, busy and useful, building and creating, counting and figuring, may become weary.  Mexico and childhood are rest for Reason.

Chapter 21

Watching

     
Many months later when I return to places in Mexico that I have written about, the story continues.   The actors are waiting for me.

    
I hiked up river to the great spring.  I was thinking as I walked about piñatas.  I had just learned that they used to have five points, represented the five deadly sins, and, when the sins were destroyed, (it was a lesson for children) prosperity (the candy) was the result.  Today this has lost much of its meaning.  

      
I paused at Santo Domingo, the place where the Indian children were playing in the river, (Chapter 4) fully expecting to find them waiting for me.  And, dreamlike, there they were.

     
But this time they were rolling around in the grass beside the river, pushing each other, and laughing.  I realized that I had not seen children play, just play, no uniforms, and no supervision, for many years.  I sat out of sight on the opposite bank and watched,.  For a long time they acted out a drama older than history...just playing. Boys were wearing very plain, somewhat dirty clothes.  The girls were in bright red figured blouses (also becoming dirty), with black skirts.  This is the women’s uniform for Tzotzil Indians in this area and is worn by even the smallest girls.   All crawled around on hands and knees, often laughing, pushing each other over at unexpected moments.  One boy took a weed like a rope and pretended to try to tie it around another boy’s neck and led him like a dog.  But both got pushed over.  There was much tumbling about and laughing - girls the same as boys.

     
This might have gone on all afternoon except that one boy (the same one in chapter 5?) saw me and stood up and studied me.  Then he waved.  I waved back.  He went back to playing. 

     
After awhile, two or three of them stopped playing and waved to me.  I waved back.  

     
Then three boys left the group, walked through the weeds toward a bridge near where I was. The other children followed.  An Indian man was driving longhorn cows over the bridge and for a moment they all disappeared among the cows.  It looked dangerous to me but Indian children are allowed to do almost anything.  Life’s dangers are learned by experience.

    
Soon all eight or so of the children were standing around me.  They studied me with those open faces that children have before they become self-conscious.  I looked back into a circle of wonderful faces, eyes, and bodies.  They looked about 3rd grade age.  

     
Across the river above where they had been playing was a group of adults, thirty or so, sitting in the shade of a building watching the river.  The men were dressed in motley old clothes but the women were in uniform.  They were sitting on the river bank quietly watching.  I could not tell if they were talking.

     
I did not know if the children around me spoke Spanish or Tzotzil.  Then the lead boy asked in Spanish what I had in my hand.  I did not want to show him because I carry a small pepper spray when I go out alone.  He then came up close, touched me, and jumped back.  The kids laughed.  He came close again but I pretended to jump at him.  They all laughed.  

     
Then I began to sing a song with a lot of repetition in it and their faces would light up as the repeated words were about to reappear. Then I counted the kids around me in Spanish.  Then I counted the girls and boys separately.  They all helped me count and laughed.  

    
Then it happened.  In Mexico, it seems, no event can be allowed to pass without some surprise.   During my own childhood I was constantly surprised.  In my second childhood, here, surprises await everywhere.  All the children began to count in English!  In unison they could all count to eleven!  And did so over and over again!  I talked with Mexicans back in town about this counting in English and they were puzzled also.

  
 But I left the children and walked into the trees following the stream back to town.  They stood motionless and watched me leave. I looked back many times and waved.  Each time they all waved back. They became smaller, without smiles - a tintype of long ago.  It was an old photo of children with the strange power to wave back in unison.  The day before we had been looking at old museum photos from the Spanish settlement of South Mexico - pictures before flowers had color and before smiles were invented.  These children, watching me disappear, would be lost in a stack of such photos.

     
I wouldn't mind being a child rolling around in the grass by the river at Santo Domingo.  I would not mind being an adult sitting in a quiet group watching the moving river, the wind in the trees, and the children playing - a dream-like pause in life with  friends.  Friends who have become part of an old photo, who have, at least for the moment, broken off all points of the piñata, and who are now just enjoying the presence of each other and the river.

Chapter 22

Working Together

A young man pushed a wire grocery cart, almost empty,

across a vacant lot in Mexico

against the resistance of rocks and trash. 

He was collecting old plastic, bottles, pop cans 

for their minuscule recycle value.

He bent down to examine a discarded cigarette box

for the, street wisdom, ones that catch in the corners. 

His small son walked beside him in similar blue jeans,

moved like a grownup but on short little parodies of legs

with the strange dignity of poor children here. 

He moved firmly and deliberately

because he understands his universe: no school,

but rich in family, 

rich in small things, and rich in human touch.

Besides, he is working with his dad.

Chapter 23

Inexplicable

            Taking my usual morning walk up the mountain behind Rancho San Nicolas, I noticed an Indian family behind me.  I was struck by the way the man entertained his three children with some chat that made them laugh and play.   The man, medium size, work hardened, and the woman, about the same size, quiet, slender, womanly, carried a full shopping bag between them. Perhaps it was a shopping trip to the village from some far off little ranch lost in the birdsong, sunshine, and wild flowers.   The parents seemed about thirty or so.

          They were all huddled warm and secure under the invisible umbrella of the man and probable at other times the woman too.  He easily created a lively world for them as they moved up an old stony road. See in your mind this family: a brown man and woman with a shopping bag between them and three lively children close around them. 

          I wanted to know more about them.   I saw a large black and gold striped centipede on the road by my foot and stopped to examine it so that they would overtake me.  I watched it move, full of purpose, finding its way around small stones.   I reached down and touched it. 

          I felt a gentle touch on my shoulder.  The man said, “pica” (It bites.)  He was concerned about my welfare.  So I stood up and watched them proceed on up the mountain ahead of me. I was struck by the beauty of their movements and small interactions.  They became in my mind an icon: all fathers, all mothers, all children, and all journeys.  

         The man suddenly left the woman!  He, inexplicably, disappeared into the trees!  I almost called after him!  I wanted to insist that he rethink any reason for this!  The family walked on in silence without him. They were now quiet and self absorbed like so many women and children I have seen on the roads of Mexico.  I followed at a distance, disturbed.  Suddenly, around a bend in the road, he, inexplicably, reappeared!  He took his handle of the shopping bag and on they went!  Perhaps it had only been nature’s call.  But I did not forget this scene as an icon.

          In a multitude of tiny churches; in cathedrals; in grave yards; above the bed in every bedroom, hangs an icon.   Young girls even wear it around their necks.  It is.....everywhere.  It is the focal point of local religion.  They have not chosen for their icon a single one of the multitude of beautiful things that adorn this most amazing planet.  It is, inexplicably, a likeness.... of a man being.... tortured.... to death!   I know that there are rivers of words to explain why this is good, profound, reasonable, and holy. But there are no words that would satisfy someone from the other side of the earth.  It does not feel comfortable to me. 

A central park philosopher explained the cross this way: it is an acceptance of suffering of a universal religion rather than a tribal religion.  Jesus opened the door of religion to everyone even though a clannish group can be a self rewarding family.  People of the cross embrace the pain of universal love whether it is rewarded or not, because of its inner nobility. 

   
  Protestants here, (of which there are more every day!) do not use this icon much.  Traditional Catholic religion here gives each individual a blessing at Mass in the form of a wafer and sends him individually on his way.   This may have worked well when extended families were intact to provide support.  Now the newer religions attempt to create spiritual “families.”  Here in Mexico you can tell how traditional a church is by how long it takes the congregation to leave after their service.  Some cathedrals empty in five minutes, but often new religious groups take all afternoon.  Many new groups use forms of arrogance and self-righteousness to build walls of security around themselves.  Religious groups seem to be a kind of cell structure of society and they weave both constructive and destructive ideas together into a fabric that may be elitist or inclusive as they feel they need. 

        
  But I do wish my Indian family well.  May the man remain the strong person that I saw.  May this family have close friends.  And may these friends, gathered under whatever icon, have joy and imagination.  May this family and community love and help each other and strangers.  

Chapter 24

Life in Central Park

   
 Let’s amble around central park - the glory of any good Mexican town!  It's evening we are exploring the famous city of Miguel de Allende.  We walk down narrow Paseo de la Reforma past ancient stone building toward the Jardin (central park).  Streetlights, the ones that are not burnt out, are coming on.  Mexicans, never in a big hurry, allow places along the street to become quite dark, but, guess what, you come to like it that way.   In some doorways lovers lean on each other (he toward her in this doorway, she toward him in that) talking, whispering. How could those so young have so much to say?    But I remember it well and so do you!

    
 Watch for holes in the dark sidewalk.  (In the US holes in the sidewalk are a matter for litigation, but here it is of no concern at all.  It is just one of the many things that keep people agile and smart!)   We walk on past ancient stone walls, past closed storefronts, past now graying flowers, down the narrow stone stairway with high dark sides (perfect for lurking robbers) to the street below.  Now up a gradual stone street with high rock walls made by masons whose grandchildren have long since aged and died.  We see Central Park ahead with music! Smiling people! With dogs, vendors with balloons and toys! With fragrances, trees, restaurants!  With love, friendship, and with children running around!

   
 We sit on a bench; enjoy the scene while I rattle on about one of my favorite subjects: central parks I have loved.  A connoisseur of these parks, I have visited them all over Mexico, have ranked them, and have awarded prizes in my mind.  Top awards go to Oaxaca (wa hock a) for trees and nightlife, to San Miguel de Allende for bird life, philosophers, and cathedrals, and to Bochil (Bo chil) for Indian life.  Awards go to Chiapa de Corzo (chapa de corso) for family life and for sheer size, and to Tlaxcala (ta lux cala) for tranquillity and for restaurants.  But the very top award, so far, goes (after many debates), to Marimba Park in Tuxtla Gutierrez for music, dancing, beauty, and nightlife.  But no park is perfect and each seems unique.  Besides it would take many lifetimes to visit all the candidates. 

     
We join the hundreds of people strolling clockwise or counter around the park and greet or stop to talk with those we know.  We are all really waiting for the birds.  As I wrote about before, at this time (about 6:30 PM) thousands and thousands of birds will suddenly begin to return for the night to these trees overhead!  It is their Central Park too.  Look! A few early scouts arrive.  I have to confess that people here are so used to this that they hardly look up.  Here they come!  Flying low over the buildings in great flocks, thousands begin to appear from all directions!  It takes about half an hour and makes so much noise that it is difficult to talk.  Many people come to just to watch, come to re-experience another universe of life, or to have a cappuccino, look around, and mumble to themselves: "Amazing." 

     
One evening, the birds did not return.  A shock ran through the community.  They accused the mayor of poisoning them.  He denied it with guilt all over his face.  Great uproar in the local press.  But a biologist pointed out to a reporter that the birds have a short migratory pattern and would be back.  Learning over emotion, he was right.  One city that had a great eventide bird return also had an influx of retired Americans and then the trees were covered with a fine mesh - probably on disease scares, but I have studied the central park stone floors unable to find one dropping.

  
   We go slowly around and around the park seeing the same people many times.  We are lifted up by children chasing each other, mariachi bands waiting for a hire, lovers, dogs, thinkers, tourists, and old people on benches charging their batteries from all this human contact.  Who shall we talk with tonight?   I usually say: "Do you speak English?"  In less than a minute I get an impression, from body language, from eyes, from manners, but seldom from words, if this is a thoughtful person. 

     
After the birds say their last good nights, the multitude, hidden now in the dense foliage above, becomes totally silent and completely invisible.  After the evensong of birds comes the vespers of philosophers - not so fast and not so many, but as dependable - thoughtful people who come to find each other.      There are many smiles and some laughs from time to time.   We sometime talked long into the night. 

Snapshots of tipsy philosophers:

     Computers:  Computers never ask good questions, they only have answers.  Books ask good questions.

     Travelers: "Good travelers are all surveyors triangulating on human truth.      In ancient times it was believed that the stars were not far away but by measuring the angles of sight, simultaneously, from two distant places in Greece, ancients discovered that the stars might actually be very distant because the angles were quite large.  Later, the angles were measured from opposite sides of the earth - more surprise! Later still, the angle was measured from opposite sides of the earth's path around the sun!  Awe and reverence expanded by light years! The size of the universe was a great expansion of man’s imagination!  Travelers with feet in two worlds, try to measure some small part of the angle of the human soul.

     Religion:  We had an old priest that taught us that Christianity was all about loving one another.  During coffee after mass, kids would sit on his lap and climb all over him getting shoe marks on his black clothes.  He liked to kid people. Our parish was large and seemed happy.   But we got a new priest that said religion was all about saving your own soul and getting eternal life for yourself.  He turned us from givers to getters.  He was a stickler for doctrinal detail.  He never came to coffee but talked and laughed with the "important" people in the parish.  The church grew cold and people got uptight with each other.

     Mexico:  If you enjoy cultural shock, Mexico gives you more bang for your buck! 

      About “home”:  Everyone has two homes:  the country of his birth and the country of his disposition.    Those of a poetic disposition may feel at home in Ireland, perhaps, or Mexico, or Italy.  Those who enjoy private opulence or progress of some sort would enjoy the United States..

      About virginity:  One philosopher quotes from Robert Louis Stevenson: “The first experience can never be repeated.  The first love, the first sunrise, the first South Sea island, are memories apart, and touched a virginity of sense.”  “But for me,” he observes, “Mexico constantly recoveries her virginity and re-enchants over and over again.”

       About creativity:  One philosopher is fond of paraphrasing the Christian Bible:  “This three abide: faith, hope, and love…and creativity, but the greatest of these is love…and creativity.”      

      Later I will tell you about the egg throwing festival here in the Park, about fire falling into the laughing crowd here, and much else.  But for now we leave, walk only a little afraid down dark streets, and back up the narrow stairway.  We imagine, just for fun, ghost robbers lurking in every shadow.  We arrive at the upper street where lovers are still hugging but are fading gradually into the shadows.  It's very dark now, (but dark for the thieves too!)  We walk in the middle of the street and study doorways and corners.  We laugh because it feels good to be a little afraid.  I have never heard of anyone being robbed here but it’s fun to pretend.  We are not completely without light, all bulbs aren’t burnt out!  And besides there is the moon, the warm Mexican moon, like a great eye, straight overhead.  

Chapter 25

My Love Affair with the Indian Woman

     "Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned."

Father: "What have you done? And how long has it been…"

     "I only tell you this on the condition that you don't spread it around."

Father: "That goes without saying."  

     "I was sitting in a little thatched river café, densely wooded valley, tall trees, Mexican families splashing about in the clear water.  I was half reading, half glancing around on a day out of paradise, in Chiapas, Mexico.  I watched the giant trees, ancient thoughtful cliffs, the peaceful river, and brown people moving about.   Mexicans often go to the river with food and drinks on hot days to be together and to play in the water.   Families and relatives were gathered in the trees along the banks for miles, maybe all over Mexico, talking quietly, watching the world, or playing with children.   Once when I glanced up, I saw through the people around me, an Indian mother about my age with two grown girls and an old woman.  They spread a blanket on the sand some distance away.   I watched them."

     Father: "That is not a sin."

     "The mother had honesty and courage in her face, especially in her eyes.  She had kindness and humor around her mouth.  There was caring in her movements toward the very old woman.  They were all slender, sun darkened, and hardened from physical work.  They wore the local Indian uniform - dark skirts, bright red and white blouses).  Mother and daughters waded into the water in their clothes - no bathing suits around here. The girls laughed and splashed their mother who smiled and splashed back.  They sat down in the water, played, and pushed each other like children.  The mother, always more restrained than her daughters, smiled playfully."  They had towering inner dignity.

     Father: "Yes, and then…"

     "There was so much respect.   That's what I noticed, Father. Respect and love - beauty of splashing water in the sunlight, the joy of it all, and graceful movements.    There were many adult and children moving around me – they surely could not have noticed me watching them.  But she smiled in my direction and I think I smiled back, several times.  After much beautiful play, they stopped, walked up the sand bank past my group (without either of us seeming to look at the other - directly that is) back to the old woman at the blanket.  They were some distance away but I studied them out of the corner of my eye.  She kindly fed and cared for the old lady who then, it seemed, went to sleep sitting up.  Safely in the middle of my friends, I studied everything about them.   After some time, they walked back to the river in their wet clothes and began to play again.  She seemed to smile in my direction, several times again.  I smiled back.”

     Father:  "That is not a sin."

     "It was a long day under the trees in sun and shadows.  We studied ancient cliffs, circling birds, and beautiful laughing children.  But the shadows grew longer and coolness set in. I was not prepared in my mind for this day to ever end. As my Indian family was packing to leave, I saw her glance in my direction. I suddenly wanted to go to her and say: ‘I admire you and I admire your family.’   I could say that in Spanish.  But I hesitated.  As she walked behind my group, she glanced again in my direction."

     Father: "And you…you…did something…You aren't going to sit there and tell me that you…."

     "I hesitated again."

     Father:  "Oh no…"

     "I wasn't sure she spoke Spanish.   Indians around here speak their own language, Tzotzil, but usually some Spanish also.  And, anyway, she might misunderstand. You never know what a tiny gesture will mean on the other side of a cultural chasm."

     Father:  "Oh no!  She is not going to…you could say that you enjoyed watching them play in the water…and…"

     "As she began to get farther away, I decided to find a small perfectly round stone and run and give it to her!”

     Father:  "Good!"

     "The river gods were fast, the perfect stone was right at my toes!"

     Father:  "And you ran and gave it to her.  Good.  That is the end.  There is no sin. "

     "I hesitated." 

     Father:  "Now we are talking about the sin of omission, the most common of all…."

     "When she was about a hundred yards away, she, dropped behind her family, paused, turned, and waved to me.  I waved back.  They walked away until they came to an arroyo where they were turning to disappear, to hike back along some narrow goat trails to one of the many tiny Indian towns back in the mountains – no running water, no electricity, where you can hear the breeze in the leaves all day and all night, see stars in the night sky you wouldn’t believe.  She fell behind the others and turned again and she....”

     Father:  "Tell me that you raised your spineless butt and ran and gave her the stone.” 

      "At this moment, Father, it is sitting at home on my desk.  It is waiting to stare at me when I get there - stare like an accusing mother.  It should be on a shelf in her little house, speaking to her every day.  'You were admired.' It would say, many times a day. 'You were admired.'”  

      (a long pause)

     I continued:  “When I go to Mexico people are always in their places.  I go back to a place where I met someone that I admired and they are waiting for me to continue their story.  I go back to find them and there they are!  I will go down to the river at exactly the same place…  And she will continue her story.  The story will be not at all as I imagine, it will be much better – this is Mexico.   

      (Another pause)

     Father:  "And she, the Indian mother she…?"

     "She, Father, dropped behind the others again, turned around at the arroyo, and waved, slowly, one last time."

Chapter 26

Drawing Out the Mystery Within

     About every day in the outdoor Café San Marco where Blanca and I often sit, two dirty little boys go from table to table.  Each day they display some trick hoping that patrons will give them tips.  Usually, one of the boys is juggling two lemons.  I nod my head "no" and raise 3 fingers (you must juggle 3 lemons to meet my minimum standards!)  One day, when I did this, to everyone's surprise, the boy smiled, reached in his dirty pants pocket, pulled out another lemon, and begins to juggle all three!  I had to tip him. 

      But the point is, he and the other boy ran with the tip money to buy …something…What?  Candy?  Or a taco?  Or some clean clothes?  They bought two “mystery eggs!”  These are plastic eggs sold in Mexico with tiny toys inside.  Then they began, with intense concentration, to pry the eggs open!  Oh to draw out the mystery inside!  Wonder was above food, clothing, and treats!

My Own Four Mystery eggs

     Like these urchins I would rather crack open a mystery egg than have food or housing. Here are some of my own: I wondered when I watched all the schoolchildren march on festival day, why they and their audience, were all so quiet and serious.  The students in their bright school uniforms (each school in a different bright color), marching like soldiers, followed the beat of their drummers.   Serious teachers walked along side.  A solemn audience stared as at a passing funeral.  What if someone cheered?  

     "Viva Iglesia del Nazareno el Mirador" I called out.  "Viva Iglesia San Caralampio!"  I read their names from their banners.   The silent audience paid no attention to me. "Viva Iglesia Central Adventista del Septimo Dia!" There were federal government schools, state and local government schools, schools of religious groups, and even a bilingual (English and Spanish) school.  

     I can report to you that in early 1999, in the city of San Miguel de Allende Mexico, about one student in ten will return such a solitary cheer with a smile or a wave.  One in ten knows that we are all children, all of us, and that we are all pretending. 

     A Catholic school of young boys in red blazers marched by with nuns walking along side.  Three boys at the very end saw that the nuns were looking forward and were a little ahead of the main body of students.  So they bolted and ran around the corner of a building only to reappear to beckon to a fourth boy.  This boy studied the nuns, kept marching, studied his friends, looked at the nuns again, then, his red coat blazing in the sun, joined them on a side street.  I think everyone cheered for him…very silently!

     After many, many schools marched by, companies of soldiers came!  They were grim, silent, in olive drab, perfect clones of each other, Rambo looking, tramp tramp tramp, also with drummers.  Two out of ten, or so, of these soldiers will grin, or will nod, or will do a small smiling acknowledgment, to a loud shout of "Viva Mexico! Viva Mexico!" from an odd individual in a silent crowd. 

     After the soldiers came the armored personnel carriers!  These had handsome black-eyed machine gun operators on top.  Coils of ammo fed into their weapons and they glared at the watching crowd with seeming suspicion.  But fully half of them know our secret!  Broad white toothed smiles and small waves from the turrets.  

     Next came the town fathers, five of them, serious lawyery looking dudes.  I can report to you that, in early 1999 in San Miguel de Allende, Mexico, all politicians (from this small sample!) believe that they are grown-ups, that they are serious people and are far above reacting to an individual's cries of "Viva la San Miguel!  Viva la San Miguel!" 

Mystery eggs with Colored Tarps over Them

      I wonder why I feel so alive when I walk through the bright colors of "market place" of any Mexican town!  Each booth is its own mystery egg. Each stand, under bright plastic is a family enterprise of activity and mystery! Each is temporary with a ropes tied to trees, to other tie ropes, to anything that doesn't move.  Music drifts from the tape selling booths, fragrance from food booths. Shiny objects glitter in hardware booths (I saw a new hammer drill made in China cheaper than Walmart in the US. How did it get to Mexico?)  Shockingly low prices, children playing; dogs, chickens, ducks walking around; more music; strolling musicians playing for tips; sales ladies nursing babies; and beautiful, carefully arranged, colorful displays of fruit, vegetables, clothing and surprises.  You cannot complete a stroll through a market and retain a lonely mood.  

     Each town has a day of the week when all the traveling vendors arrive to swell the market to ten times its normal size!  San Miguel de Allende is Tuesday.  If your shopping list is made up of common things, any day will do, but special things may require waiting for full market day.

      My favorite market, so far, is the huge weekend market at Bochil, Mexico because it is mostly Tzotzil Indians vendors.  Once I asked Blanca to ask in Spanish how to say "Hello" in Tzotzil, but the first few Indians she asked seemed to be unable to understand the question.   Perhaps they could not imagine why anyone would want to know this (since Tzotzil is thought of by many as a sub-culture) and, therefore, they felt, maybe, that they had not understood the question. 

     Finally, a young woman nursing a baby answered immediately.  "Tie yuke" she said turning her head to the side and giggling.  I then went from booth to booth, "Tie yuke," I would say, opening each mystery egg to see what was inside!   It caused a stir.   Most of these people do not know that I am a foreigner.  They think of me as a strange looking local.   Later I saw Indians whispering and looking at me.  Finally a young woman approached me shyly and said in Spanish; "Do you live here?" (Vives aqui?)

     The word got around because the next day as I walked through the market I got many broad smiles and I got many "Tie yukes."  I wondered: "Do individuals of the "over" culture (Spanish) ever show any respect or interest in the "under" culture (the indigenous) here?

Over the Mountains

      Another mystery egg: I wondered every day what was beyond the rim of the mountains on every side that surround Blanca's village.  After many days and months of glancing up at this same closed horizon, I hiked all the way to the top of the western rim and (breaking the mystery egg open with excitement) I looked beyond.  There could have been…anything. In my mind I made a list of the possibilities but after some thought all fell off and the list was blank.  I got to the top and looked over.  I shouldn’t tell you, you should get the joy of breaking this egg yourself. 

      But just beyond and in all directions over the rim and as far as the eye could see were….women!   There were women sleeping under blue blankets. The back country of Mexico is not like the United States with its network of interlacing secondary roads.  It is walking paths, goat trails, and tiny villages of improvised homes.  Dark eyed patient people walk for days from back country to an actual hard surfaced road where they can signal a bus or a pickup truck to ride to a "real" town.   Life in the dirt road towns seems sound asleep and so quiet that you can hear wind in the grass.  Children play contentedly with rocks and sticks and their eyes will follow any stranger.   Time and (strangely) loneliness seem not to visit the back country.  

     Over the mountains and as far as the eye can see, women were sleeping under blue blankets.  How do I know that they are women?  You have to make the climb there and see for yourself.  The Aztecs called the great volcanic mountain west of Mexico City, Iztaccihuatl, “sleeping woman.” 

     I watched an Indian woman spread out a long cloth on the ground, put a baby on it, wrapped the whole around herself with a swift practiced motion.  The baby ended up in a tiny hammock on her back.  She smiled at me, (it was a I-bet-you-can’t-do-that smile) and disappeared walking toward the terrifying blue mountains.

     A boy walked by with shoe boxes stacked eight feet high on his back.  He is a walking shoe store headed for a town many miles away.  Sometimes he has birdcages, with songbirds, stacked high and he must watch for low tree limbs as he makes his way.  He is then a traveling pet store. 

     One day the town streets suddenly filled with hundreds of bored looking, slow walking, long-horned cows!  Cows!  I was startled!  It is a bizarre dream!  The locals paid no attention and, weaving between the cows, went about their business.  A few cowboys, on foot, walked with and among the cattle.  The herd was being moved between ranches and this town just happened to be in the way.

      But truly the greatest mystery egg is the Catholic religious calendar in Mexico:  saints day celebrations,  Day of the Dead,  Holy Week, Carnival, pilgrimages, Advent,  celebration of Guadalupe, the Holy Mass, novenas, and so, so much else. 

 Chapter 27

 Best Friend

      I want to tell you about my best friend:   Annie Lori  (Ana Laura in Spanish).     She is an individual, has her own connection with deity, with virtue, and with her own imagination.   She does not attend a church regularly but rather attends a small group that meets twice a week in a teacher’s home.  He has classes to guide and coach his group toward “more fulfilling lives.”  He helps her, she says, to discipline herself and “to be humble and to be less self-centered.”

      We first met Ana at a worship service, you might say, for the goddess of joy. We were at a party of her large extended family!  Remember the “white lady”? 

     In a foreign country one seems to develop a heightened sensitivity to body language and countenance to make up for the loss of language nuances.  I am constantly reading character from finger movements, shifting eyes, dress, posture, and the totality of these.  Blanca is the same in the United States.  I often ask her assessment of people around me.  

     Ana seems to project spirituality.  She dances with inner humility, with selflessness, and with joy.  (I have a theory that many years from now, when the Real History Book [The RHB] is written, it will include no generals, presidents, kings, queens, all of whom stand so tall in their own day, but washed in enough time, disappear without a trace.  Who cares now about the personalities of the Hundred Years War?  I feel certain that Ana, and Blanca, and others I have met, will be in this great RHB.)

        Ana, is about 31, was married at 16.   Her husband said: “We wanted to go dancing with our age mates at older ages, but it didn’t seem right.  We may have missed out on a lot.”   She looks like many, many south Mexican 31-year-old women: slender, black eyes and hair, slightly suntanned brown.  Once while waiting for her downtown, she passed me thirty times in thirty disguises, nose slightly different, or eyes a little different. Sometimes it was almost Ana but no happy, loving, surprised look.  In the US she would be a striking beauty, and people would stare.  At home, she is…..ordinary.   She uses no make-up, listens to conversation with quiet intensity, and dresses conservatively.  They have a 10-year-old son - an artist! His three wishes are:  (1) to have a microscope, (2). To have a telescope, and,(3) to have a dog.  He smiles easily, and interacts with adults with assurance and humor.  And Ana has an intelligent, pleasant husband.   Ana Laura’s husband has wishes too: (1) that he would learn to speak English well, (2) that he would have stable work, (3) and that he could study for a master’s degree. 

       More about Ana: she seems to be a quiet catalyst of joy at any social occasion - and such occasions are central in Mexican life.  If it is my own fiesta, I worry that joy may not happen, that people may sit and chat the party to death.  The room may be full, but joy does not always attend.  But in Mexico if I see a blue VW among the guest’s cars, I relax; I breathe prayerful thanks; and I smile.  It means that Ana Laura’s family is in the line up and we cannot lose.  In her quiet way she will, without trying, and almost secretly, charm smiles and memories all night long from the goddess of joy.  I alternate dancing with Blanca and Ana (Blanca is not jealous, they are best friends) all night into the morning hours, smile, and laugh, and never, never tire.  

        Ana Laura felt different and better for her experience with “the teacher.”  She had had a great fear of death and a fear of public speaking that had, mysteriously, gone away. 

      I have so many memories of her:

      Blanca and Ana played in the ocean breakers all afternoon on a golden day off the Gulf of Tehuantepec at Puerto Arista. Her husband drove us home that night up a mountain road in the Sierra Madre de Chiapas Mountains that goats wouldn’t climb.   High in the dark mountains, the hands of the Pacific Ocean winds shook the little car like an airplane in turbulence. But the world inside the car with Ana was quiet and serene.  

    I met Ana by accident in the city many times (it is, after all a walking city with streets full of people!). 

     Her husband showed me through their house that he is building.  There in the closet (no doors) was her white dress (chapter 4) all limp and sad now, and her brown dress (chapter 7) hanging like a rag. Her other very few dresses were all asleep.  It had never occurred to me that she would have mundane things like pans, spoons, a refrigerator, or kitchen knives - but there they were. 

     Once while walking by on the street outside her office a child that knew me saw me and ran to report to her.  She came to the street and I happened to glance back and see her.  She did a gesture that I know from Blanca.  She held her hand out, palm down, and did a catching motion as if catching a fly.  It means: “come here.”

     She has college training that entitles her to a title (licenciada) as we might use the title “doctor.”  It replaces her given name and is greatly prized by Hispanics but she drops it and asks everyone to call her “Ana.”  Even the guard at the door calls her “Ana.” 

     Her job, a government job, is sorting information and arranging it for the governor of the Mexican State of Chiapas.

     They asked us to be godparents for their son.  A higher honor I cannot imagine. 

      When we had to leave for the United States, we parted the last time at night in the city, her family walked the other way into the dark, walking close together the way Mexican families do, and they waved goodbye many times.  

     (She lives in a city you may never have heard of called Tuxtla Gutierrez.  Look at any map of the world.  See the multitudes of small villages and towns - some with hardly a road to them.  Names you cannot pronounce.  There are people living there, countless people, that you will never meet - people that could love you and that you could love. There are children there that could be one’s godchildren. If each such person gave off a faint individual light, the earth would glow at night like the moon).

     Ana Laura Ramirez Fernandez   She wishes:  (1) that world suffering could be diminished, (2) that she would be healthy physically, psychologically, and spiritually, (3) that she would be free of all deadly sins.  

      The real hero of this story is Blanca Nieves Kirk who loves with generosity and without jealousy.   Blanca’s wishes: (1) that she would sleep well and be healthy, (2) that her husband is happy. (3) and that her son would be free to work in the USA if he chose.

    And I forgot to introduce myself: Quentin Kirk: (1) That I could have strong poetic and philosophical vision, (2) that Blanca is happy, (3) and that I live with joyful people.

Chapter 28

Protestants in Mexico

     There are Mormon boys with nice suits and name tags walking the streets in the cities and there are other protestant groups.  At one service I visited a slightly overweight minister gave his listeners advice on how to be good husbands and wives.  He included the Saint Paul idea, now out of fashion, that wives should let their husbands lead - as in couple dancing.   At the end of his dignified service, he asked the congregation to close their eyes and bow their heads.  He said a prayer for the congregation and then, all eyes remaining closed, asked if any individual was hurting in any way and wanted a personal prayer and blessing.  He asked that this person come forward.  Two girls did and bowed down as in prayer at the front.  He talked quietly with them for some time and then they prayed together.

    He then asked if anyone felt that he was called at this time to be “saved.”  A young boy, crying very quietly, came forward and again they talked and prayed quietly (all heads still bowed).  A white-haired man came from the audience and put his arm around the boy as he prayed with the minister.  The minister concluded his service, stood at the back, and talked with each person as the congregation left.  (The minister’s three wishes: (1) that he could be a tool for good (2) that his wife’s health would improve; (3) that his daughter, who was killed in an auto accident, was with Jesus.)

     The boy who was saved told a friend later that he went forward, not to gain eternal life, or to have Jesus do any special favors for him but because: “I want to be a good person.  When I die, I want my life to have meant something.”  He did not know why he was crying, he said, but the experience was wonderful and that he felt “different and better.” He told us that his three wishes were: (1) that his good feeling would continue; (2) that he could help others; (3) that he could go to college.  

     
Protestant religion in Mexico seems to be for those who need the feeling of a tight family. Entry into this elitism is often involves individual salvation and  embracing anti-social ideas, even poisonous ideas as chosen people, fires of hell for trivial things, and some contrived self-righteousness to reinforce boundaries. Often the elitism is some form of love-your-enemies which no one is ever called upon to actually sacrifice anything. 


Catholicism seems to be for individuals whose disposition calls for a more universal acceptance (group salvation).  Its problem can be superstition and insufficient community when extended families break down.  Both groups can be divided into those who were “born and raised” or, on the other hand, “converts.”  Individuals “born and raised” can be shallow individuals who tend to follow the path of the least resistance in all aspects of their lives

. 

Chapter 29

Unto Us a Child is Given

     Today is Christmas 2001 and Mexicans here re-live “unto us a Child is given” each year, in actions and ritual - no commercialism, no Santa Claus, and no hint of snow (some of each creeps into city life).  Here it is a religious holiday that comes after Advent, and is firmly placed in the church calendar. The Gonzalez family gathers from all over south Mexico in a large hall in a town called by the  beautiful old Indian name of Ocozocoautla (oh ko so qual tla). The building is interesting in itself, larger than most gymnasiums; it is a special rental hall for family fiestas (these are common all over Mexico). The family members hug each other in long hugs, eat together, visit and dance all night. Mexican dancing is different than up north in that its purpose seems be to break down the shell that forms between people.  To do this it includes much changing dance partners, humor, and broad smiles.  

        The mayor came to the fiesta, looking like the usual political stuffed shirt, until he began to dance by himself.  He danced in a way that mocked his importance and position.  He made fun of himself.  He’s okay, I thought.  Five long hours followed of introductions, hugs, eating, children running around, and smiles.  I danced almost every dance with someone.   Finally, late at night, I elected to hit the bed and crash.  But those still dancing decided to pay the band for two more hours! Remember that Mexican dancing is much more demanding than its northern cousin!  Those still stomping out the music were, for the most part, men who had taken it easy earlier, and a large group of women in their forties, fifties, and sixties who were tireless.

     Early the next day they shook us awake to take us to the “Festival of the Arrival of the Baby Jesus” and, of course, again, to dance all night.  This “baby” is, in fact, a very ancient and very black doll about 8 inches tall delivered from one place to another by pilgrims at Christmas.   

     After a drive through the countryside (beautiful and sparsely inhabited), we arrived at a ranch near the little town of Benito Juarez.  The great festival was already in progress.  Here everything is free: food for everyone, expensive great bands, and all you can drink! And many gifts are all free to everyone because a “Padrino”, a godfather of the Baby Jesus, has paid for everything,  For this he receives the title for life, I believe, of “Godfather of the Baby Jesus,” a title of great, great honor,  It is believed to cost about $10,000 and I was asked if I wanted to  do it. They also informed me that I would be at the end of a waiting list of twenty years!  I told them I would think about it.   I met the Padrino of this dance. He looked quite ordinary and wore old clothes but he wanted me to know that he was the Padrino.. 

        It is believed that the Baby Jesus is in some sense alive, and if the new Padrino has not led a good life, the doll suddenly becomes too heavy to be lifted by the pilgrims!  Try as they will, they cannot lift the Christ child doll.  The new Padrino will then fall on his knees before the doll and beg forgiveness.   Jesus, known for his mercy, may have a change of heart, may forgive and accept him. So each potential padrino must search his conscience carefully before he volunteers.      

     The pilgrims wore whitish uniforms with blue bandanas around their heads and slept in the mornings at ranches along the way.    A band led the way here, walking through the night, and is followed by a sea of people with candles.  Some young men carried car batteries on litters (like a magic talisman!) connected to wires, amplifiers and to great loud speakers carried on other boys’ backs to sing songs in the night. This multitude walked for days, women by the hundreds coming first, followed by about equal number of male pilgrims.  In front of all was a woman carrying the Baby Jesus in her arms.

     But the festival at night!  Imagine naked light bulbs strung between trees with white painted tree trunks, groups in chairs in the shadows, three dance areas, musicians all dressed in green, and colored lights around the manger scene.  Imagine dark moving women in the shadows who offer everyone coffee, food, or candy.  Add to this loud music with a heavy beat made for dancing.  Smiles, eyes, and children were playing a circle game under a light bulb or they were on the dance floor trying to dance like grown-ups.  Sidelong smiles from women on the dance floor saying to you: “I like your dancing.” and thumbs up signal from the men saying “You’re okay.”

     The dance is interrupted for a Rosary or a Novena ceremony.  Here prayer, music, dance, and festival can all be sacred and interwoven. 

     Now this may all sound silly, all this doll stuff. Of course, all religious notions, except those of one’s own childhood, usually seem strange. But being here and being part of all this allows one to be moved beyond the literal and drawn into the poetic and the sacred.   If actions speak louder than words, these actions glorify the Christian message of universal brotherhood and may account for a gentleness between people that I seem to feel in Mexico. 

     The baby was left overnight at a ranch where I was and I saw it up close and touched it.  It was a quite ordinary looking shiny black doll.  But women here believe that it sometimes closes it eyes, that it may resist being moved to another place, and that it has caused miracles in many lives. It surprised me that it was often left alone here, unattended, and unguarded in a way.  It amazed me that a band played all night for the Baby.

           (I pause for a moment to walk around this tale with the reader.  I feel greatly honored to have witnessed this and do not believe that I can convey to a secular society as in the United States its joy and its religious depth.   Imagine that everyone around you set aside business for days and worked together strenuously to create some great artistic artifact of our collective soul.   Imagine that almost everyone in your city worked day and night at this time every year to build a poetic monument that was even more colossal than they built last year. We pause to try to imagine such an event ……………………………     

           I could warn you that you may be changed by an experience of Mexico, you will fall off the plateau that United States is a “first world country” and Mexico is a “‘third world country”.  Oh that it could be that simple!   The fall is hard, and the landing hurts, permanently, but for me it is still worth it).

       For some, there seems to be an echo in the coming of the Christ child drawn from the coming of their own earthly children.  I have seen many older women bring baby-like dolls to the priest to be blessed holding them like a real baby. I’ve seen men here walking with their son with a confidence that only a man walking with his son can have. The tiny baby comes into their life, dominates it for twenty years, dispensing miracles and surprises, and then may disappear into independence…..move away, maybe, be devoured by a university, or vanish into his own family, leaving a hole almost as large as life itself.   I admit that tears easily come to my eyes remembering the many Christmas’ when my own children, now long grown, were little. 

     There are many very old women here living in the home of their grown child or grandchild, being at first very useful, cooking and caring for small children, then, much later, just sitting quietly in the corner, gray as the wall itself.  But they usually have a pleasant look. Maybe they are happy now to be an obvious dependent in this relationship where they have been for so long a secret dependent.

Chapter 30

More Pilgrims

     Pilgrimages are an important part of Mexican life that is almost incomprehensible to an American.  Today at dawn thousands of walkers left this town hiking together across Mexico on a 9 day walk to San Juan de los Lagos (St. John of the Lakes) a sacred place in the far off state of Jalisco in the Sierra Madre Occidental Mountains. Imagine loud bands, dancers, fireworks, and thousands of walkers in cheap athletic shoes, each with a bright colored balloon.   Imagine pilgrims carrying large loud speakers for their singers, many holding banners, and some helping carry litters with a statue of the Virgin Mary, and all wearing warm coats and back packs.  They filled the streets for blocks as far as you can see.  Many were singing praises to Mother Mary and an audience lined the streets to watch them leave.    

    For over a hundred years here people have done this pilgrimage and one of the pilgrims has made this trip sixty-two times. Blanca’s father and mother went on pilgrimages when they were young and the lady who served my lunch today has gone five times.   One man told me that if you ever go once, you will go many times.

     I followed them out of town and found it very difficult to turn back!  The group was rich in collective energy. Every dancer knows the power of collective energy: If I had to do one dance alone I would be tired and be ready to quit.  But give me a crowd of joyful dancers, give me smiles, a few thumbs-up signals, a little applause, some invitations to dance, and I can go all night!   What I saw was a great mob of people setting out to do a difficult task in the honor of the Mother of God (what could be more important!) and to do this task by helping each other, by living on collective energy, and by projecting joy along the way.

      Status people as doctor, lawyer, and politician put away their pretense and became just one more pilgrim.  The rich and the poor, temporarily, walked and lived side-by-side.  All family connections, business connections, and pecking orders……..gone!   Even most of the abiding personal problems were, perhaps, for nine days, left behind.  A new heaven and a new earth for nine days!

     A grocer broke open one of his cases of oranges as they passed and began to toss oranges to them.  Some Indian ladies brought a huge container of hot coffee from somewhere and passed it out in paper cups.

     The police led the way, then the very loud band, then dancers, then an almost endless procession of women.  Some women had children with them or carried babies.  Next about an equal number of men came, some carrying loudspeakers or batteries.  Last came two Red Cross ambulances and a fire truck.  The women walkers became more beautiful under the spell of their noble purpose. The men projected a brotherhood that I had not often seen.  People tell me that after they leave town, they spread out and walk in small groups, men and women often together.  They will camp at night at ranches along the way that have prepared for them many, many times over the years.  The ranch owner builds extra latrines; build dance floors, and puts up strings of lights.  It is his gift to the Virgin Mary.  Here they will eat together, have music and dance, and sleep rolled up in a blanket, maybe on the ground.  They will walk through a desert with cactus-like trees, go into the sugar cane region with prosperous ranches, and, sometimes, walk by night in mountains.  They will go into the foothills of Sierra El Cubo, and later, pass Sierra Cuatralba, and enter the rich green valleys of the Encarnacion de Diaz area.  Each day the scenery will change as they go up and then drop into the next valley.  They will help each other with coffee and encouragement in the morning, carry packs for the weaker ones, laugh together, and will dance at night under bare light bulbs. They will have the sun in the morning and the moon at night.

       Remember the Canterbury Tales that you studied in school was the talk of pilgrims along the way.  I am told that brothers separated by time, distance, or busyness become brothers again, that sisters find each other, and that people are reunited with members of their own household.

     They will become part of pilgrim history of all religions and of all sacred places going back to earliest written records. Depending how well they succeed as a group, the journey may be very different from the lonely and tormented expedition of Pilgrim’s Progress. 

     And if they are kind and caring people, when they arrive finally at San Juan de los Lagos, Mother Mary may already have answered many of their prayers.

Chapter 31

Singing inside a Mountain

        Yesterday we walked to our open-air café, ”La Buena Vida” (the good life) hoping that, even though we are strangers in this city, the light of our souls would draw good to us.  Warm coffee met us as did birds searching under the tables for the crumbs we provide.   Mountains in the distance, and walls around this café made by human hands watched us.  Women with tranquil faces that belong in some book of great Mexican faces served us perfect blueberry muffins they had made out of pride and caring as if it were their calling.  Tables were full (with at least one person) when an older lady came in looking for a place to join our communion with the spirits of this place.  She looked around disappointed so we called to her to join us - something people have done for us from time to time.  It was a wise move because she became one of the people to whom this book is dedicated.

     She is lively, joyful, from California, and  together we received the sun’s blessing, made more crumbs for the birds, and shared condensed versions of our life’s stories.  She wanted, she told us, to go to the hot springs near here but the bus connections were complicated and she had five others with her.   Blanca, the expert on buses, volunteered to guide the group and off we went.

     We were a happy group as one would imagine in dreams. We bumped through dry desert-like countryside, watched frequent conferences between Blanca and our bus driver, and then stumbled off the bus at a nowhere place with the promise that we had arrived.  The bus roared away leaving us in the quiet of childhood.  We followed a vague path that meandering off through small flowering weeds into the countryside.  We had been assured it led toward the hot springs called “La Gruta” (the cave). 

     Soon we saw low buildings, flowers, stone stairways, and trees in bloom grouped beautifully against the foot of a mountain.   We entered the low building, and found dressing rooms.  After some fumbling with bathing suits, and some where’s this and where’s that, we jumped into a large pool of warm, very clear water.  Trees leaned over us as interesting looking people splashed about in this warm water that comforted us like a mother.

     At the back of the pool was a cave entrance, dark, in shoulder-deep warm water.  It led back into the mountain. And we bravely waded in (claustrophobia!) following each other like tethered mountain climbers - a few nervous jokes in the dark, then, behold! A large chamber appears with a high ceiling, a few dim lights, steam in the air, and some dark figures moving about the large black pool.  We are in the belly of the mountain. We were told that, if the mountain was in a good mood, at any moment hot water would suddenly shoot out for an hour or so (like “Old Faithful”) from a large hole pointed out to us high on the side of the chamber. In the low light people became mysteriously beautiful, quiet, and moved about with reverence.  

     The water did suddenly burst from a hole high above us, hot from deep in the earth.  We cheered!  Then we took turns standing directly under the full force of it. Reverence had given us good manners and we said: “You go ahead.”  “No, you go ahead.”  After a long time, it stopped as suddenly as it had started.  All was quiet again. 

     Under the power of all this mystery, a girl standing alone in the shadows began to quietly sing a chant with rising and falling tones, syllables but no words, and with a wonderful reaching out to the Universe in her voice.  I learned in Japan that I can do this too and I, quietly at first, joined her singing.  Together we got braver, a little louder, people listened, and we adjusted to each other.  This would have been enough adventure for me for a long time, but there’s more.

     Another girl, dark hair and eyes, surfaced from the black water as though created by it, a twin sister maybe.  Then another, an older woman (their mother?) appeared from the dark.  They put their arms around each other, faces very close together, eyes closed, and turning slowly in the water.  Singing quietly together they raised the music to haunting levels.  They moved the circle closer to me and opened it for me to join. I was surprised but I joined them.  We inspired each other.  We created something much beyond our individual selves. I could do the important lower part; I could be the man to their woman.  We turned slowly in the water holding each other tight in body and in harmony for a long time.  Blanca joined us for awhile.  It is the mystery of Mexico. I never asked their names, where they are from, or what language they speak. We stopped after a long time but I can still hear the music.

    Our happy traveling group walked; wet bathing suits in plastic bags, to a tiny café that is part of “La Gruta.” Here we talked and laughed for an hour and were served a splendid little meal by an Indian woman with a serene and interesting face.

Chapter 32

A Day in Mexico

     Up early to walk through the huge market: bright colored tarps overhead in the sun; giant arrays of fruits arranged like precious gemstones; and joyful music from the tape and CD vendors.  There were smiles from sales ladies with noble faces waiting like fishermen watching their lines; little girls in dresses; little boys kicking a ball around table legs and occasionally calling out “goal”! (the same word in Spanish).  There was an herb store with many strange looking boxes of dried leaves labeled for every illness.  A saleslady sitting on a sack of beans leaned slowly to one side, catnapping. Crosses with Jesus dying were around dark brown necks. Pigeons and dogs walked about inspecting; and the fragrance of food drifted from the eating area. But most of all there were people - people talking and laughing in the process of something that felt like real life.  A kind of loneliness that is pandemic in the U.S. cannot survive a walk through the market.

     A musician family, wife on accordion, husband and child on guitars, stroll through the market singing old Mexican songs and are given coins by even the poorest looking person.  Children and young people are with their families working at some task.  Doesn’t anyone go to school here?  Very young children fasten colored cords to their shirt buttons and while running about, kicking something in a kind of game, are also weaving colorful bracelets that are for sale by the family. 

     Lunch time.  We try different restaurants by watching to see where the local Mexicans eat.     

     In the afternoon we may explore the countryside by taking long hikes following inviting roads and paths.  Or we may take a bus to a nearby town or village to explore. Every direction will eventually surprise us.  

     Evening.  Usually we go dancing in the park, or go to meetings of groups and clubs, movies at the library, or “talking with philosophers in the park.”  This latter activity has a format.  It goes like this: we walk around looking at the many people resting on benches.  We pick an interesting face and strike up a conversation:  “You speak English?” (smile).  Or yesterday Blanca asked: “Do you know what animal eats with its tail?”  (This question will work in Spanish also.)  People are always friendly; we sit with them, and listen to their life story, which is almost always amazing and surprising.  One man explained in great detail how to invest money in a Swiss investment company (He gave us his agent’s name).  He owns a number of homes, is wealthy, pays no income tax in the USA, and is eligible, he said, for every welfare program.  (He laughed!) Artists tell us their vision.  Poets volunteer to read to us.  The rich (in money) invite us for a meal. 

     The religious tell us their story.   A Mennonite describes his church life in great detail.  His church covers a wide spectrum, he says, from the ultra conservative who are all related and intermarried and worship family life, to the liberal who are educated, are separated from their families, and who value learning. 

     “What idea holds this diverse group together?”  I asked.

     “ Family loyalties, “he said, “and the idea that there is always something better in settling human differences than violence.”

     He said his church was for him like a marriage; imperfect but may be better than a divorce. His saddest memory, he said, was when a beautiful, intelligent Mennonite girl who was sewing in her conservative family home, told him that she would like to leave home and explore life but that would break her parents’ hearts. 

     Then home to a warm bed, electric heater sometimes here, and rich Mexican music coming in the window from the evening in-gathering of a neighbor’s extended family. 

     What animal that eats with its tail? They all do.  The tail cannot be detached.

Chapter 33

Another Voyage to the Land of Mystery and Surprise

          I felt harassed and a little out of sorts when we reached south Mexico.  I doubted that Mexico, beautiful bewitching lady of a thousand charms, could still fascinate me.  We should have gone to the Caribbean or to South Padre Island for the winter. I remembered that Thomas Jefferson wrote:

                     “Traveling makes a man wiser but less happy”

Fanny Burney in Cecilia said it this way: 

                       Traveling is the ruin of all happiness.

                       There is no looking at a building here, 



  after seeing Italy.  

        The taxi took us to a central park packed with teachers on strike and great crowds of arriving pilgrims. The teachers, looking rather healthier and higher class than the populace at large, were camping by the hundreds around the government buildings.  They sat on cardboard, had plastic sheeting stretched between trees overhead, and looked bored.  Teachers here seem to be often on strike or on the verge of it. 

        And, to add to all this confusion, all Mexico was celebrating Guadalupana for 9 days up to December 12th. Every little town, every business, almost every person must make a pilgrimage to a church or cathedral of the Virgin Mary.  Whole towns and whole villages all dress in white (that turns to gray on the road), wrap red bandanas around their heads and walk together for days.  They were arriving at the cathedral of Mary in this capital city with enthusiasm, with music, singing, and with loud cheers.  This goes on all day and all night for nine days. Blanca and I walked with the local federal workers, were given balloons and palm leaves, and followed their band to the cathedral. The streets were lined with spectators who have seen thousands of pilgrim groups but were ready to watch another.  Watchers will wait hours to see employees of a big corporation go past.  Employees of one company were nearly naked in bright Mayan Indian dress revealing beautiful arms, legs, bodies.  Coca-Cola had floats that would be outstanding at Mardi Gras in New Orleans.  I do not know what the floats do when they get to the cathedral but our walking group paused outside and popped all our balloons.  Then, inside, we gave the palm leaves and large bouquets of flowers to the priest and helpers as gifts to the Virgin Mary.  What happens next is a little different with each group, some pilgrims sing for a short time, or cheer “Viva Maria”, or chant, or some make a little speech. Next, after the priest blesses them, they continue out the back door and another pilgrim group takes their place. The cathedral is full of cheerfulness and light and has flowers around the walls to the ceiling.

     But the city is very noisy.   I was guarding my critical feeling and was resisting the headlong fall into the arms of Beautiful Lady Mexico.  This is a world, I was saying, much beyond anything I could ever understand.  I am a fool here.  And an old saying says:



“If a goose flies across the sea, there comes back



a quack-quack.”

        It did not hurt that when we began dancing at Central Park that night, those watching applauded!  This audience remembered us from last year, and years before!   That happy dancing couple from Chicago is back!  (We told that we were from Chicago because it is one of the few cities they know.   One night when we were doing especially well they began to chant:  “Chicago!  Chicago!”)

        It did not hurt that when we went back into the mountains, clouds were interwoven in the valleys below us, and wild flowers were everywhere.  I had forgotten the beauty of sunlight and shadows on the mountains, the high soaring birds, and the divinity one can feel in wild nature.  I had forgotten the bright transparent green of trees in the sunlight after a rain, the flowering trees one can see a mile away, and the blue of the folding mountains in the distance - sleeping women all.  I loved again the great panorama visible from our little vehicle high on a mountain switchback. 

         I could feel myself falling under the spell of the enchantress when I went with crowds holding candles at night in a Christmas “posada” singing about Jesus and Mary at door after door.  We ended at the church where people threw candy to the children (and to the grown up children!). I was falling when the priest and the town fathers greeted us as if we were important people.  That would never happen at home!  I had become re-enchanted when we hugged the last of a long list of people I have written about before: the white lady, the happy lady, the Devil and his daughter, the singer lady and her son who rings the church bell, the crazy man, the old priest who speaks English, the plumber and his wife, the scholar who has the Periodic Table of Elements on his wall, and the Indians at the market who are delighted to see us again.

Chapter 34

String too Short to Save  

      I heard of a fellow who saved all the string he found in his life into a huge ball.  When he found a short piece of string he kept it in a box labeled: "String Too Short to Save."  Here is my own such box:

 (1)     We went to the Pacific Ocean: dark blue, a line as straight as a chalk line, tall waves breaking in slow motion, and three fishing trawlers sleeping offshore with their arms outstretched.  We watched a group of twenty men carry a large narrow boat to the edge of the ocean, point it straight outward, and then walk in the surf with it.  High breakers were coming in like walls.  As each wave hit the beach it would lean forward, then crash slam bang, and become white foam. The next wall caught the front of the boat and almost flipped it over backwards. When the ocean dropped down into the next trough, all the men (except three) climbed into the boat and sat down!   Blanca and I looked at each other startled!  A suicide pact?  The three still in the water kept the boat pointed straight out to sea.  The next wall of water tipped the boat straight up on end again but the men gripped their seats with all the unconcern of subway strap-hangers.  Over and over the boat was washed back to shore and a guy standing by the motor would raise the propeller out of the water so that it would not dig in the sand.  He also kept pulling with no great concern the starter rope on this hundred year old motor until it shot out blue smoke and began to sputter.

       So far, the score was ocean five, men zero.    In the next moment of calm between the walls of water a fellow at the front of the boat stood up and scanned the ocean.   Then he looked back at the motor man.  This must have been a signal because the man by the motor turned it on full and sat down.  The three standing in the water casually jumped in.  The next wave was a small one and the boat moved seaward a little.  Big breakers came next but the motor was on full now.  The boat began to recover more than it lost with each wave.  Still pointing its nose skyward occasionally, it moved out to sea.  This drama, it turned out, was the morning going-to-work-routine of sailors of fishing trawlers.  It was a kind of bull fight in which the fierce victim, the ocean, did not have a chance from the beginning.

 (2)    Hundreds of minibuses travel the streets of this city and provide much of the transportation.  I like them because they stop at every corner, side door opens, someone gets in (it will hold up to 15 people), says "Good Morning", or "Good Afternoon" (in Spanish) and some in the bus return the greeting.  Then the new passenger will pass coins, about 30 cents, up to the driver.  All become willing, unpaid employees of the bus company, passing up coins and handling the return change.  The driver fumbles with coins as he drives.  There is a nice etiquette and feeling about the whole thing.  I like to sit in the middle behind the driver because whoever sits there collects the money and distributes the change. 

 (3)     A woman with long hair and a loose gown, both rippling in the wind, stood very still at the edge of the ocean and scanned the horizon.  When will I see the top sails of my lover’s ship? With both hands above her head she held a yellow cloth, perhaps a sun shade, that also flapped and danced above the blue sea and white sand.   I watched her and I stood very still for a long time and I asked all the gods at once: this moment, this moment,  please, last forever.

 (4)     Memorial clippings from conversations with foreigners in central park (A) “This George Bush, would you say he, his dignity, his intelligence, is the ideal of American manhood?”  (B) “I think patriotism is an outmoded idea.” (C)  America is a lonely land, a lonely land of SUVs, McMansions, and credit card debt.  (D) The average paid vacation in Germany, Spain, Britain, and Australia is about a month.   The US is 10 days.

  (5)   We took a bus from the city up the mountains to Blanca's village at about one o’clock, the time each day when schools let out.  What I expected was: Indian children from secondary schools (Mexico does not have school buses, students use public buses) will ride the bus back to their village.  They will be poor kids, bad teeth, a little dirty (homes with no electricity and no running water).  They will be short, and quietly feeling inferior.  Well, older children did ride with us back to their villages, but surprise!  They were clean, super clean, with white school uniforms that shine, backpacks with books and homework (I think), large and healthy looking, perfect teeth, happy and bright acting!  They looked like children from a wealthy San Diego suburb. Blanca was surprised too.  Mexico is not a “third world country” except in the most simplistic use of that term.

 (6)    The next day we were exploring the footpaths in the hills behind Blanca's village: scattering of tiny adobe shacks, children playing with sticks, and clotheslines with bright clothes. (Abject poverty, Americans would say.) A door of a hut opened and out walked a pretty well dressed lady with nicely done make-up!  She took a path down toward the village. She smiled and extended a friendly greeting.  She would have looked at home on the streets of New York City.

(7)     Walking through Blanca's village market as I have innumerable times, I saw something new: another foreigner besides myself!  She turned out to be a Norwegian schoolteacher of enormous travel experience and learning.  She travels for a year then teaches for a year in Norway, and has been all over the world, speaks several languages.  She has thought extensively about every issue that I know of! She is an older lady but unafraid of aging because she is from a country with socialized medicine.   She lived for some time in the US but, she said, was afraid to grow old in a country without government care of the elderly.   Meeting other great travelers is the joy of back country travel.

(7)     A funeral procession through Bochil (Blanca’s village):  first a hearse with a coffin followed by many, many people walking in a compact group (some wearing black, some with umbrellas against the sun, and followed by a pickup truck with a marimba playing funeral music.  The music is half way between sadness and life-goes-on, followed by another pickup with flowers, and then a few cars.  When they get to the cemetery, boys will have dug a tunnel under the concrete floor of the families’ small stone burial house on a hill by the village. The coffin is lowered down, pushed in under the concrete floor, and the hole is refilled.  The whole hillside is covered with small stone houses each with an iron grill gate opening into a small enclosure with (maybe) pictures of those under the floor, and, usually, wilted flowers from the last celebration of Day of the Dead.   

 (8)    What do we hear when we walk back in the countryside as far as we dare from the highway and town?  There you will have only footpaths leading back into the surrounding Indian country - blue mountains with a terrifying beckoning.  I sit on the ground where I can see for miles in all directions.   It is so quiet that at first I think there are no sounds at all except for my own breathing.  Then gradually I hear insect micro-sounds in the weeds, children's voices on a far mountain, a very distant cock's crowing, someone is pounding on the far hill, a bird call. Then I can hear air moving in the leaves. 

Chapter 35

City Life

      .         We are in Guadalajara in the park by the Cathedral (Begun 60 years after Columbus.  The Spanish spread over Mexico in one quick, incredibly sad   explosion!)

       Sometimes I wonder why we do these voyages into Mexico because they have their bad moments, but I often see a foreign couple, older than Moses, who probably do not speak Spanish sitting in the park studying an English language guide book.  What a wuss I am. But Blanca is great to travel with because when I get discouraged she gets creative and determined.  Once we didn't have a room for the night because there was a state fair in town (yes, they have those too) but she just stayed on the phone until she found what must have been the only bed in town.  The next day in the Central Park she looked around at the hundreds of people and said:  "Just think, all these people have beds!"  

     Guadalajara is a surprise as are most Mexican cities.  It is a city of prosperity! The Silicon Valley of Mexico they call it. It is a city with great public transportation (even a smooth, clean, quiet, fast subway!) and with a carefully planned downtown.  Cars are excluded from around the beautiful center of the city but with a vast parking underneath the Central Parks that one accesses from some distance underground!  For many, many blocks around the cathedral, people are walking, sitting, feeding the many pigeons, listening to free music, and watching performances.  There are many central parks here, each with a large fountain or a bandstand in the center.  The citizens look well dressed, they look happy, and we see all ages in large numbers, late into the evening.  The park strollers form big circles around musicians or performers (small children know that it is okay for them to play in the middle, to chase each other, fall down, and otherwise bathe in all this attention.)  

      An entertainer in the center of one circle demonstrates amazing tricks with a big yo-yo. He then shoots the yo-yo high up in the darkness overhead.  Everyone gasps and looks up!  It disappears into blackness.  He is part mime and he imitates and mocks the fear of the crowd looking up.   When it comes down he catches it easily on its string to everyone's amazement!  There are dancing dolls, break-dancers, mimes, frog fountains, and, as always, many young lovers hugging and whispering.  There are young girls in dresses and pigeons everywhere, very few tourists (almost none), old men playing checkers with bottle caps, shoe polishers, young policemen (these are handsome and high class looking boys - and a few girls- cruising on bicycles in bright yellow and blue sporty police uniforms).  There are balloon vendors, many children with their young, good looking parents, and, as always, dancing Mexican music floating in the background.  

     On weekends the many central parks are full of people.  Many watchers just sit on the benches and enjoy the passing scene   “Don't they have TV?” I ask Blanca. She believes they do but that it does not answer their need for human contact.   We also walk from park to park bathing in the ongoing celebration and the warm fragrant Mexican air.  Not everyone may need this much human contact.  It's, maybe, an individual thing; but we and the others here do.  

     Many cathedrals were built within blocks of each other here by a past society that I cannot imagine and they all have masses every hour on weekends.  Blanca and I catch parts of many masses, with praying, kneeling, candles, music and each cathedral seems full with many standing.  Altars, ceilings, and walls are wonderfully beautiful and the music will almost bring tears that are half sorrow and half joy.  The music touches my heart in some secret place and makes me miss my childhood, my parents, my siblings, and miss full moon nights when trees are blooming.  One priest tell his audience that going to confession is important because you might die with your sins on you, but Blanca says that confession is not so important unless you have done a real sin.  But we wondered, since there are crowds at every hourly mass and if each soul has, say, ten sins each, could the clergy really be able to handle this much traffic?  But there is magic in the mass itself, almost as much as there is in the great building.

     At night with many people enjoying the park, families with children have discovered that you can stand on the big ground level exhaust grills of the parking garage’s below and the updraft will carry balloons high in the sky.  Colorful balloons, and since these are Mexicans, in the shape of spiders, human figures, stars, and much else are released by children to soar high above the crowd. Then the family watches as its balloons dance and bob about high as the cathedral spire.  Children then run laughing through the crowd to try to retrieve their own as it comes down. Children also let the updraft blow large bubbles from their plastic rings and soap jars.  These mix with the dancing balloons.   Smiling parents watch.  Families walk together here as they did in my childhood. I had not seen a family walking together in so, so many years.

     One park fountain, my favorite, has pigeons and water patterns all intermixed in a beautiful way as if a wise fountain architect planned for this.  Another nearby is so low that the older children often run through it.  Now if we could just get the pigeons, children, and spraying water all together.

     Sometimes we are a little frightened because we are all alone in this giant city (second only to Mexico City!) with no friends, or relatives, no contacts, no private smiles, or surprised hellos.   We are just riding on an ATM card.  But Guadalajara, so prosperous, is yet so very Mexican! It is friendly and gentle and seems free of most of the problems of Mexico City.  (Crime, car theft, graffiti from spray cans, car alarms, exhaust, noise, very poor people in shack cities) Guadalajara is the inventor of Mariachi music and of the wonderful over-full Mexican dancing skirts.   I survey the scene and I say to myself: this is the Philosopher's Stone itself, heavy as you can carry.

Chapter 36

More Guadalajara 

       The bakeries of Guadalajara!   After tasting a few rolls or cookies wonderfully made by loving Mexican hands, it becomes impossible to pass within a block of one of these without one of us saying:  "Hmmmmm maybe we check this out....."  Maybe it’s the drifting fragrance.  Maybe it’s the hand-made-with-pride total dedication of those pretty women with noble faces.

       At the Cathedral: rough dirty looking men work on the details of the cathedral with crude tools and the result is beautiful, soulful, and almost eternal.   Do they think of themselves as artists?

        Tourists: we saw a bus load of retired Americans (Elderhostel) walking around and they looked so strange because I had become used to brown skinned, black haired Mexicans.  They were so bleached out, with short pants, elderly couples holding hands, white headed, but so energetic!

     We visited a famous little "lakeside" town outside Guadalajara called Ajijic (aw ha heek), an artist colony at one time that used to be actually on the lakeside but now is a mile from the shore!  D. H. Lawrence lived here when it was beside wonderful Lake Chapala - the largest lake in Mexico, beautiful and natural but now degraded.  So much water has been pumped out by Guadalajara, Mexico City and by agriculture that we had to take an old rusty bus for a mile to visit the sad lake.  Mexican government is trying to fix the mess but just too many people and too little water.  Americans came to beautiful Ajijic years ago, first artists, then tourists, then developers (a usual sequence, destroying many places).  Developers built gated communities and rich retirees swarmed in because of the eternal spring weather.  The community prepared umteen little shops for the expected flow of dollars but the Americans kept to themselves.  We walked almost alone through the still beautiful, serene little town with a Canadian couple and the man remarked: “To paraphrase Winston Churchill: never have so many prepared so much for so few!"   One local resident told me that many wealthy Americans come here, relate only to English speakers, and “specialize in social climbing” and “pecking order.” A man in Ajijic told us a long wonderful story of the performance of the Mexican medical system when he had a life threatening emergency.  The end of these stories of heroic medical skill is always:  "And you know it only cost?  Only ten dollars...(or some very low amount)"

     Downtown Guadalajara: We discovered that underneath one of the beautiful central parks is a giant two layer parking garage!  One drives underground from some distance away to park in it and walk up stairs to Central Park.  Under another central park is a huge mall featuring only jewelry (making it and selling), candy, and fruit.  Each bright and colorful store had, it seemed, lots of customers, kids, and activity!    We found it by accident when looking for restrooms and were amazed and looked at each other with our mouths open.

     Many, many things here seem vastly beyond human understanding - like advanced math - and I do not really try.  For example, a handsome college professor looking fellow stands all day on the sidewalk beside bathroom scales.  You are supposed to pay him 1 peso (10 cents) to weigh yourself. I have never seen anyone do it.  Like the pretty Indian women with children that sit in the church door all day begging for coins.  Why isn't life in the Indian community better than this?  And where do they sleep at night?  Blanca is wonderful to travel with but she will not translate for me with some individuals that I am curious about.  She does not want to because she says: "It is too sad."

     On the street corner nearby there is a large crowd that is difficult to get past.  What are they watching?  This big circle of people is around a handsome young artist who is drawing each day on a large beautiful mural ON THE STREET - RIGHT ON THE COBBLE STONE SURFACE. (There are no cars allowed in on these streets and the pedestrians carefully walk around the picture).  There is a can nearby and many people put in money! The picture is (according to me) very good.  Sometimes he stops to ponder his next move for awhile staring at the picture.  Mexicans generous by nature, drop in coins.  Each day I see the picture grow.

     There are many mimes here working the crowds in the streets.  They are amazingly skilled.    We went to a folkloric program.  First, the young people performed, all stiff and programmed.  I was just ready to make fun of it when the older dancers, twenty or so, began. Wow!  They danced with tremendous athletic ability and wonderful movements, especially the men.  The girls danced in beautiful over-full dresses in the old Mexican style.  Blanca danced these dances as a young person in programs held at her village central park.  The dancers did a long polka-like dance that amazed me.  I felt sad to be older and see the young boys out dance me by bucketfuls.  They did the machete dance - a wild dance of twenty or so men with sharp machetes in which no one gets hurt.  How did they learn that dance?  They did it with grace and ease.   We went backstage and congratulated them.  Backstage they looked like just...well...just boys and girls that you might see at a taco stand.

      Guadalajara has a beautiful, efficient subway system!  Today we rode it from one end to the other.  It cost 30 cents.

    A pretty young nun with a serene face sang the mass with great skill, quiet humility, and, it seemed, totally without ego.  She alone replaced the choir (and all those choir practices) and the organ.  Mass in a great cathedral was just the nun, a priest, and a man to turn the pages for him, the three of them.  And it felt holy and profound.

    Today there was a marathon race and we watched the finish line.  A boy and his dad (I guess) ran the race holding hands.  Each runner’s face looked so beautiful at the moment when he suddenly could see the finish line. Each seemed to be the lead actor in his own five-star movie.  Wild cheering - Bravo!  Bravo! Cheers not for winning, but for finishing.  One school of young people ran together with their teacher.  Many Indians ran, older people, some young girls.  Groups of spectators carried signs naming some one runner and when he appeared, they all went wild. "Bravo Tio (uncle) Jose!"  It was splendid - especially their faces.

     Last night the Protestants and Catholics had a shouting match with loudspeakers in front of the cathedral.  The protestant man said: "Who do you think it is that steals money from your pocket in crowds?  They are Catholics.  What religion are the politicians who steal from Mexico and send the money to Switzerland - they are Catholics!"  The Catholic loudspeaker was saying:  "He is blaspheming the Holy Blessed Mother of God.  Hail Mary full of grace..."  None of the pedestrians seemed to pay any attention whatsoever.

       I realize that my account of travel is mostly about the good things and the pleasant surprises and that this may give a distorted view.  The negative side of Mexico is well reported in newspapers and on TV.  I experienced very little of it but I was not a tourist and was traveling with a native speaker. There is loneliness in being the outsider here to everything and everybody.  But I have found that for me and for Blanca, alone in Guadalajara was still, somehow, pleasant.                  

Chapter 37





More String Too Short to Save

(1)     A cab driver had a small ceramic dog front and center by the windshield that looked back at the passengers.  It looked out the window and all around because its head is on a counterbalance and can move freely.  It seemed to take an interest in us and in the passing scene out of the windows.  I admired it and the driver said:  "Oh he's smart alright.  You can ask him anything....You a good dog?"  It moved its head up and down in a definite “yes.”  "You aren't a bad biting dog are you?"  There was a definite side to side “no” from the dog.  Some hardnosed scientific types might suspect tweaking of the steering wheel, or a little unobservable soft shoe on the brake.  But, in any case, the driver has a companion on his hot and difficult job who takes an interest in everything and never disagrees with him.

(2)     Mexican cities tend to split between an affluent automobile class who shop and attends events in malls with big parking lots around the outer edge of the city and live in American–like homes.  On the other hand are the traditional Mexican people who travel by bus and live in relation to the businesses around central park.

       For the central park crowd, which includes us because we are traveling via the book Lonely Planet, it means free entertainment.  Usually the rule is the smaller the loudspeaker, the higher the entertainment quality. It means lovers on park benches, families walking together, vendors (much great food, colorful balloons), beautiful trees with the lower trunks painted white, and school children. Some students in Guadalajara have a cellular phone on their belts. It means watchers on the many benches drawing energy from the passing scene like dandelions in the sun. There will be mimes (humor, magic tricks, skits all combined) with great circles of watchers, flowers blooming always, a few foreigner travelers carrying Lonely Planet books, a few beggars, and a few business looking types walking with intense purpose.  Notice also some relaxed strollers for whom this must be home.  Notice the moving tree shadows decorating the park ground, Indians in bright clothes, and always, always Mexican music joyful in the background.

(3)     To walk inside the cathedral is to walk over names and dates of people buried in the floor.  Buried here to stay close to the mystery, and hoping not be forgotten.

(4)   One cathedral here is quite plain, all the gold having been stolen, we are told, by the peasants during the peasant uprising against the affluence of the Catholic Church in Mexico.  

(5)   The ancient Mayan pictures are usually of battle, executions, and war victory parades much like ancient Egyptian, Mesopotamian, and countless others, which must say something about human nature.

(6)   Have you ever accidentally walked into one of your lifelong fantasies?  I did here in Mexico.  Every Sunday night the city of Merida, Yucatan, has a performance of their own city folkloric (all the costumes, colors, music, and beautiful bodies), wonderfully done with athletic power.  I believe the citizens of Guadalajara and Merida have a sense of home that I have never felt.  I am not sure why.  Perhaps because it is a much older culture.

       For the next dance the dancers all balanced wine bottles on their heads. I sensed disaster.  But they twirled, stomped, leaped and all finished perfectly to great applause.   Then each dancer put a tray with glasses of water and a bottle on his/her head!   I said "Impossible."   Which dancer is going to fail (crash! bang! broken glass, water, and shame everywhere)? The whole group will then feel small and ridiculous.  Will it be that tall but very young looking fellow, or the pretty girl who seems shy, or the bold mustached man who just sang a solo during a break time (Don’t try it singer, you have contributed enough already)?   What a noise it would make!  What would the other dancers feel?  What did Icarus feel when he flew too close to the sun?  But they began anyway; no one ever listens to me.  Then to tempt fate even more, they all began to spin and interweave with each other!  I gasped.  Moving faster and faster the glasses crept to the rims of the trays and began to spray out water which fell on the dancers in a fine mist. (This must have felt great because it was a warm evening for their hot clothes)  We, bug eyed, I think, watched the totally, absolutely impossible.  I followed the shy girl, don’t let it be her, I hoped.  She turned, spun, and wove under arms, through cascades of spraying water egged on by great music and a spell bound audience.  She and the very young man and the mustached singer, everyone, finished the whole dance with smiles and with absolute perfection.

    But that wasn't my fantasy,   That came next.

    Everyone closed his mouth, applauded; it was the end of the city’s weekly show. Then the audience stood up, everyone moved from the stands into the street. The band began again, and the entire crowd began to dance. (not everyone, a few did not have a partner and just watched.)  They do this every Sunday here, I believe.  The streets were jam packed with happy people dancing.  That was my fantasy - everyone dancing in the streets.  We danced in the middle of it all, of course, and people smiled to us and we passed the smile on to others.  What did the smile mean? Did it mean: “It's fun to be a child again?”   I ask Blanca.  She said this was very strange for her because Mexican men are usually very macho and do not want to dance with their wives.  These dancers all seemed to be husbands and wives.  She thought that the Yucatan was different.  It was not part of Mexico for a long time, she said, and still feels separate.  She felt the men were different. For me the smiles seem to be saying: “We are a good couple. You look like a good couple too.” Another Gringo man and woman danced nearby, but they were going through their dance class routine they had learned in the states (one, two, three, step, turn, duck under,) and did not pick up on the sea of smiles - too bad.    

Chapter 38

Tijuana Mexico

     
 We were met by family at the airport in Tijuana.   This city has a Mexican flavor but has crowds of cars as in the US or Mexico City.  

     
 First I receive a briefing of family problems.   Mexicans do this easily and with more candor than we do. Some of Blanca’s family members are struggling here with the problem of older people wondering whether to live near their children in cities as their grown children get deeper into careers and childrearing or to move to a smaller house and warmer place away from industry.   It is, I think, a world problem.  A friend told me that in China members of the family will move away to better employment and will attempt to draw others from the family to them, or failing that, move back to family when they retire.  Some say that older people who live near their family do not make good friends because they lack empathy, and friendship skills.  

        We will fly tomorrow over the Sea of Cortez, down the west coast of Mexico, over the beautiful city of Mazatlan, into the Sierra Madre Occidental Mountains to Guadalajara again.  It is Mexico's vibrant second city, and is near other beautiful cities that we have loved:  Leon, Queretaro, Celaya, San Miguel de Allende, and wonderful Guanajuato.     The pilot will be Mexican and will look faintly like the guy who sweeps out your apartment hall.  I am comforted by remembering a study in probabilities that I read:  “An aviation expert at M.I.T. studied aviation accident rates during the 1990s and determined that you could fly on a U.S.-based regional airline once a day without dying in a crash for eight thousand years.”       (http://www.garympomerantz.com/qanda/q_nineminutes.htm)

     Today friends drove us through the rich section of Tijuana (yes, there is a rich section) and yesterday we visited the rich section of San Diego.  To Mexicans these suburbs looked like Paradise, I think.  But I was born under a different star.  In both places one sees any people at all (except some service workers here and there), no children, no churches, no dance places, just endless lonely mini castles. Maybe they are full of happy, joyful people, but I don't think so.


  We did meet two young people from the Tijuana rich neighborhood in a local café.  One, a high school age girl, had a nap sack with two messages hand lettered on it.  They said: "You suck, and that's sad" and the other message was: "I do just say no to drugs, but they just don't listen."

Chapter 39

 More Guadalajara 

     Today early in the morning Guadalajara held a celebration at its municipal building of its 489th birthday.  Imagine a big city band, a mariachi group, public speakers, a choral group, a respectful audience, all on a bright sunshiny morning. (Guadalajara needs no weather forecasters or even a word for weather - each day is usually just a nice spring day, light clouds).   During the speeches an old lady brought a shopping cart full of bird feed and thousands of pigeons descended. Most people looked away from the dignitaries to the mass of birds.  Pigeons and Mexicans seem to mix well here.

      During the music, workers dumped buckets of confetti from the rooftops!  It filled the air, city colors: purple and yellow.  Some confetti fell in clumps, some caught the breeze and drifted down slowly, but some moved up, up and away. In the sky each would spin in the sun causing the whole sky to glitter.  All the church bells rang. A tall handsome man I had seen earlier walking in the park carrying a violin sang with the mariachi in a strong voice.  The mayor, a man that I was to have lunch with later (meaning that we were in the same restaurant at the same time), made a speech about economic progress.  Next the mariachi played the Hispanic happy birthday song (wonderfully beautiful) to the city.

    I want to look at this birthday song a minute:  It is known by all Mexicans, sung for little children, adults, and for Jesus at Christmas, is poetic and is a light year beyond our generic birthday song.  The words are something like:

                                                Las Mañanitas: 

 

These are the lovely little songs that were sung by King David.  Today we sing them to a loved one who happy will be.  Wake up this early morning and see the sun.  As the moon leaves us this morning, all 
the birds will sing. How beautiful is the morning that I come to share with you.  We all come in celebration of your special day.  The day is dawning
and the light is here.  Awaken early to see all that we have done. 

     Then the children at this celebration began to steal the show. They gathered up fallen confetti and began throwing in on the dashingly dressed mariachi who smiled, laughed, and but kept playing flawlessly.    Getting into the spirit of things at the end of their song the mariachi dumped the confetti collected by their big hats on the children.    The children were the educators here, telling the adults, loosen up, have some fun. When the music became so danceable the devil would have kicked up his heals, only children danced.  It's a terrible thing to grow up. The confetti was thin paper about one inch squares, almost as light as air, and 20 minutes later some of it was still high in the sky flashing like diamonds.   

       We visited the governor's building - Palacio de Gobierno for the state of Jalisco (ha lees co) and were surprised as usual.  Inside they had beautifully done exhibits of the history and present condition of the 60 major concerns of the state. Included were education, water, population, everything.  (Oh! that the US had such clear goals!)  Walking along and studying these exhibits was a great education.  It is a beautiful huge stone building and the police guarding it were friendly and encouraged everyone to enter and explore.

    For a week each day we watched workers erect a huge tent complex that covers one entire central park and we often asked ourselves: What is it for?  It was sponsored by a consortium including Coca Cola and we were told that it was something for young people, so I imagined a Disney sort of thing to take money from families.  Wrong again! I was dumbfounded to find that these companies had spent a fortune for this traveling interactive exhibition to teach young people to appreciate trees and the environment!  Trees!  And I think they were dead right, Mexico (the world?) needs, most of all, reforestation, respect for urban trees, just millions, and millions of trees.   And the only way to get them, I think, is to create a population that respects what trees and nature contribute to our inner life.

      But it gets even better: the exhibit employed many, many teachers offering play areas to teach how to plant a tree and included story telling about trees.  They taught how to reforest, about ecology, using lectures and games by naturalists.  All school teachers in the area will, I think, take their classes through here during the next few weeks.  The place was full and was joyful.   The children were free to run around, but were orderly in a way that seems natural to Mexican children.  It was the mood of the place that bedazzled me:  it exceeded even its own lofty purpose. All day long you saw families carrying small potted trees given away by this exhibition.

     One exhibit was done by young good looking Indians in their native clothes teaching children about the spirituality of trees.  Three young men that boys would die to be like, taught about the contribution of trees in our parks and gardens to our conviviality!  And in case they did not know what conviviality is, the men directed them in lively, humorous group games about trees.

      These educators made me proud to have been a teacher myself. In one exhibit titled "We Build Our Scenery" children painted trees, flowers, all over the walls in a huge mural.  The police were there with a collection of pictures of beautiful trees. 

       It went beyond trees, in one room the teachers played a gambling game with the students in which there were built in possibilities of cheating and lying, and then talked with them about the value of honesty under pressure.  

       Blanca remarked that people have always looked stressed to her in Mexico and in the US and everywhere she has lived, except here.  Here she feels that there is a happy and relaxed look that is pervasive.  Guadalajara has the only collective sense of home that I have ever experienced in any city in the U.S., in Europe, or in Japan.

     Remember the artist that I told you about making a mural on the surface of the sidewalk?   He disappeared one day; footprints at first sadden his great art and then removed it over time without a trace!   Which, of course, will be true for all artists, but the life of his art was very short. 

 
 Then he reappeared.  He began a new picture in the same place!   He also paints murals for homes and has a book of examples for all to see.  But he makes money every day, Mexicans, even the poorest, will give some money to people on the street who display some talent, even to an old guy who stands in the park making surprising music with a leaf in his teeth.    

Chapter 40

Small Surprises

(1)      Hundreds of people come out in the evenings to walk in the central parks just, it seems, to see people.  Often in the evening in our hotel room one of us will say: "Let's go see people" and we go walking.  The good weather and the Mexican gregarious nature overpower the TV.

(2)      Mexicans still know the words to many traditional songs as we did with Steven Foster songs fifty years ago. 

(3)    In many central parks a man will set up his telescope and let you see planets for one or two pesos.  Blanca looked and said the planets were in different phases like the Moon.

(4)     A flashback memory from the distant countryside: I am constantly seeing many families (all ages) walking around together.  Do we still do that in the US? I was starting down a road in the country from the top of a hill behind this town when I saw an abandoned tire beside the road.  I wondered how it would look going down the hill ahead of me and, since there was no one for miles around, I started it rolling down.  Just as it got up a lot of speed an Indian family came around the corner at the bottom - a beautiful family, wife with husband carrying a baby!  They saw the tire coming and (A) got mad (B) ran in fear (C) filed a law suit (D) laughed and watched.  Lucky for me it was (D)!  They stood to the side of the road and enjoyed the journey of the wild tire.  As they went past me up the hill, I smiled at the baby (It is still okay to smile and admire children in Mexico).  The husband said (in Spanish) to the baby "Say hello to the gentleman."  I shook the baby's hand, smiled at them, and no law suits were filed and no one was sent to a shrink.

 (5)     Mexico doesn't have real temperature seasons in the central highlands, but it has a rainy and a dry season and they are very important.

(6)     Burglar alarms and paint spray cans have done great damage in some Mexican towns but not others.  Most sections of Mexico City and a few parts of Guadalajara have been destroyed with these.  San Miguel de Allende has not been touched - strong local pride.  

(7)    A little boy and his mother were sitting in front of me at a dance eating ice cream cones.  When he finished his, he still had half the cone part left and held it up to his mother who put some ice cream from her cone in it.  They did this several time until there were only tiny traces of his cone left.  Finally there was none left so he just held up his two fingers together.  But the mother declined.

 (8)   A few dirty but happy children found some black garbage bags in Central Park and began to experiment with them.  First they found that the breeze would inflate them, and then they could close the top forming large black balloons.  Next they could fall on these big pillows and laugh themselves silly.  Then they put the bags over their heads and walked around like ghosts until their friends pushed them over.

 (9)    I hate sad stories but:  Blanca has wonderful memories of all the children in town swimming among the great trees in the river that flows through her town.  But now it is contaminated and no children swim.  Sewage from many homes dumps straight into the river.  I thought of Thomas Moore's chapters on rivers, trees, and cities in his book The Re-Enchantment of Everyday Life.  I blame the priest, mayor, and school principals for not getting together and making a plan to fix this damage to the soul of the city.  The water manager of the town said they have a plan but Mexico City will not give them the money to do it.

 (9)     In Blanca's town our whole cast of characters was waiting in their places to greet us: the Happy Lady at her selling place beside the road, Mr. World in his store, the priest, the Singer Lady, all, all in their places.  Two beautiful Tzotzil Maya Indian girls were sitting in the Central Park just watching the world, for hours.  They had a shopping bag of food and may have walked for many hours to see the "city."  They were dressed in their pretty Sunday best Indian dresses. I ask Blanca to translate for me.  She was reluctant at first, because there are class lines to cross, but she agreed to try.  These girls probably speak Spanish as a second language so Blanca told them that I was from the United States and would answer any questions if they wanted to know anything about it.  They looked startled as if we might be police, then they looked puzzled.  One smiled and showed that silver dental work that Indians prize but non-Indians do not like.  They talked to each other in Tzotzil.  They finally said that they had no questions because they had never heard of the United States at all.

(10)    We left Blanca's town in a mini-bus with seven other people to go deeper into Sierra Madre Chiapas Mountains on a new road to a mile high colonial city called San Christbal de las Casas (the town where Blanca and I met).  It was beautiful back country: vultures, banana trees, no trash, horses, cliffs, blue mountains (so close you could see individual trees on the top), no secondary roads   It's just one main road and paths. Only horse and walking trails branch off from it through vast areas of the interior. We see flowers, always flowers on trees, on bushes and in the weeds.  The hills close around were bright, wet emerald green like a picture of Paradise.  Little Indian houses (houses here are a very simple affair because the weather is usually perfect and the family is out of doors working, playing, or talking.  Women wear a white blouse with bright red design around the shoulders and neck.  All wear the same, even girls playing in the dirt.  Men used to have a uniform, white short pants and white hat, but now they wear anything. 

    The road has a thousand switchbacks and has a government school (A Bilingual School it calls itself (that means Tzotzil/Spanish).  Many individual Indians and groups of Indians walk along the side of the road miles from any buildings.  Any bus, pick-up truck, or most taxis (if room) will stop if signaled and carry them for very little money.  Bright silver tin roofs sparkle in distance.  Trucks completely full of happy, laughing, talking passengers pass us. Children carry wood on their backs just like their parents.  There are Coca Cola signs, and often groups of women walking together.  It is a strange but a profoundly happy looking world.

Chapter 41

San Cristobal and Beyond

     We arrived in San Cristobal de las Casas in Chiapas, an old colonial city high in the mountains often visited by European backpackers and others who admire “old Mexico.”  We went to the home of a relative of Blanca's, a supervisor of teachers.  It was the very home where we met. 

     Things have changed very little in the eight years that I have been coming here.  It is a magic place where details are frozen in time, except, perhaps, the lady herself looks older and is retired now. It was her birthday and we had a celebration.  She remarked that formerly on her birthdays many teachers were here, now it has become just family.

     That evening we went to Central Park, as usual.  Great wonderful music, a large audience, but no one was dancing (yes even Mexicans cannot get started sometimes).  I ask Blanca to dance but she was reluctant to be first.  I do not like to be forced into conformity so I decided to dance alone.  I did. People could conclude that I was drunk, or that maybe I was a crazy guy, or they could decide I was a brave non-conformist.  The children came running to me because they liked the action and, maybe, hoped that I was a crazy guy.  I tried to get them to dance and one boy almost did but the others overpowered him and so they all just messed around.  So I went around and around the band stand and people smiled or applauded.  Women believed I was a brave nonconformist and smiled broadly.  A group of young women cheered so I invited them to join me. They all pointed to one girl and she jumped up and we sailed away.  We did well together (much applause!).  But others still did not join in.  After the last dance, we pretended to be ready to pass the hat for coins in the Mexican fashion.  The audience rolled onto one cheek to dig into their jean pockets, but we took no money.    She was very good, might have been a professional dancer of some kind and said she was from Argentina. The other girls with her had us pose for photos.  Later Blanca and I had coffee and cake in an outdoor café nearby and people smiled at me.  It was a "there's-the-brave-guy-who-danced-alone" smile.

   
  We took the bus from the cool spring of the highlands down into hot summer of the valley where Blanca used to work for a university.  Passed beautiful little Indian towns, no running water, no electricity (and therefore no TV, movies, no power tools), just curiously happy looking children and grown ups.  No river pollution here.  Is it possible that flush toilets and slick surfaces are not what life is all about and the indigenous are keeping it a secret from us?      Later we stayed at the home of an older, wealthy relative of Blanca's in an opulent house.  Her grown children drop in on her every day, but she seems lonely and sad.  Older Indian women often seem much happier.   

     When we reached the valley the city was having Carnival, parades with tall two-story walking figures and bands from the surrounding Indian towns. They also had two long Chinese dragons each with many dancing brown legs.  Every so often the dragon would get going in a circle and would drop hundreds of firecrackers as if they came from the dragon! They had floats, dancers, costumes, and music - the whole show. There was a large audience, but not too large.  Fun has a way of degenerating into a spectator sport.   

     Next we went to a dinner party, Mexican style.   I observed carefully because this is something they do very well and I tried to steal all their secrets.  We will have one when we get back and you are invited.  Here is the secret: in many Mexican homes you will see a table that is 30" high, about 42" wide and about 95" long.  Size is important to make this work.  It has eight chairs but four more a distance that can be added.  It will seat twelve. If more come, some will finish and drift off.  Nice table cloth, flowers in the middle of the table that are removed by someone so that all may see.  A little alcohol first and then (this is important) food is brought to the table in courses over a period of time as more people arrive.  Conversation is not serious.  I was too serious at first and tried to ask good questions and they had to fast-forward past me.  The food courses kept coming as did the jokes, toasts, and stories.  Kept light, it seems, to build a kind of communion beyond a more rigid discussion.  Food continues to arrive and be shared.  Everyone needs to come equipped with social skills. No one takes offense at anything anyone says because it is all just for fun.  It goes on for hours.  At dark someone builds a fire and they sing, tell jokes, and dance to recorded music. Now you know the secrets of the Mexican dinner party!

     I sat on the Cathedral steps.  It was the end of Carnival and the beginning of Ash Wednesday.  Suddenly high LOUD fireworks began.  A strong looking couple stood near me, the husband held a young child who was, therefore, not afraid! Behind me Catholic Mass was happening, people were praying (nothing can break the spell cast by the a Cathedral Mass here).  

      High on the wall of the cathedral here in Tuxtla Gutierrez there are two doors with a track between them that open automatically each hour.  People wait to see this event.   Mechanical figures of Jesus and the twelve move across from one door to the other.  Each figure has his identifying sign (as for example, keys for Peter, etc). Tourists watch for hours to see it all happen again.  I thought there should be the figure of a small dog after the last apostle, but nobody listens to me.  

      A boy sits down beside me who looks like my own son now grown and now so far off in the US and this puts me in a down mood for awhile.

     Many go to Cathedral now for ash ceremony.  It is impressive.  Music is haunting even if it is just one boy with a guitar.  I have seen it done by a single nun, by a children's choir, by Indians, by two teenage girls, by three older women - all with the same up lifting quality.  They know the definite transcendental feeling that they are looking for and they know when they have arrived. 

Chapter 42

Traveling

     A flat tire in Mexico:  we have been on the move.  We had a flat tire in a friend’s car on a highway in the back country. Most roads do not have shoulders here so the driver stopped right on the highway to change the tire.  But we had just rounded a bend so I worried that the next car would annihilate us.   They have a way of handling this: they sent Ana Laura and me back a few hundred yards to pile tree limbs in our lane causing any approaching car to move into the left lane.  Actually, for awhile, there were no cars.  It was just quiet paradise.  Gradually a local world emerged: multitudes of small flowers on the roadsides, distant sounds, faint breeze, and watching mountains. It all mingled with the presence of Ana Laura.  We blended into the sunny spring day; we looked around, and we smiled.  I remember that we imitated the bird calls, and in the time they took to change the tire we lived a short but perfect lifetime. 

      Musicians have fun too:  my mind drifts to the festival band at Benito Juarez that was as inventive with shenanigans as it was with music. They danced and clowned around as they made amazing music.  During the song La Vaca (The Cow), which repeats the word “la vaca” often, they began to point to each other behind their backs with great smiles.  (He is the cow!) There was a real cow over the fence nearby who paid no attention to this song whatever.

   
     Girl becomes monkey:   I remember a little girl on this trip who hung around me where we stayed and I call her “Chango” (monkey).  “Chango is here.”  “Good morning to Chango.”  She always corrected me: “My name is not Chango.”  I didn’t see her for a few days, then she came running up to me and reported: “Chango tiene gripa.”  (Chango has a cold.)

    
 Much as we love all our friends at Tuxtla Gutierrez and in the mountains at Bochil, we went north by plane over the beautiful Canyon del Sumidero, over towns without roads to them (according to the map) as Ocotepec, Sunuapa, (both Indian names), over the volcano El Chichon, over countless corn patches, central parks, markets, and, probably, over vast stretches of beautifully quiet places.

    
 We made a temporary home now at San Miguel de Allende in the central highlands.   At first we stayed with a friend who “house sits” American mansions on the hills surrounding here but the loneliness of the big opulent mansion depressed us so we moved down into the town even though the mansion was rent free to us. We moved to a wall lined street near the downtown and like everyone on this street we entered our place through our own door in the wall.  Inside was high ancient stonework, bright red bougainvillea, vines, large center area, trees with white painted trunks, and many arches and balconies.  Ours was the first apartment on the right off the center patio. There were eight people living around the center garden from different parts of the world.  Ours was a nice Mexican apartment with fireplace, TV, gas stove, hot water, and many arched windows.

            There are many retired Americans here but they and the Mexicans tend to borrow nothing from each other’s cultural wealth.  Many Americans and Canadians here are bi-lingual to some extent but not enough to enjoy conversational innuendos and humor.  Blanca was the most truly bi-lingual and it is wonderful to walk through a Mexican market with her because she knows the body language, the verbal signals, and the value of everything. Also Mexicans and Americans seem to not really admire each other’s culture at all. Our maid, a friendly pretty lady with three children, does not really want to be the owner of this building and vice-versa.

     I visited an American church here and found that they were all talking about the ramifications of events in the world news.  They were obsessed by far off events about which they could do nothing.   Mexicans, on the other hand, everywhere were talking about “Dia de Reyes”, the day to celebrate the coming of the “three wise men” to visit the Baby Jesus. “Three wise men” in bright clothes rode slowly through the town on horses followed by many people.

     Americans did not know why the Mexicans were seen on the streets everywhere carrying round cakes, but Blanca explained to me that on this day families, fellow workers, and friendship groups will cut and share a special cake that has a number of small baby Jesus dolls inside the cake.  Those who find a doll in their slice of cake must get together and plan a fiesta for the whole group on the 2nd of February (day of the Virgin of Candelaria).  One Mexican lady told me that she did not want to help plan this fiesta so she hid the little doll in her mouth but felt bad about it.

           A new large shopping mall is to be built in Guadalajara the newspaper says.   Sad. Too bad, I think.  Cars and all that go with it seem to be a disease in this society of compact cities, buses and taxis.

     There are so many interesting faces here!  The lady at the bus stop, the driver, the police woman……many….. many… everywhere! A great book could be made of pictures of wonderful Mexican faces. 

Chapter 43

Little Town in the Mountains

      Question:  But what is bad about Mexico?  Sometimes you make it sound like a paradise!  

       Answer:  Oh it has all the selfishness, small mindedness, and stupidities that are common on this planet.  And these are all covered in the press endlessly.  I am looking for anything else.  Perhaps it is easier for my eyes to find beauty in a place where I did not grow up.  I remember a Mexican woman, a shop owner, ask me: “Why do you keep coming to this dull place?  I would go anyplace but here.”  That night we walked to a festival of music, color, children, mountains, flowers, all held outdoors every night at Central Park here.   We met friends and danced till late - the usual -  but the shop owner was not there.  

       But about the bad in Mexico:   Bochil, Mexico, had about 300 people when Blanca was a child there.  It had a great forest along a pure stream, and it had people with class (I am told). She and her school mates swam in the stream almost every evening (in their under clothes, girls in one place, boys in another. The boys came and spied on the girls and the girls threw rocks at them.)  Bochil was known as a vacation place for swimming because of the great mountain spring that I wrote about.

     Today with 5,000 or so people, the river is contaminated with sewage, plastic bottles, and trash. No one swims here now and many of the great trees have been cut down. I often hike the three kilometers upstream from Bochil to the mountain and this part is still pure.  Old people tell me that a lower class of people lives here now and that the festivals and ambience that made life sweet is diminished. Old photographs seem to confirm this missing town life.  

     Flush toilets, poor sewage treatment, and food packaging damaged the ambiance of this river and many others in much of Mexico but not in the Indian towns because they do not use these.  People here are nominal Christians, probably would name the ten commandants as sins but have no stand on destruction of nature, or on destruction of something beautiful.  Beauty is in the eyes of the beholder, they might feel, and trash everywhere is okay. The priest may not ask during confession: “Did you flush your toilet into someone else’s swimming place?”  “Did you cut down a beautiful tree?”

     Bands used to walk around central parks with the strolling families in old Mexico.  Later musicians were moved to bandstands in the center of the parks. Now sometimes the music is one man accompanied by shiny electronic gear singing from the bandstand to a silent, staring crowd. In many towns there is a drain of bright young people to universities and cities. The town does get back educated teachers from the universities but these often flee on weekends, even nightly, to nearby cities and they seem invisible in town life. But we do not despair, such is the diversity of Mexico that travelers will often suddenly discover places or moments that are still Old Mexico.

   
  I hiked up a mountain that looks down on Bochil: it’s almost total silence here with very distant cock’s crowing, and the hum inside one’s head.  There are so many butterflies, flying flowers, in their erratic flight.  Does each of them really have a plan?  Looking beyond the top of the mountain one sees where the phone and electric lines stop.  One sees where your credit card is no good, and where the only water is the next rain.  But Indians go on.  They know how to live out there.  Square patches of old cornfields on distant mountainsides testify to their courage.

       It is holy quiet here.  Do you think noise is yet another form of pollution? I have a secret desire to live for awhile in this silent place with a dirt floor, no plumbing, no electricity, watch the sun come up, go down, watch what moves here.  Live here as a spiritual exercise.  Deities move in one’s head on this mountain.

     NOTES: (1) I followed another funeral procession that walked slowly through Bochil out to the graveyard today.  Two hundred or so black headed people (many with umbrellas against the sun) followed a hearse.  They were accompanied by slow, sad marimba music from a pickup truck ahead of the crowd.  Black headed women first, then brown come next (when women get some money, they dye their hair) followed by the real moneyed in cars.

     (2) I have a forty-year-old picture of Blanca leading the school parade (because she was the tallest: five foot two inches.   Immediately after this parade she stopped growing!  In the background of this picture are the mountains.  I don’t know why this should surprise me, but the mountains behind her have that same contour today!

     (3) Here I often sit at a table outdoors enjoying a slow restful conversation.  Have we lost this in the US or am I being left out?

Chapter 44

Ocean, Carnival, and Land 0wnership 

       We went to the ocean.  We twisted down the thousand switchbacks on the Sierra Madre Occidental in a white VW.  The last time I did this I was terrified, but this time we were singing all the way down.  It shows what one can get used to.  Remember the ocean and those sand colored people that make a living poking around it, how each receding waves leave outlines of mountains drawn on the beach.   Remember those many, many tiny mysterious holes in the sand left by the waves.   Remember how the ocean sounds like storm winds in the trees outside your bedroom window when you were a child; how the shrimp boats with their arms outstretched sleep by day and, I am told, work by night; how the palapas (thatched huts) look, thousands of them all along the whole coast of Mexico, roofs made of dried leaves; and how children, seemingly generated by the surf, play timelessly.  Recall how the waves draw us lower and lower only to hit us with the mythical ninth wave and send us running.

     Remember how the people who rent beach condo next door always seem interesting; and how we first exchange smiles then try to start a conversation. I asked one palapa owner if it could withstand hurricane winds.  He said all owners cut the thatch loose when they get a high wind warning because they want to preserve the structure itself.  I could suddenly see all the roofs for a hundred miles being cut loose in a growing wind, a warning to those without radios - and a celebration of the coming storm.

    A brown sunburned boatman took us to an off-shore island and promised to come back for us in a few hours.  When he did not reappear we complained to a lady who also delivers people back and forth.  She jumped in her boat and said she would go to the mainland and look for him.  “Wait,” I said, “huh, huh, if you are going to the mainland…..” But she motored off enjoying her usefulness.   Hummmm, I thought. Back they both came a half-hour later.

DESIGNING A MEXICAN HOME 

     He: First we build a wall around our land leaving an open center of trees, flowers, big tables with many chairs and a dance place for our friends, our visiting grown children, and relatives.  We will have much visiting, laughing, eating, and dancing.

     She:  Won’t we need a bedroom?

     He:  Yes, we will have bedrooms around the edge so our company can stay over.

     She:  A bathroom?

     He:  Yes, two or so, opening out into the dancing area.

     She: A kitchen?

     He:  Yes, it opens out into the center to serve our guests!

     She: Anything else?

      He:  Yes, we will include an enclosed garden also because they will enjoy our plants, flowers, animals!


CARNAVAL

     The King of the Carnaval (carn a val’) season came to our dance park last night - an older man with a gold crown, with great dancing energy, and a bevy of (what seemed to be) gypsy women dancers.  He brought wilder music, crowded circle dancing, much color, smiling women spinning in bright dresses, and a snake dance around the band.  Blanca and I were careful to stay on the beat and in the middle of it all. Carnaval here is a returning home after a prolonged session of dull common sense, overbearing seriousness, status worries, and the gray crap of everyday life. In an Indian village all is drab between festivals except beautiful children, dazzling flowering trees, and women’s bodies.

GREAT TRAVEL MEETINGS

    One of the really great joys of out-of-the-way travel is the delightful people one meets as philosopher-poet John Smithers (who I had met earlier in San Miguel de Allende in connection with the shortest sermon I ever heard.  It was only eleven words but I will always remember it.  First the fellow, not a minister just someone everyone admires, told us his eleven words, then sang them to us with his guitar, then we all sang the words with him for awhile, and then, most remarkable of all, he sat down.  His words were: “There is only one question……” (I pause here to give you time to find the question yourself. His answer is not negative or rhetorical, but is deeply honest.)  “There is only one question,”  Are you ready?  Take a break, ponder this, have a cup of coffee, then I will tell his one question.  

     Back so soon?  He sang:  “There is only one question: how can we love this life?”   John Smithers does a great job of loving this life.

STRING TOO SHORT TO SAVE

     While the people in Central Park in Tonala talked, walked, and listened to music, the birds in the trees overhead sang a noisy evening in-gathering in secret communion with other birds to central parks at this time all over Mexico.

     Eight sand colored ocean men sitting on a porch talking in the early evening.  What are they saying?

     A man described with joy in his eyes his memory of waiting for the first cars of the Carnaval parade as a child.

     Each Wednesday in Tuxtla Gutierrez the large municipal building is full of people and has a band playing outside.  It is “Juntos En Accion” (Together in Action). The mayor (a woman) and all her aids and elected people sit around the edge and are available to resolve any problem.  The room was full and some sat in the middle with numbers waiting their turn.  It is the boldest government-to-people liaison I have ever seen.  I cannot imagine how it avoided becoming infected with lawyers.  I came by about 4 o’clock and most citizens had left, satisfied I hope. I could not find anyone who said it was a fraud.  The major problem, I was told, is land and property ownership.  The Indians find it a bizarre idea and want to use any land that is not being used and much of the land in south Mexico looks unused.  When people die, property is often not probated in any way.

  There are eight people living in the house we visit most. I admire the less moneyed Mexicans’ ability to share, collaborate, and live together.

    Blanca and I have found the Dr.-Evil’s-little-finger-to-the-corner-of-the-mouth signal (from the movie Gold Member) to be great to indicate new ideas and we use it often. 

Chapter 45

Back to Mexico

             I think I told you that we were flying back to Mexico in a friend’s executive jet.   There it was on the tarmac, a giant white bird, wide awake, wings spread in the perpetual act of taking off.   Inside and out each detail was perfect, not the tiniest scratch or speck of dirt anywhere, as if it had been created moments ago. Strapped in, we heard the sound of a fan, maybe, began in the next room.  The plane rolled down the runway, tilted back a little, and immediately houses and farms became miniaturized and almost imaginary.  Inside there was quiet talk and humor while the windows went white.  Minutes later we were high above a white plowed snow field in winter.  The quiet fan continued in the next room. Doughnuts and drinks. In a short time we saw the Rio Grande snaking its way through gray below, Padre Island, mountains in the distance.  Executive jets fly so high that we could see vapor trails of commercial jets below us.  This was travel of the gods.

     The Mexicans, or someone, quickly reassembled sunshine, flowers, central parks, brown people, colors, music, into just the world we had left months ago.

     Long hugs, kisses, happy eyes and of course a festival!  I felt tired, stiff, and too old for all this but the music took over and gave us back our youth and energy.  We danced between crowded tables with many other couples (they had that long-time-married-but-like-each-other look).  Blanca’s dancing went into overdrive the way she does when she’s excited. Applause, thumbs up signals from the men who also brought me beers. They didn’t know a Gringo could dance-for-joy (rather than dance-for-style).  A number of families made a place for us at their tables and tried to entice us with plates of food but Blanca saw people she knew from her home town and they won.

     Ana Laura, who I have written so much about, our comadre (we are godparents for her son.  This is strong relationship in Mexico and makes all her family my family too.), told us that the Christmas pilgrims kept asking her about me (“Where is Uncle?” They asked.)

     I met a boy from Boston who has been teaching English here for a year.  He related to me the wonders of this place just as I have done so many times.  “How are you ever going to leave?”  I ask.  He looked around then off to the mountains for an answer.  “I don’t know.”  He said.

     A number of foreign backpackers were there - Italy, Canada, Brits, and for the first time, four “from the states,” they said, wishing, it seemed, that they had a name for their homeland.

Chapter 46

Catholic Mass, Exploring, and Happiness

     Here, as in the US, when the band takes a break and loud recorded music is played, people stop dancing and wait for the band to return.  Why is that?  I had forgotten how much the mood of the dance is improved by a live, happy band, the presence of children, and by strolling balloon vendors. I had not remembered the network of smiles that join dancers with each other and join dancers with their admirers in the audience. 

     Ana took us to El Chiflon water falls at Tzimol, Chiapas: roar of the high falls, mist rising, yellow and white and blue flowers, butterflies, tiny flies, honey bees, and ants (the Earth must be huge to ants). Instead of going up into the Sierra Los Altos as we always do, this trip took us down a long valley on a road connecting many beautiful Indian towns.  Here everyone was outside either playing with dogs, cats, soccer balls, standing and visiting, or walking to some mysterious destination.  Outside a few houses card tables were put in long lines, heaped with food and drink, and people were sitting, visiting and watching dancing nearby, probably all afternoon and into the night. Each town had a Paradise look about it.  These people are gregarious beyond anything I have experienced elsewhere in the world.  In one tiny town there were three festivals underway.  We met a wedding party carrying a cake, bride and groom in front, a hundred fifty or so people walking in a long line, smiling and laughing. I do not see how they avoid the deathly bear hugs of provincialism and boredom with each other.  We would have joined them but our driver had an obligation back in the city. 

     Sunday Mass is almost always uplifting, but not today.  It began weak and went down.  A large cathedral full of people with only a priest, an alter boy, and canned music - in Mexico!  The priest talked about how we should love one another but I noticed the ladies in front of us had their purses spread out in the seat (they are called purse Catholics) so where five should sit, three were sitting, and this with people standing! This disturbed me. Blanca said that they had become immune to the message.

      Next a little boy wandering around during the priest’s message, began to blow out the candles (the prayers, the hopes, the thank-you-Gods) on the rack near us. This disturbed me even more.  Blanca stood up, worked her way out, approached the mother (a painted lady in fancy clothes who paid no attention the priest or the child) and began to whisper to her firmly. Then Blanca swatted the child into the middle of next week.  (Dear Fact Checker: okay, okay, she didn’t.  But I wanted her to.) Painted Lady made a gesture to restrain the child and finally took the last burning candle and put where the child could not reach it.   Blanca and her son re-lit all the candles after mass.  The priest may have developed some antibodies to his own message.  He did not stand at the door to connect with his congregation as they left (I have only seen one priest do this in Mexico), I have never seen a priest in uniform in this city in public life, family fiestas, or public places, but I understand that there may be a quaint law against his wearing his clerical clothes outside the church.

     We took a long drive through many Indian towns throughout south Chiapas (toward Coplainala and Tecpatan) past breathtakingly beautiful mountains, gorges, flowering trees, rivers, clouds below the mountain tops.  I am not sure if the people who live here see any of this any more.  We stopped to buy oranges and the owner talked with us like friends.  I think we were a reassuring contact with the outside world - reminding me of country people in the US of sixty years ago.  

     Next came lunch at a café by the river.  The area was beautiful and relatively clear of litter.  Then I saw a sign in the trees that said: “Tu decides cuando matar el rio” (You decide when to kill the river.)  Perhaps sensitivity to nature is beginning.

     It seems normal to us here and to many others to dance every night at Marimba Park though we would never go dancing every night in the US - music, smiles of approval, ice cream breaks, and hellos from Blanca’s friends.

     A man surveyed people around the world with this question: “Are you unhappy, somewhat happy, or happy?”  It turned out that (1) a great majority of the people of the world are “somewhat happy!” (2) Countries that see themselves as happiest are: Nicaragua, Iceland, Sweden, Denmark, Switzerland, Canada, and Luxembourg.  (Nicaragua rated themselves happier than the US with one tenth of the income!) (3) Many Hispanic countries with a tiny fraction of the US income, rate about the same level as the US: Mexico, Uruguay, Brazil, Guatemala. (4) US “rate of happiness” has not risen in the last fifty years. (5) Although materialism has not raised the happiness level, young people in the US rate themselves more materialistic than ever. (6) In less developed countries where social ties are often strong and money scarce, tiny gains in material comfort more than outweigh the slight decline in social connectedness that “progress” brings, but not in moneyed countries. (7) In non-moneyed countries, city dwellers rate happier than villagers (villagers rate themselves more materialistic than urbanites, valuing money over friendship and family.)(8) Education makes no difference (Really? This is contrary to my experience and observation).

    Well, whatever.  Great weather here, mild everyday, sunshiny or sometimes cloudy, but perfect.  Right now, Blanca and I are preparing to go with friends to some corner of Chiapas  to see thousands of parakeets fly in and out of a huge hole in the ground, and we rate ourselves as, well, homeless travelers but happy. 

Chapter 47

Hispanic in the US

     Back in the United States we have many Hispanic neighbors and I am always curious how they adapt to life here.

      In my own bed at home in the States I dreamed that two planets passed each other slowly and so closely that they almost touched! Every person on both planets stood transfixed, spellbound and waved across the divide with reverence and awe.  In the slow passing, leaves from tall trees of both planets touched.  Some individuals were so intrigued by the appearance of the other planet that they moved to high ground and jumped across!

     The strange thing about the dream was that a few days later something like this actually happened!  It was New Year’s Day; we were invited to an American-Latino fiesta to celebrate the new year.  We arrived at a double-wide mobile home about 10 p.m. already full of brown dancers and happy music.

    The first surprise:  They all stopped and, in turn, hugged us, even those we did not know. There was colorful food, music that laughed and charmed, and all ages together from tiny babies up.  There was much talking, eating, dancing, learning dances from each other, smiling, and laughing.  It is done so well because it is their way of life and this party continued until 6:30 a.m.  But there is more:

     The second surprise:  they knew lots of group dances.  They formed a line and men and then, later, women reversed directions at the same instant.   I learned the dance after many mistakes. 

      Later they formed a circle and took turns dancing in the middle (I have seen this in Mexico, in ethnic groups in the US, and in Europe. Later men danced in a kind of synchronized show-off line (I have seen this at other ethnic dances).  People changed partners during the evening so that before the evening is over everyone had been asked to dance many times. 

      I think they have no concept of a person “not knowing how to dance”, or of refusing a dance invitation. Many are here from Venezuela and on certain songs they all call out something that I do not understand and on many songs they sing along under their breath because they seem to have a great repertoire of traditional music.  Individuals rest, talk, and eat a lot.  Some times only a few are dancing but then a great song comes on, as “La Vaca”, and all jump up and crowd the living room again. In south Mexico this would be on hard floors in the house’s open center, but here it is thick carpet - no observable difference.

     
Yesterday I went to a planning meeting here in the US with Americans to plan a party.  I almost burst out laughing because they were totally, totally clueless as to how to create a social occasion that builds long term rapport in a group.  (The word rapport is interesting.  Not being a society that deals in these sorts of feelings much, we had to borrow a word, rapport, from the French.  Or from the German’s “gemutlichkeit,” a warm feeling of rapport that can develop in an affectionate group, a word commonly used in Germany has no English equivalent. Simpatico in Spanish is usually translated likable or congenial though it is a poor match.)  

   
The American planning group systematically made each common mistake without ever getting lucky.  (1) They planned a party but since they are Catholic it should have been a fiesta.  A party is an idle thing of no depth but a fiesta is connected to the religious calendar and pins the occasion to the group’s traditions and inner life.  (2) They planned games for the kids.  The young people want to see the adults be happy together and then they will decide if they want to be one.  They do no want to be pandered to.  (3) Too much emphasis on food, the last refuge of people without social skills. (4)  They were not going to have music (until I insisted)!  In much of the world celebration planners would have fallen over laughing at this omission.  (5) There was no flash of imagination: customs, surprises, irrationalities, bonfires, color, parades, or humor.   The box of fiesta traditions was, sadly, sadly profoundly empty - the poverty of the wealthy.   And last and most American of all (6) they set a closing time:  the party is from noon to 4.  How do they know it will be over at 4?  Maybe it will take off! Become fun!  Rise Phoenix-like – pay the band to play into the night – make friends that last a lifetime.  All my best friends were made after we paid the band again.

     Americans have grass moat lawns around their houses, no dandelions, richer they are, the bigger the moat, which represents their emotional isolation.   The dandelions must be removed because they are uncontrolled idle moment of joy.   My advice:  don’t walk on the grass.

     While I am disparaging of Americans: do not believe their news reports about poverty in south Mexico or much of the rest the country.  The reporter is bringing some definition of poverty that is too narrow.  I have been all over the state of Chiapas and I believe I have never seen poverty.  Tuxtla Gutierrez, the capitol city looks middle class as do the other towns and cities. I have never seen an emaciated person or abandoned child (They do have orphanages, often run by nuns.  I have visited a few and the children seem happy.  I would choose the Mexican nuns I have seen over the American foster parent system.)  I have never seen a starved looking Indian.  People share effortlessly and widely.  The climate is mild and food grows easily.  When your church takes up a collection for “poverty stricken Chiapas,” decline it.  Life expectancy at birth in the US, in spite of a huge medical bureaucracy, is only about two years longer than Mexico’s average including all its Indians, its poor in money, and its isolated populations .  (From the CIA Fact Book)

     Americans have a poor opinion of Mexico partly from the writings of American anthropologist Oscar Lewis who wrote a famous book by interviewing a very poor, uprooted family in Mexico City.  Mexicans resent this and feel this is a story of poverty, not of Mexico.  Few know that Mexican anthropologists put together a book of accounts of American inner city life and called it:  Stories for Oscar Lewis.

      But Mexico, the land of my soul, is with me like my shadow.   Only there am I truly alive.  Do you think one can learn to enjoy the fine nuances of words in a new language after a certain age?  But I have had some of my best conversations in English with foreign travelers I met in far off central parks. Do you think there is a best place for a certain personality type or can one be happy anywhere?  I have a choice to live where I do not belong in the US, or far away where I cannot master the language, or a third choice, visiting both but be at home only in the country of my mind.  And I remember the lines from poet Pablo Neruda about his Hispanic homeland:

 
 “for some reason or other, I am a sad exile.  In some way or other, our 
land travels with me and in me too, though far, far away, live the 
longitudinal essences of my country.”

Chapter 48

THOUGHTS

      We are back in Mexico now in the mountains and goat trails of Chiapas

THOUGHTS:

     (1) Blanca’s relatives seem to have become healthier and younger looking since last year.  I am not sure why.   Maybe since prices for factory processed foods have gone up here (high as the US now) and fresh fruits and vegetables from the countryside have stayed low, a good diet change may have happened.

     (2) MEXICAN EDUCATION: Visited a Mexican public school.  The format was different from what I am used to.  Students sat in circles or small groups in a somewhat crowded rooms; and worked in workbooks.  They talked (noise level was high), and they walked around.  The teacher sat at a desk in front and talked with one student at a time. Success was measured, basically, by time served.  I would not have much hope for this system except that the books provided by the Mexican government seemed very good and student attitude toward learning was great. The US uses quiet classrooms; teacher talking most of the time; and education also measured by time served. My many years in the American system lead me to also rate it very low. I feel that education will never get real until education is measured in units other than time served.

      There is a Catholic school here using the American model but with very clean surroundings, clean student uniforms, peaceful ambiance, flowers, great trees, and it is managed by nuns. It seems light years above the public school.  It costs 25 US$ a month but does not have a library yet although the Directora told me that it is her next goal.  She also told me that the secret of a good school is that every teacher must have a “calling” the same as a priest.  This seems very wise to me.  Too many teachers here in the public schools seem to spend as little time on the job as they can get away with.  The river that creates this town needs to be cleaned up, the sewage system needs upgrading, the saint’s day celebration needs imagination – but where are the teachers?  Often they are on strike in the state capitol for (basically) more salary.  I may have accidentally met an eschewed sample in this town but this is Blanca’s experience also. But Mexico is a wonderfully diverse country.  The public school teachers I met in Guadalajara, (Mexico’s second largest and most progressive city) had awe inspiring calling and dedication.

     In my many years of teaching I always carried an ideal school around in my head.   It would develop study skills at all ages and reward these skills with something that the students really want, which is free time to explore their own inner genius, their own fascinations in the art lab, free time in the science lab, working in the school gardens, playing in very lightly organized sports, attending interest clubs, working in the community, and reading one’s own choice in the library (you will seldom see a student reading in many American schools). Some small colleges use a system vaguely like mine but the public schools, bound as they are by architecture, confined by tradition, follow a kind of easy tyranny of large people over smaller.  It is led forward by something we might call adult wrongheadedness plus an unconscious motivation to make education as labor intensive as possible.  Students will not know anything; they seem to believe, unless it was explained to them verbally by a certified “teacher”. 

     I can imagine a school run by young people for adults.  The big people are not allowed to sit in seats in rows under florescence lights all day. Adults must learn to take a look at the world outside.   Must learn to dance (not what grown ups call dancing, not that posturing and counting, but rather dancing for delight); learn to laugh; to follow magical whims; to move inside nature rather than stomping all over it; to allow weeds in the lawn and cherish dandelions; and to sleep when one is tired and get up when rested. Did I say follow magical whims?  This is an advanced course for adults hung up on the word “appropriate”.  “That is inappropriate,” adults say and live their whole lives like a bug under a carpet.  

     (3) SERVANTS in Mexico:  Here it is common for even the poor (in money) to have servants from the class with less money.  An unmoneyed Indian mother will rent out all her daughters to Spanish families in town to cook and clean.  Each week she will go around and collect their wages (very low).  Usually it may be a win-win as the Indian girls will go to local town school.

       The servant in the house where I am staying now is an indigenous young lady, speaks Tzotzil and Spanish, moved here from nearby Indian town (called a colonia) to go to high school.  My own mother did this in Illinois eighty years ago, moving as household help from backward Clay County to a town that had a high school.

       The servant’s name here is Alicia (A lee’cee a), pretty, smiles easily, from Tierra Colorada (red land), a long walking distance from here, no road. She promised to take me to her town to visit her family but we haven’t done that that yet. Young Indian girls covet jobs as servants, want to move away from colonias, and are often hired as a kind of companion for women living alone. It is always my inclination to befriend underdogs but Mexicans have clear lines of separation from servants.  Alicia never seems to study (has been provided no place here to study and no encouragement). She does not eat with the family, and keeps her cosmetics and clothes in a sack.  But she dresses well and looks like any upscale US student with Adidas decals on her sweaters and shoes when she goes to school.  The Mexicans in the house do not want to know much about her and dislike, a little, translating when I pry into Tzotzil life. She is supposed to be a sophomore but has never heard of Shakespeare, Cervantes, Einstein, George Washington, Octavio Paz (Mexican Pulitzer winner for literature).  I have to be careful about this because I would make her a place to study, buy her special books, and compliment her grades. But other societies tend to have inner reasons for things that are not at first obvious.  Watching a tennis game I would immediately lower the net to one foot high to improve the game.  Many do-gooders come from the US to Chiapas to “help the indigenous” not realizing that they do not a feel the inner poetry of Indian life and want to teach them how to build a 401k, kill dandelions, and to whine about the Mexican government.  They may come not because of perceived Indian needs but for their own needs created by their own vacuous life.  Neglecting what ever values Indian tradition may have, they will immediately jump to electricity, flush toilets, and roads – a pile to which the devil adds television, polluted rivers, alcohol, the decline of neighborhood and family support, and loss of religious traditions.

     (4) WEALTH AND POVERTY  When Blanca’s wealthy grandfather, who had ranches all over Chiapas, died in 1932, the family split into two camps, the moneyed and the nonmoneyed because women did not inherit at that time (It has since changed.).  Blanca’s mother married a much loved man, I am told, good father, good husband, but without extra pesos.  The rich side had many fiestas, weddings, and jobs to pass out to friends and relatives, but, I am told, they often distanced themselves from the poorer side. There was then, and there is now, no guilt feeling about this because it was usual - the agreement of lemmings running to the sea. 

    
 Two of Blanca wealthy relatives live today in a palatial home (husbands died) and one, who had been a spectacular beauty, watched us dance at Marimba Park.   She called Blanca over and talked with her.  Blanca described going to the US, living in a university town, and flying to Mexico.  The relative invited us to dinner at her home - the rich in money inviting the rich in life to dinner. She asked Blanca, pretending to joke, to help her find a husband.  Blanca thought about it later, smiled, and said: “Now I am richer than she is.’’ 

     
I have found the rich in money in Mexico to be as obsessed about it as Americans and to be as unsatisfied.  When the Europeans received tea from the Far East they may have wondered:  “Was this really worth the long trip?”  Or some guard surveying the gold piled up in Fort Knox may have wondered:  “Why the Great Western Movement to dig this, to pan it from streams, just to store it here?  What is the intrinsic worth of this metal?”   If cars, suburban living, and a little world domination here and there, is life’s answer, then we have arrived.  We have succeeded.  Mexico is the haunting suggestion that there may have been other choices.

Chapter 49

Pictures on My Walls

Rooms of my mind have

pictures on their walls

of a joyful Indian woman

we call “the happy lady” 

who sells fruit beside the road 

and begins to wave while I am still far off.  

From this world where every rock in the walls

and every stone in the streets 

is placed there by ancient eyes and fingers, 

one returns to the land of straight lines  

haunted by the work of grandfather hands.

It may, perhaps, be better after all, to stay home.

Better to believe ours is best of everything

than to dream of bougainvillea overflowing

stone walls, to have my sleep upset 

by slender, shy dancers in womanly dresses, 

and to be troubled by love shining from dark eyes.

Better to delight in the wonders of Walmart

than to have mountains and flowers drawing

me to the edge of something unknown.

Better to work and save money for the final doctor

than to see into eyes of gentle, respectful brown children

at red, blue, orange, yellow, silver, and gold festivals.

Better, maybe, to build a gated community

than to feel trembling hands of Eve’s 

most distant wandering Indian daughter 

who crossed the Bering Strait to meet me.

Give our world now to those who have never felt

Earth’s old deities 

never completed any pilgrimage,

felt holiness or felt any festival joy.

Chapter  50

Going from Place to Place

    
 When we land in a new place without friends or contacts, we start life over again by shining out the light of our souls.  We are total strangers here but we enjoy rediscovering who we are.  Without great talents, titles, or far out good looks, we have found that in any town in any culture there are people that will honor us and that we would honor.

     Yesterday I bought rolls from the local bakery, rang all the doorbells on the entry wall of our building and invited all who answered to a spontaneous coffee break.  Many came; we talked for an hour, and planned a house potluck for the next day! 

     Many artists, writers, and scholarly types try to support themselves here by giving lessons and charging money.  I think it is much better to give free lessons of one’s talents and work at a part time job, even at a hamburger place, to make money.  It seem to me a lot of the sweetness of a society is at the bottom (as in such movies as “Bread and Tulips” or “Local Hero”).  “There is only one question,” the song says.” how can we love this life?”   We loved this life here in Mexico by ringing all the door bells and giving out invitations to strangers for coffee and rolls.

Chapter 51

Mexican Celebration

      We jumped on an old Mexican bus with Ana's family and with many stops, exhaust, and noise, headed toward Ocozocoautla (Oh ko so qual tla – once you learn to say this word you love to say it over and over).  The bus was half full of people, all staring straight ahead, each being the visible part of a large invisible life story. Out the bus window I saw dark people walking, children, old people, farmers, rancher types, and pretty women.  An American town looks almost abandoned by day, but a Mexican town is always alive. 

     I had time to think. My attention drifted away. I wondered how anyone could ever bring to a close a book about a beautiful woman living in his home or a book about an ongoing experience of Mexico.  There are Mexicans in my home, my neighborhood, and when winter comes I know I will want to return south of the border where my stories are all waiting to continue.

     We passed through many towns with Indian names.   We were going to a fiesta, I was told.  This means that a member of an extended family is sponsoring a family-coming-together party.  In big, healthy families there are many homecomings.  The host family will hire one or two bands; rent a tent, tables, chairs; and hire a caterer (all of these are big businesses here)  Fiestas are a value here as big cars and big houses are in America.  For this expense, the host’s family will be honored and will be invited to many fiestas, because each guest will want to return the favor.  

        En route I sorted through stories that I have not told you as when Malena's mother at the end of a pilgrimage ceremonially brushed me with flowers from a holy altar to bring blessings to me.  It seems to have worked.

        I recalled another time during a violent windstorm that sounded like giants jumping on the dance hall’s bouncing metal roof, a dozen strangers huddled with us in the protection of the women's concrete bathroom, our arms around each other holding tight.  It was hard brown arms and white arms and some women cried, repeated their rosaries.  Men were trying to be strong and reassuring.  The experience was a metaphor for life itself.

        I drifted from this scene to quiet awakenings from good sleep in the countryside, to cock's crowing, and to the warm feelings hiding in the word “Mexico.”

      This bus went deep into back country where everything is so very Mexican that it is almost a parody of Mexico.  I awaited instructions from the others.

I was a child again following more knowing grown-ups.   I cannot imagine why we needed to go to another town since they all looked almost the same to me. 

 We exited the bus.  We took a taxi over crooked obscure roads as if no one was willing to admit that we were totally lost.  .  Suddenly I saw many parked pickup trucks and cars ahead and a set of buildings on a hilltop.  It was, I was told, someone's "ranch."  There!  Fiesta!  As in a dream!   Music! The usual rented folding chairs and tables and a great canvas tent - all veterans of many family fiestas (Coca-Cola the tent roof said in giant letters).  Under a large tree nearby were many (40 or so) Mexican men; ranchers, perhaps, sitting relaxed and talking.  Women were under the tent nearby, working with food and drinks, and some were dancing at one end of the tent near a marimba band.   I asked Ana to point out who is the leader of this gathering and she pointed out three older ladies and said that they are sisters with many grown children and grandchildren.

 
     Ana assured me that the men would dance later as she knows I am opposed to celebrations that allow the men to withdraw as they do at novenas. 


    Children were running around, dogs were looking for a morsel, and every plant, flower, and leaf was strange to me.  Weeds in North America seem tense; in a hurry to get seeds made before the great freeze, but here they are all flowering most of the time, and seem half-asleep.



I am an inspector of joyful occasions, a visitor to get-togethers in a

        number of countries in the world so I watched with fascination.  People

        introduced themselves to me as we arrived because I am a foreigner –oh

        the respect  that is given foreigners is so addicting! I watched the slow

        evolution of the  party - do they have the alchemy to cast out their dumb

        devils and make joy out of family love and respect? I know they have the

        social skills if they can only get started.

      I joined the dancing, sometimes with Blanca, sometimes Ana and others. The dancing group had many patterns that it played with during the evening.  It gradually formed a circle, and then dancers take turns pushing individuals or couples into the center for a few moments.  The center people did show-off dancing or maybe they played it for laughs.  This continued with much creativity and joy.  The lethargy I brought to the party was now totally gone.  I was invigorated and good for the night.  The marimba band suddenly stopped!  A woman stepped into the silent center and quoted a short verse in Spanish (making fun of the men, I think).  Everyone laughed. The music resumed. The men shook their heads and smiled.  The music stopped for verses many times. Then the men had their verses, much competitive merriment. A lot of this was, I think, way off-color and Blanca declined translation.


This was all new to me but Blanca said that it is a usual part of a family fiesta.  I have never found in print any account of a family fiesta by the famous Gringo writer about Mexico. (Not Katherine Ann Porter, or Langston Hughes, D.H. Lawrence, Graham Green, Paul Theroux, or John Steinbeck) although these fiestas are in the very soul of Mexico.  It is difficult for a foreigner to be invited - not because they are exclusive, I think Mexicans probably imagine that Gringos have their own family fiestas.  One Gringo who lived here for many years told me that he had never been invited. He added: "You won't be either."  But I already have been many times and have given my own!  I married in!


 When the band stopped the next time, the lady in charge suddenly pointed to me!  I thought this might happen and had hatched a plan.  I stepped into the center, all silence and eyes now, and said in loud English:  "I can say anything because you cannot understand a word I’m saying!"  They all burst out laughing as if it was the funniest joke they had ever heard.  Even the band laughed.  Some people asked me later, thinking, I guess, that they had missed the joke:  "What did you say?"

 
    A group sitting on chairs gathered in a circle. Concepcion Fernandez Gongales (nicknamed in Spanish "Concheta", sang a little four line song.  She sang it many times and each time, at the end, she pointed to someone.  This person would then sing the beginning of any song.  Concheta's song, translated, goes something like this:  
"Jesus said to Lazarus: 'Rise up!  Rise up! Speak to me! Speak to me!'
And Lazarus, rising up said……………:"  At this point she pointed and the next person began to sing.  The incongruity of the two songs causes everyone to laugh, and the bravery of singing brings applause each time.  Blanca sang some Mexican song about:  "The beach! The beach!  Let's go to the beach!"  Laughter and applause!  This went on for a long time because the group became constantly more creative.  Each person sang many times and no one declined.  Ana's 10 year old son and other children participated fully to the end.  No one would dream of saying “I can’t sing.” Or “I don’t sing well enough.”  There was no hesitation. 


For me, children, young people, very old people, and, maybe, dogs and cats, are important to any party.  I know that in the USA dances are usually age-graded but such parties always feel incomplete to me. 

Suddenly everyone became quiet. "I hear them!"  People said looking off to the hills.  Faint Mexican music drifted in from far away.   The sound seemed to be moving in our direction. 

     I was in the blessed state of being a child again, not knowing what was going on.  Looking at the adults and watching.  "Mexico," I said to myself.

     The music grew nearer.  A strolling band, followed by many people, entered the court yard and slowly collected in front of a small chapel dedicated to the Virgin of Guadeloupe, the patron saint of Mexico, a shrine that many, maybe all, ranches and even individual houses have.  A beautiful ceremony began involving the band, singing, and candles in honor of the Virgin.  (It is easy to imagine at this moment that the “Virgin” represents a deep down cultural acceptance of each other – a feeling that one does not have and, maybe, cannot imagine in secular societies.)  



Blanca tells me that this too is part of the family fiesta and that the ranch owner pays this pilgrim roving band to draw in all who may want to come to the shrine and to the fiesta.  And that the feeling of the Virgin is the Mexican’s connection to their shared sense of wonder,  of families, and of national identity.  It is a deep emotion in Mexicans that Protestants might find bewildering.  Days afterwards, I often saw other pilgrim groups (50 or 60 people) in the countryside following music and following their hopes toward some holy fiesta.

                   I sat silently for some time and took in the totality of all this around me; the women in their fiesta dresses; music; dogs; and dark, work harden men, the sound of insects in the trees.  This totality, this panoramic scene, seemed to be a Norman Rockwell of life in the land of the Virgin.   

     We had to leave to take the last bus back through the dark streets to houses and streets we knew.  But I think the party went on all night, rebuilding with bricks and mortar of the soul, this extended family.

   
  Some fiestas happen in the central park of every Mexican town and are for everyone. The following is an example: 

            Eggs are sold in many central parks which have been saved all year with the insides removed and the shells refilled with confetti. (I cannot imagine how!) During celebration these eggs are carried around in sacks by people warily eying each other.  When they see someone they like, they throw an egg at them or hit them on the head and run! (This, as in most things in Mexico, is for all ages). Soon central park grounds are covered with a curious snowfall of fine white egg chips mixed with Christmas-like confetti.  All is blended with shouts of delight, children running, puzzled foreigners (in tourists towns), laughter, and vendors selling balloons and toys, food booths, and, of course, great tubs of throwing eggs.  A few vendors sell the eggs loaded with flour.  These are the atomic bombs of egg warfare and seldom used.

     Children love this holiday. Many kids were a little wary of the stern looking macho Mexican males sitting on the park benches (with clothes all free of confetti!).  I think the game of the males was to stare down the kids.  But Gringos!  A Gringo who didn't like fiestas wouldn't be here, would he?  We got blasted.  I ran out of eggs many times.  I bought and passed out eggs to kids who looked too poor to mount an adequate defense.  We held eggs like hand grenades. When I ran out at a distance from a seller, I pretended to have them cupped in my arms to avoid annihilation while I made my way slowly toward a supplier.   Sometimes I walked around with pretend eggs and in a mildly threatening way stared down beautiful older ladies, confetti free, sitting placidly on benches, until they smiled. 

     After many hours, when all the children had gone home, even the adults wandered off into the darkness, the Gringos hung around.  We leaned back on the benches and watched the way the shadow from the park lights move on the park floor.  We wondered what all the multitude of quiet invisible birds overhead in the leaves thought of our festival.  We drifted in and out of stories and feelings but all agreed that we were misfits in capitalism and that it is very difficult to change cultures and that Mexico makes one sadder and wiser.  We all agreed that she had been for us a wise and beautiful woman, and that we would not trade this experience for anything in creation. We enjoyed saying it over and over in different ways.

     Even this frivolity is connected, as are all things here, with the center point, Jesus dying on the cross.   It happens during the four days of carnival before Ash Wednesday.

Chapter 52

Side Roads in Chiapas, Mexico

     Riding through the Mexican countryside my friend Harry points down a lonely side road and says: “I want to see where that road goes.”  Yes, I too want to know where every lost looking road goes. 

     We followed one such road today. In the countryside west of Tuxtla Gutierrez we turned off a concrete highway onto an unmarked, dirt road.  “Yes.” I thought.  The fence posts were the immediate attraction.  Each in its former life had been a crooked branch but now they guarded this field for many miles each preserving his unique shape,   Other ranchers had driven tall stakes close together to form a barrier and each stake sprouted branches, and eventually become trees whose canopy we drove under for many more miles.  The fields were part rain forest, part cow pasture, part undergrowth, and all bright green and alive looking.  

     We came to an Indian village.   Indian, or indigenous, is not a very useful term actually because these people vary from small dark people in tribal uniform speaking their own language and living without electricity or schools, through all degrees of assimilation to city dwellers in modern clothes speaking Spanish. Here there are lots of children, adults walking about, and simple buildings.  Houses are almost unnecessary much of the year and many are improvised affairs with hammocks and large places for the wind to blow through. 

     The road led beyond the village to the rim of a deep canyon called “La Venta”, with one thousand steps (they said) down to the river (first rule of traveling: that this means ten thousand steps back up!). The walls of the canyon are pock marked and cracked creating great nesting sites for birds which ride the wind high above the canyon, soaring, never flapping their wings, separating and regrouping. Are they feeding on high flying insects? Or just playing around and enjoying mastery of it all. 

     The canyon bed had a tumbling clear water river and huge boulders with bizarre surfaces, odd shapes, and with puzzling fossil formations.  Each boulder had, I think, its own spellbinding ancient seabed tale to relate to some tuned-in geology student.

     We left this canyon of birds, tiny yellow flowers, strange rock formations, ten thousand steps, to wander again on the back roads. A sign promised that a restaurant was ahead.  We stopped for a cold drink and discovered that we must first walk past the clothes line (bright Indian clothes), then through the chicken yard (remember? bare ground, droppings, chickens walking funny? Back country Mexico is a constant time warp.) An Indian lady (a have-electricity-and-do-not-wear-uniform Indian) will sell us a coke from the back door of her improvised house.  She closed the door, perhaps because she does not want us to see inside. Great mountains tower above her house, a lake behind, flowers on many weeds and bushes, a cool breeze. I remarked how beautiful the countryside is here. She seemed puzzled. Isn’t this they way the world is?

     Back on the dirt road to somewhere, I secretly hoped the journey would be long, almost forever - more fence posts spring green that had become trees, and an occasional cow, The trees, bushes, and wild flowers took on great variety from wide leafed plants, to an intricate variety of ferns, to trees blooming in brilliant yellow, to masses of tiny pink flowers. I wondered if one ever sees a second plant of any species. 

     Next the road led us to a little known but amazing site in Chiapas where a great round hole (called a cima) about the size of a football field and about three hundred feet deep, called “Cima de las cotorras” is the home of a great flock of parakeets (cotorras in Spanish).  The sheer walls excluded, perhaps, predators, so the birds have prospered. Bright green they can disappear into trees.  They circled the walls of their inner sanctum making a sound that echoed. Then rose high above the giant hole disappearing into the sky.. But this is their home and they will return in the evening.  Looking down all we saw were the tops of dark green trees far below. A large sign at the rim where we were standing enumerated the sins of tourists: “Do not leave trash.  Do not make loud noises. Do not throw rocks into the cima.  Do not try to climb down into it.  Do not stand too near the edge”, and so on. 

    When we returned through a black star-bright night past Indian towns, our headlights revealed dark figures walking along the side of the road, both children and grown-ups.  I tried to imagine a world that was allowed to get dark at night without even lights in homes.  I remembered the warm intimacy of humans in the evenings when I was a child. But now our bright headlights cut like a dagger through the little town still sitting on porches, still visiting, and moving about by starlight. I am reminded again how each step of progress has its secret cost. 

     If you were to go down the side road that whispered to you, and it was your side road, and it was just the right one, what would you find?

Chapter 53

Tlaxcala

       I want to tell you about a single event from my Mexican travels that I have chosen as my favorite.  In this land of pleasant surprises there was one afternoon when they overwhelmed me.

      We were walking up Independencia in Tlaxcala, a beautiful ancient city, enjoying the pleasant nuisances of curved lines, doorways, flowers, bending roadways, and enjoying the interesting faces of locals going about their business. At the top of the hill, (until recently there were few dozers in Mexico so hills were not flattened.  They were just accommodated.) We saw a large ancient church so old that we expected it be a museum.  But it was a functioning Catholic church with a congregation that was, at that moment, filing out into its huge courtyard.  We mingled with them, received smiles, and nods.   We were all stepping on the paving stones of their great great-grandparents. Large ancient trees shaded us and, as always, bright bougainvillea leaned over the surrounding walls. 

     Then we sensed that something was afoot because their band was setting up in the corner.   There was little to prepare because they used no amps, electric wires, or sheet music.  The musicians were older men and young boys.  These very young musicians are common in Mexico and held to the same standards as grownups.  The music began and I was jolted wide awake because the music said that something important was going to happen. We moved to the edge to be out of the way.  Women and girls were dressed in brown and the men and boys wore bright flashy and iridescent costumes with bird masks.  Boys moved like the men and girls like women.  There wasn’t time to ask for the story behind all this and I did not need to know, it is a celebration of mysteries and myths of planet Earth and what better than birds and music?  

     The dancers moved to the edge of the plaza and formed a large circle holding hands, alternating man and woman.  Many passing pedestrians, witnesses to a thousand ritual celebrations, never the less, stopped to watch. 

      Suddenly, on some signal that I did not see, they all began to dance in place.  On another signal that I missed, all did an alaman left grand right and left (that means that each man moves around the woman on his left, elbows joined, and then all continue around the circle, men moving one way, women the other. Each reached out clasps alternating hands with the person coming toward him.  Everyone smiled and kept moving.   After a few moments they suddenly broke up the circle and all dance with whoever was approaching them at that moment.  The plaza then was full of dancers everywhere, colorful birds, beautiful people, and music all interwoven.

      Then the circle reformed.  When the circle was perfect, and without missing a beat, another perfect alaman left, and, everyone with a new partner, all danced away and filled the courtyard!  This was repeated over and over.  All continued for an hour. No one dropped out or rested, even the oldest.  They were living on a kind of energy created by human interaction mixed with color, music, surprise, and affection,   I have danced all night at festivals and left energized when, in the beginning, I felt almost too tired to begin. 

       I remember their faces, smiling and radiating the light and nobility of people who are executing a shared communal vision.  I have seen that radiance on pilgrims’ faces at the start of a long trek.   At these moments as if under a spell, every single face is beautiful or handsome.  I have never seen this incantation in the US but it must happen.   I would like to make a book of photographs of these transfigured faces.  

     At this church dance in Tlaxcala handsome men danced with small girls facing, her holding both her hands and he did not bend patronizingly toward her.  She was a woman to him in this dance.  A very young man danced with a beautiful, gracious woman and I could see his determination to become a noble man.   The dance steps were multitudes of variations of the one-step.  Mexicans seem to avoid dances that have names, but whatever step the man uses, the woman can dance it without effort.  

    If I could live in Tlaxcala I would join this church.  I do not need to know their words. In the US and Europe I have never lived in a community that was this strong and was awed that this much communal joy is possible.

    The music signaled a closing, prepared the dancers, and then at just the right moment, a sudden stop.  I wish I had stayed to see what happened next but I did not realize that I had seen my favorite moment in my whole life until later.

      I often reflected on the women in brown.  Women here sometimes wear the over-full colorful dress and the men wear black.    The dance had acceptance of children and young people joining with adults rather than struggled to form a subculture.  I appreciated the joyful religious background meaning of this community dancing in the shadow of their ancestors cathedral.

        I loved the way they included their young people.  I who have been a teacher all my life have been haunted by the manufacturing process that our school system is in the US and by the egg crate architecture that locks us in this mode.  It says to young people: you are incomplete and stupid and must endure twenty years or so of pounding, drilling, and shaping to be worthwhile.  I have been troubled by our secular society which has no sacred center and disturbed by our music infected by ego and money which seems to carry no community message. Americans usually dance as frantic young individuals or tight little older duets.  But most of all I have been bothered by generation separation in all groups and churches.  It’s the road to Columbine.

       Yes, it was a high point but does not necessarily greatly overshadow many others:  the festival of the pilgrims at Benito Juarez; or dancing in Marimba Park every night in Tuxtla Gutierrez.  It does not greatly outshine singing in the mountain; or egg shell throwing carnival in San Miguel de Allende; or even quiet evenings walking in Central Park under the birds and finding friends and philosophers.  

      But here in Tlaxcala outside a large glorious old church, sunshine and bougainvillea, they put it all together. Generations lived as one, real music, benign religious tradition, mythology, color, joy, and community energy!   It was social high technology!  It would never, maybe, make the news.   There were no explosions, or aircraft carriers but I have never forgotten a line from Jane Austin I read so long ago:  “A troop of tidy, happy villagers pleases me better than the finest banditti in the world.”

Chapter 54

Going to Mass

     The next day at mass under the stained glass, under the power of music and ritual, the priest recited his own variation of Matthew 25 that went something like this:  

     "Jesus said: depart from me for I was hungry, not for food, but for a smile, for a word of encouragement, and for appreciation.  But all you could do was point out my mistakes.  

     I was thirsty, not for drink but for a word of recognition, for a little of your time, and you ignored me."

My mind drifted off and I selected this story to think about: I was walking alone in a distant mountain town when a sudden downpour began.  Stores were closed but I ran under small canopies that some businesses here have.  I watched the streets fill up with water and become a rushing stream.  I would have waited out the rain under a stoop but a wind came up.  It joined the rain to become a storm (called a tromba in Spanish) that blew under all stoops.

      The priest recaptured my attention with his homily: "I was a stranger, someone who did things differently; who wasn't quick to follow your train of thought, but all you did was to criticize me.

      I was naked not because I lacked clothes, but because I lacked self-worth.  I was stripped of my self-confidence and you made me feel the chill wind of your dismissal. 

     I was sick, not of body, but of doubt and self worry and you never even noticed."

       I was not in danger in this tromba but I ran from stoop to stoop hoping to find a store open.  Then I saw a carport covered with corrugated plastic.    I ducked under it but it lifted and bounced in the wind.  Some children from the house next door invited me in.

     "I was wounded by disappointed but you didn't even care.  I was sunk in depression and you passed me by.  I was in prison, not made of iron bars but of loneliness and you gave me a cold shoulder.

     They knew I was a foreigner but invited me inside anyway and silently directed me to a comfortable chair.  Later a woman that I took to be their mother, slender, about my age, passed through the room, nodded to me, and disappeared.  Drying off now I began to feel secure.  I looked around.  I was a lost pilgrim, far from anything familiar in a far off mountain town that might be itself lost.

     "I was homeless, not for want of a home made of brick - but for want of a little tenderness and affection, and you locked me out of your heart."  The priest paused.  The congregation was very quiet.

The mother reappeared and brought me a cup and saucer with lemon tea, with, I remember, a tiny napkin, the kind they have in restaurants, folded under the cup. She smiled then disappeared.  

     The tromba stopped suddenly.  After some time, dry now, I began to leave in slow motion.   I stood outside awhile and studied the washed world.  I felt a surge of inner joy!  Mexico!

     The mass ended and we all left, slowly.  We glanced at each other on the steps, almost lingering, hoping, perhaps, to extend a smile to a friendly face, or, maybe, to call out to someone we knew.    We heard our name called and we met a friend.    Outside waiting for us was the warm sun, the colors, sounds of  street life, and the fragrances of Mexico! 

Chapter 55

Dancing

      Blanca and I flew to South Mexico for two weeks at Christmas time 2004 and, like a visit to a lover, I want to turn every detail over and over in my mind.   I always carry a notebook and puzzle those around me when in the middle of a conversation, walking down a street, or during a meal, I note something down.  I capture it, a rare butterfly,

      I want to remember always the pickup truck load of people who came to the airport to meet us, and who two weeks later, packed in tight and holding on, would return us to the long concrete strip.  How we changed when we arrived automatically from northern non-hugging to southern huggers.  Our friends at the house set off fire works celebrating our arrival.  I want to remember the play of leaf shadows on the plastic tarp sun shields in the open center of the house, and how the neighbor’s music drifts over the house wall (here there seems to be no youthful rebellion music and all is welcome).  I want to remember how we noticed at a glance who had aged since our last visit and who had, mysteriously, remained unchanged.  I re-experienced those wonderful Mexican tangerines, those “sleeping policemen” (speed bumps to slow down traffic), having ten people in the house without a feeling of crowding, excited announcements of upcoming fiestas (almost one every night) – I am home. Fiesta is the only time I am really happy.  Family members blew up balloons for a celebration and showed me how to twist them into long strings as though, since I am a foreigner, I need simple things explained (the same way we treat foreigners). In the following days some of these balloons in the inner courtyard of this house will pop suddenly, some will gradually become small and wrinkled, and others will stay unchanged:  the individuality of balloons.

     My god-son, bright and handsome, talked with us in halting but strong English learned in school.  This is great but has its shadow.  I have enjoyed close relationships here not based on words.  Ana Laura, our best friend, and I have no language in common, but read each other perfectly.  I enjoy the nonverbal world; the Catholic Mass in Spanish or Latin when it passes beyond the turmoil of word meaning. At the end of one long fiesta when we stumbled out into the morning light, a tipsy older Mexican approached me, put his hand on my shoulder and said in Spanish:  “The reason you like everyone and everyone likes you is because you don’t understand Spanish.” 

      We went up the mountain to Blanca’s hometown.  I started to write in my notebook::  “We had a party at our house last night.”   I realized that I am telling lies already as a Mexican “house” here is not at all like our word “house” (here it is open in the center and made for social events, many people to a house) and celebrations here are not captured by our word “party.”  

       Wandering above the clouds, our road, with vast panoramic views that used to terrify me, is now comforting as home,. I read some from a book that I brought along: Barbara Kingsolver’s The Poisonwood Bible and was struck by a line about drought in Africa:  “Those who have known this kind of hunger cannot entirely love, ever again, those who have not.” (page 345).  Could you “entirely love” someone who grew up in a wealthy, solid family?    Who cut down a beautiful tree without remorse?   Who was not curious about or respectful of people very different from himself?  You can make your own list.  

     When we arrived in the mountain town I immediately began to meet people I know:  the bell ringer, Mr. World, others I have written about.  There was a drunk Indian lying in the middle of the road and cars were trying to miss him.  Finally two men picked him up and carry him out of danger to the middle of central park and left him there on the ground.  Many watched with idle curiosity or humor as he repeatedly yelled incoherently and tried to stand up but fell again.  Police paid no attention.  These are not hard hearted people but they see this event as the man’s own free choice in this country which is vastly more permissive than “the land of the free and the home of the brave.” 

       We went on a prosada (a walking Christmas celebration that follows those carrying a statue of Joseph and Mary.)   But this time they dropped Joseph, this veteran of a thousand prosadas broken now into a hundred pieces.  But we gathered up each piece because I said I could fix him, and I did try.  Putting together a puzzle and with the help of other smiling Mexican, Joseph rose from the dead.  In the end some important pieces were missing:  a huge hole in his head, for example, and some toes.   A concrete man working nearby bought some white plaster of Paris looking powder, wet it and we restore missing parts.  Now to color his head:  I asked for shoe polish but they kept bringing me hair dye.  At last he looked okay and we returned him to church where he had already been replaced in the manger scene by another Joseph.  They probably have a dozen of them.

           Back down to the city in the valley we visited a wealthy relative.  They have a SUV, big house, great teeth, and kids in hotshot schools and moneyed professions.  They also had an iridescent picture on the wall made from hundreds of South American butterfly wings (Could you ”entirely love” a person who bought such a  picture?) These people were nice but the glory of Mexico is in its poor-in-money people who feel complete in their own life style, their music, who play in the river on hot days, and help each other with celebrations and pilgrimages.  Poor-in-money children were playing in the river with great excitement.  They thought they had a fish trapped.  “We are catching a whale.” A child told me.  Truer than you know, I thought.   When I become president, I will hire hundreds of poets to explore the difference between opulence and wealth.  “What is wealth?” I will ask them over and over again.

     I sometimes play English sentences with children who have had English in school but they usually seem surprised that those words exist outside of school. 

     In the past I have watched parachicos (danced in bright colored ponchos, face masks, head dress, usually danced by young men to entertain children), studied their moves, and concluded that I could do that.  This time they suddenly put the costume on me and I was right, I could do it, and it felt great to have danced parachico.  I cannot really describe a fiesta in rural Mexico:  imagine a population where everybody loves color, everyone can dance well. No one wants to go home at twelve, one, two o’clock, and imagine that this is a race that has a genius for joyful music.   Remember the lines from Edgar Lee Masters:  “To Cooney Potter a pillar of dust or whirling leaves meant ruinous drought; they looked to me like Red-Head Sammy stepping it off, to "Toor-a-Loor."  Well Blanca, who dances a great deal in the U.S., back home becomes magically enhanced with wide smiles, spins and turns I never see in the US.  Her dancing seems to say: “You think that’s great?  Watch this.”  She gave away all her money to friends and family until she overdrew her bank account.  When Blanca lived in Mexico she felt neglected by the wealthy side of her family.  Now when they see her dance to much applause at Central Park, they send word through family channels that they want us to visit them before we leave and sometimes we do. 

     At fiesta we dance with strangers, friends and relatives, some have amazing zip. “This is who I am,” their dancing says,” better than any long conversation.  We discover each other across a crowded floor.  Emerson wrote: “Read the language of these wandering eye-beams.  The heart knoweth.”

Chapter 56

 Notes from Christmas in Mexico

    These are observations from my traveling notebook that did not make it into my account of the Christmas two weeks in 2004, the left-overs, the orphans who we all know are sometimes the best.  

     (1)  A fellow in our household never dances at fiesta, a watcher.  Irritates me

because I dance ever dance, and what is a Mexican who cannot dance?  Suddenly he joined in.   In a Fifteen Year Celebration and he eclipsed us all - overshadowed the lot of us.  What is that all about?  How can one sit through music that makes everyone squirm and tap their feet with all that ability pent up inside?  Maybe every culture wastes a great deal of whatever is free and plentiful as dance music is here and perfectly good plastic cups and plates in the US.

     (2) The god-parent system in Mexico gives everyone twice, three, four times

as many relatives as we have in the US and knits the whole society into a fine mesh cloth.  Most of the people I fiesta with are relatives through this extended system.

     (3)I developed a new appreciation of the expression “down to the river.”  In old time baptisms the groups needed a holy place and went, therefore, down to the river.  They went to the cool water for its mysterious lifelike movements and appearance, its ancient life sustaining role, its songs and poems, and, in Mexico, its conviviality.  On weekends and hot evening the rivers are crowded with adults and children playing.  They smile, laugh, splash, and play games in the water for hours.  The rivers are clean in Indian areas, polluted where the European descendants live.

     (4) Life in the US is centered around capitalism but in Mexico it is around the festival calendar.   I wish it were that simple but some of the grubbiest stories of acquisition I have heard were Mexican tales.  Spanish land grabs, big ugly houses, elite schools where the children learn French, and love of fat heavy cars.   It’s all there too.  I often wish one could make easy philosophical observations  without fear of contradiction.  But alas to walk a few blocks is to come upon an exception to whatever general rule one has finally firmed up.

     (5) It is a continual mystery why I am so well liked in Mexico and almost invisible in the US.  When we walk about the city in Mexico we are often confronted and greeted by strangers who saw us dance in Central Park.  They feel they have read our character from our dancing and like us, and that we would like them.  Blanca says that our dancing has more play and variety than most locals and that they value this.  Maybe it is the Marco Polo effect:  we bring some news, some breath of fresh air from beyond this horizon that has framed their lives - or because I am the stranger who smiles and laughs but never says anything:    Emerson wrote:                        

          “See, in any house where virtue and self-respect abide, the palpitation

      which the approach of a stranger causes. A commended stranger Is

      expected and announced, and an uneasiness betwixt pleasure and pain

      invades all the hearts of a household….. Of a commended stranger, only the

      good report is told by others, only the good and new is heard by us.  He

      stands to us for humanity. He is what we wish. …but as soon as the stranger

      begins to intrude his partialities, his definitions, his defects, into  the

      conversation, it is all over. He has heard the first, the last and best he will

      ever hear from us. He is no stranger now. Vulgarity, ignorance,

      misapprehension are old acquaintances. Now, when he comes, he may get

      the order, the dress, and the dinner, --but the throbbing of the heart, and the

      communications of the soul, no more.”

     Blanca says I am liked in Mexico because my soul is at home there, and it shows.

         (6)  I have one more story from my travel notes:  We were taken to the airport on the last day by a pickup truck full of people just the way we were met when we arrived.  There is for us an exhilaration of boarding any plane to go anywhere.  It is the gypsy in us. I think we left smiling.  Looking down on mountains, twenty one different travel documents, met by my daughter in Chicago, snow and ice, cars everywhere, drove home in the dark, and then checked out the house as if in two weeks something inside might have moved.  In the morning we called Mexico to tell them that we were home safe.  They said “We cried when the plane left and when we got back to the house we looked in your bedroom, but you were gone.”  

Chapter 57

Travelers' Tales

I could tell that Blanca and an Indian lady in the market were conspiring about something that was making them very happy. Even the lady's pretty little daughter was laughing, smiling, involved. Later they presented me with a baseball style cap on which the Indian lady had stitched the word "poet." She had argued for "poeta" (Spanish) but Blanca overruled. It is hand-stitched a little crooked, as, perhaps, it should be for a poet. I have worn it now a great deal in public and a few people comment. But I value it because of the scene in the market of the lady whose ancestors crossed the Bering Straight, a child recently from God, and Blanca all delighted over something as lighter-than-air as poetry.

Mexico is about ninety-three percent nominally Catholic, books say. The Catholic Mass may be somewhat the same the world over, but here people take communion only if they have been to reconciliation (confession) within about three weeks (they tell me). In the US this interval is about one year or whenever one has committed a sizable sin. The concept of what is a sin seems a little blurred on both sides of the Rio Grande.

Here a priest, or assistant, will, during communion, put the host in your mouth (normally no in-your-hands option is expected). No hymnbooks - they know the hymns. At a number of masses in different places, the congregation sang Bob Dylan's "The Times They are a Changing." (in Spanish), Even the old people sang it all from memory. This song has made its long journey all the way into Mexican memorized hymns while the author is still alive.

At some Masses in some churches during the moment of greeting, people will shake hands across the aisles, lean over pews, and even move about. They will look you in the eyes, greet children, and take some time to be sure that no one is left out. It becomes acting out of Christian acceptance. Another Catholic church on the other side of town may be different; it may be a perfunctory one word grunted greeting with no eye contact.

Often during the greeting one will shake hands with tourists from Europe, Indians from different tribes (they wear identifying clothes), Mexicans, nuns, campesinos, and mysterious people you do not know who they are. Here children and young people go to mass with adults (I have seen no Sunday schools but they must exist in the suburbs of big cities.) The sermon (as reported to me afterwards) is usually about loving one another, meaning that people should extend spiritual concern beyond their own families (as Jesus says, even tax collectors can love their own families) even to their enemies.

At the nearest church to where we stay in the city, the entire Mass is done by children and young people except for the consecration of the host and the homily (sermon).  Children do ​readings in strong confident voices, do dignified music, and extend warm greetings. Young people have a power that few societies know how to develop.

BLANCA'S PRIEST:   He died. His parish made a great hole in the church wall and built a beautiful shrine to his life, candles burning, pictures of him and the epitaph: MISIONERO INCANSABLE DE LAS MONTANAS (tireless missionary in the mountains). During his working life he noticed many Indians orphans, so he created a boarding school for them (68 students today); he created an alternative Catholic grade school (prosperous today); and he enlarged the church three times (it is nearly full many times a week). He inherited some money and used it all on his people. He spent long hours, traveled to all the towns around on weekend to celebrate Masses and to listen to their concerns. He is alleged to have known everyone's name in his large parish. Blanca says he knew her name and she remembers him with great affection. He lived very simply himself.

He actually became ill and retired some time ago and only died lately. In looking around his parish today, he might be pleased at the great daily acceptance between Indians and Spanish. This, as most things I suppose, is imperfect and they do elbow each other sometimes. But there is food and shelter for all here. He might cringe at the modern contamination of the stream where the children used to swim; at the loss of the ambiance of many ancient trees, at the disappearance of vital young people to the universities and cities, and at the invasion of violent computer games and much else from the outside. There is a great loss of something I can only call social grace because of rapid birth rates vastly out pacing education.

But he was single minded and tireless. Can you imagine a doctor who dedicated himself to the health of his area in the same way as this priest, lectured on lifestyle created illnesses, dealt with sick individuals, and lived simply and alone? Imagine a lawyer who took justice as his reason for living, and accepted what clients could pay and lived in a small house. There's more: a businessman, who employed as many as he could, but himself lived simply; employees who asked for a lower salary that more might be employed; and teachers and professors who were satisfied with a low salaries and lived off the joys of books and ideas.

You get the idea. I could add government bureaucrats and immigration agents of all nations. But then that quickly exceeds my own imagination.

I followed a religious procession across town today. A likeness of St. Martin de Porres was carried in front followed by beautifully dressed women with nets strung between them carrying bright articles associated with the saint. This was followed by men in regular clothes. Next came a band playing a beautiful processional song that was part happy and part sad (if you know Mexican music, the song was "Indita Mia" - My Little Indian). The one song can be made to last as long as you need it to be. After the band, anyone follows who wants to. Today it was two drunks, a perfect family, and me. The perfect family was a manly (other than Hollywood handsome) father holding his small daughter's hand and walking beside his slender wife who had her hand on their half grown son's shoulder, No one smiled - we are not playacting here. Joining in the procession are endless cobblestone streets, birds, flowers, watching mountains, and the fragrances of Mexico.

I liked it. I was sad when it terminated at the Church of San Martin, because for the long duration of the procession, it was a coherent world: everyone in his place, moving in an orderly way toward a spiritual vision.

Snapshots

(1) Why is it when the Mariachi band trances into its music, each musician's face gains enormous stature? And when I see a smile pass between two musicians, I wonder what happened that I did not catch? (I ask that of a band once and they laughed and said: Well, we did not quite know where we were going with that. The lead trumpet is the master magician, and with essential help from the others, he creates, for the moment, a beautiful coherent world before your very eyes.

(2) Riding on mini-buses silently can be boring so I sometimes sing. In Mexico, this is easily accepted. I was singing: "Remember me, I am the one who loves you," when a nice looking older lady got on wearing a tee shirt that said in English: "REMEMBER ME? I am the girl who was walking alone in the sunset shade." (Tee shirts of the world never die; they travel to far countries where they are no longer understood). So I sang to her. She smiled shyly.

(3) Blanca met a man in the café who had been president of the State University when she worked there and to my enormous surprise, she told him on the spot, everything he had done wrong as a leader. He took it very well and said he wished he had known that back then. But she could not tell him then because he had a belligerent secretary who admitted very few. The head was too far from the hands.

(4) The eleven or so people who live at this house in the city spent all one day out on the land that we own on the mountain planting fruit trees and flowers only to find that when they went back to water them, that they were gone.  They thought they were stolen.  Much later living in that neighborhood I learned that there are free range goats and donkeys that will eat small trees and bushes.

(5) People here still do things that we did, if I remember right, years ago. They will accompany someone on an errand just for the companionship, drop by bringing cookies just to visit, sit around a round table talking for hours, look at magazines together, or work on each other's craft project.

(6) Blanca's doctor charges her nothing because they were friends as young people. A medical doctor here will usually see friends and family free - and this is a lot of people because it includes all god-parent extensions. One wonders how they ever find anyone to charge.

(7) In a house we visited here there was a woman in a bed in the middle of the living room and they acted as if she wasn’t there. They walked around her bed, talked of other things, introduced everyone except her, and showed family pictures without her in them. They do not mention what is right before your eyes. She is retarded, someone told me afterward, as if that explained everything. She smiled and laughed when I kidded and played with the children. How retarded can she be if she laughed at my jokes and my clowning around (Don't answer that.)?  Blanca got me out the house because she knows that I adopt and empathize with underdogs but I still wanted to know her story: Why is she in bed all day and does anyone else try getting her to smile and laugh? Can a person who sees the nuances of humor be crazy or retarded?

(8) I got invited to be visiting poet to the English Department of a large high school. Their assignment was to study a country and to tell me about it in English and use any props they liked. They went wild with the assignment and included typical meal, dances, customs, gifts from their country, books, and pictures, Their teachers had told them that the poet likes to dance so each group performed a national dance then sent a pretty girl over to ask me to dance with them. Some of the dance choices were amusing: France - can.can; USA - a Saturday Night Fever swing; England - a Scottish dance in plaid skirts; and Peru - overfull skirts elaborately made of paper. I made a short talk after each presentation and praised their work because it was actually very good.  I told them that the English I was hearing from them would be understood by English speakers all over the world - which was true. The French group had a tub and tramped on grapes barefoot (I hope they do not imagine this is a modern practice) and the Mexican group hired a full Mariachi band. It was fun, I wore my poet cap.  I am not sure why they put such an enormous amount of energy into this project.  No high school where I taught in the US would have given it one tenth this much attention.

(9) When we arrived at a friend's house to pick up our luggage, we discovered that no one was home - all locked and dark. We stood around unable to make a new plan when a little boy volunteered to help. I was told later that he was an orphan who had been unofficially adopted by a local family because he was so happy and so smart. He monkeyed up the wrought iron fence and daintily stepped between its top spikes like an acrobat. Mexican houses are fortresses against people like him. He reached up and grabbed a protruding re-bar and pulled himself onto the roof. Before we had time to blink, he walked out on a concrete sun shield, reached in, and opened a window. But there was still a grid of re-bars over the windows. I told you that he was little. He slid right between the bars and before we had time to glance in disbelief at each other, lights went on, and he opened the front door. He had a reputation for being clever. I watched him at the fiesta later on and noticed that he was also wonderfully fun loving and energetic. I am going to keep track of that boy.

(10) We stayed for awhile at a enormously wealthy mansion of a relative in the posh section of the city (over-stuffed couches around the swimming pool, an acre or so of walled grounds with tall palms, one giant old tree, grass lawns, tables and chairs in shady places, hot tub and weight lifting room, watering system, and exotic plants. She had a service staff, cars so new they looked unused, song birds in cages, a thatch top dance pavilion, and a tile roofed mansion of Spanish design.

She had made her money by inheriting a business and working long hours everyday for many years in a hands-on way. She is a dynamo of planning and on-site supervision. She joined the Protestants because she said that the Catholics had too many poor people. She observed that Blanca would never go to heaven because she was un-baptized since Catholics do this before the age of consent. She felt that God was a bureaucrat who would enforce that kind of gotcha.

I think she feels that her definition of "rich" is a God-given universal. She has no books in her mansion (not a value) and her children are lightly educated (not a value) since money and a simplistic concoctions of the Bible are all one needs in this life. She had six girls and two boys before her life began to come apart for, perhaps, spiritual reasons. Her husband left her for a younger woman and her children married badly (one had a large scar where her ex-husband had hit her with a brick). Blanca said the family only went to rich people social occasions where they met spoiled boys.  I noticed that arms of the lawn chairs showed no wear, hot tub was not filled and working, old bird droppings on the dance pavilion floor, and upstairs toilet does not work. I think she looks around and wonders: What did I do wrong - perhaps if I had bought a yacht?

(11) A bishop of the Catholic Church came to an Indian town to help celebrate the town's patron saint festival. Imagine a large central park filled to overflowing with Indians, mestizos, and Latinos. A long procession brought the bishop in view (a large European looking man) with his tall pointed hat accompanied by local priests and helpers (all educated Indians), a flag, and a large crucifix. When the bishop mounted the stairs to the stage, applause burst out. He and each priest had Chamula Indian festival hats on their backs from cords around their necks. Stirring music began which the Mexicans do so well that one tends to set aside intellectual foot dragging and just go along for the ride.
.

The Mass began in the usual way and it turned out that the Bishop has a bold, pleasant voice. He paused often to have his homily translated into Indian languages. Blanca and I laughed secretly because it took so much longer for the translator that the Bishop looked over at him ever so often as if to say: "Is he saying the same thing that I am saying or is he advertising his sister's taco business." He told his audience in his great voice the standard Christian message: to love one another much beyond just your own family even unto the person most different from you. Do not steal, he added, (Blanca was glad he stresses that), and to young people, love and respect your parents.

Many young people were receiving communion for the first time and as he moved among them, voices sang over and over in that soulful Hispanic harmony: "Holy Spirit come, come ...in the name of Jesus, Holy Spirit come, come..." This will move you even if you are the boldest atheist in town. After this, cart loads of food were brought up to give to the poor. During communion they sang, in Spanish, a song you all know: "I will raise you up." (Yo lo resucitare en el dia final) It is, if possible, even more moving in Spanish.

The Bishop announced that the local Indians would now add a ritual of their own. The priest (of a city of about ten thousand), an educated Indian, donned his tribal hat and joined them. It wasn't much actually, just an in place moving up and down and with some sound makers but it was an acceptance of liturgical dancing difficult for the American Catholic Church.

How can they do communion with a great crowd of people? They can. Helpers moved through the crowd and those receiving held up their hand. It is orderly and efficient.

It was beautiful and I would go see it many times. Blanca was less satisfied: It isn't enough to tell people to love one another. They've heard that so much it means little to them. You have to detail out what such love would be. The entire region has declined under Catholic leadership in the last sixty years because of over population, greed, poor education, and environmental degradation. Admonitions to be nice are not going to cut it, she says.

(12) Yesterday a taxi driver gave us a free ride across town because he had seen us dancing at Marimba Park and chose that way of saying that he liked our dancing.

(13) I wanted to learn the greeting used at Mass in the local Indian language but they seemed so reluctant to teach me. Finally two traditionally dressed Indian ladies in central park repeated it with me until they said, smiling, that I had it right. The very next Mass I was surrounded, like the Lone Ranger, by Indians and I greeted each in his own language. They smiled shyly.  I wondered later: What do you suppose those clever Indian ladies had this Gringo saying?  Did they pass up this opportunity to right ancient wrongs. 

Chapter 57

Belonging

This story is about belonging. Have you ever belonged to a church, or a town, a city, or a university, or any community at all so that it became a deep part of your identity?

Each year, a week or two before the 12th of December, people here assemble in their town or village and do something incredibly difficult and poetic (some might say spiritual, both words live in that twilight area where words begin to fail). They pack food, pile in canvas covered trucks, and they take turns running torchbearer ahead of the truck. They keep another torch burning in the back with them because the fire must not go out. From a thousand  hamlets they run toward a distant church dedicated to St. Mary of Guadeloupe. This may take a week or two, all day, and all night over mountains, through rain, or burning heat without stopping, carrying this delicate gift to the Mother of God. Now if you are reading this in a largely Protestant country, honoring saints may not be an easy idea.   But here the sacred family includes a prominent woman who was reported to have appeared before a lowly Indian to express Her concern for them, She chose to appear not to a Pope, priest, cardinal, or TV preacher, but a very humble peasant.

Many suspect that it is only a story. But we all know that there is power in stories and if you remember all the war gods, the tribal Jehovahs that have scorched the earth, this lady is nobler. Her poetic subscript is womanly and motherly. It is comforting on this small planet moving through the terrifying dark void to call out to holy womanliness. I would run a long ways for Her.

They have warning lights on these many, many vehicles moving on multitudes of highways and roads. At night, fireflies, a world of blinking lights and torches, moves toward the home of the Gentle Mother. Runners become gray with road dust but continue with music, signs, singing, and chanting. They come with banners proclaiming their hometown name. As they reach the city, all run together with military precision and with a large pictures with lights around the edge of St. Mary of Guadeloupe Their flame has not gone out, they have succeeded together, some are limping, fireworks, honking horns, flags, and with headwear of matching bandanas. Running groups they all converge at the church. There are no police directing traffic, just volunteers. Much experience and much good will makes it all work.

Many carry children or babies, some have huge heavy loudspeakers strapped high on their backs, others carry the connecting wires and microphones for the singers and a few, the I-can-give-more types, carry both children and sound equipment. Some push carts of car batteries (Diehards, I hope) to power the sound. A few in each group have Red Cross medical boxes strapped on. They sing together the story over and over and over of how The Gentle Lady appeared to a lowly person. Also they do echo chants: 'We can do it.”  “YES WE CAN."   'We can do it."   "YES WE CAN” (in Spanish of course).

When the Muslims arrive at the end of their pilgrimage, they throw rocks at the devil, but that wouldn't be right for Gentle Mother. Priests sprinkle pilgrims with holy water - a cool rewarding acceptance of their collective spiritual gift. An Italian fellow who was watching the groups arrive at the church with me said: “What a waste of energy."

I am not so sure. I can imagine trying to sleep in the crowded sweaty back of a truck, becoming gray with road dust, and carrying our group's collective soul at night in headlights up a long mountain road. What I noticed most of all was their enormous enthusiasm. They were either great actors or were genuinely connected to each other and to their village vastly beyond I have ever experienced. I had always imagined that great belonging was impossible due to something in human nature, now I am not sure.

Pieces that fell off the table:

 (1) In this house where I live some older slender women wear shifts in the morning cleaning and making breakfast. I can see womanliness moving inside there. It's a little disconcerting but a nice part of the morning song.

(2) A friend told me that an Indian bought a boom box but was careful to hide it under his bed when he had visiting kin because if he looked prosperous relatives would feel that it was okay to take a few things.

Chapter 58

Passing between worlds

At two o'clock in the morning on my birthday we were startled wide awake by people outside our window singing happy birthday. The song is much longer and more poetic than the English version. The singers were the very people we had been living in the same house with for two months, who we had elbowed, stumbled around over in the language barrier, sat in their chairs, and slept in their beds. If fish and house guests begin to smell after three days, what is the fragrance of guests of two months? We jumped out of bed, went out on the deck with them, and Blanca and I danced together there in our pajamas (the song is a waltz). For me it was one of the great moments of my life. If left a glow that will never completely go away.

That night we had my birthday celebration with family, friends, and with a raise-​the-dead, soul-stirring band. We have had this celebration every year for many years but this was the best ever. These high occasions include much food and drink. They include a "bomb dance" in which the band stops suddenly many times, someone points to anyone and then this person repeats a memorized “bomb,” a quote that ends with everyone laughing. It also includes many circle dances in which the dancers, in an unplanned fashion, form a circle.  In the center of this circle individual dancers or couples take turns showing off playing for laughs. Most of all it includes a real fiesta band whose livelihood absolutely depends on getting people to dance and be happy. We hired this particular band because we had danced to them at another celebration and they, as the Mexicans say: “They threw the house out the window!”  For some strange reasons their power will not survive being recorded and played loudly at another site. They must be there in person to raise tired souls from lethargy.

Did you ever leave a place you loved, pass between worlds, not because of any defect behind you, but because it was time to leave?

We dreaded leaving all day and considered just sneaking out. The exit turned out even worse than I imagined; tears, heartbreaking goodbye speeches, and haunting sad looks. We left our family network in Tuxtla and passed by bus to the port city of Veracruz on the coast.

Out bus passed through the dark night, no rural electrification here. We roared through a fog (I think the driver proceeded by memory alone); braved rain; and rubbed shoulders with huge, mindless, phantom trucks. We were stopped and subjected to flashlight-in-the-face inspections by power loaded young police of some kind. We pretended that we were asleep. 

We moved in one night from a world where people extend a hand to us because we are related, to another world, a more difficult but rewarding one, where people reach out because they begin to like something about us.

In Veracruz I took a long stroll along their sea walk. A very trim 90 foot ship, the ARM ONJUKU, was moored there and looking down from her upper decks was a perfect young man in whiter than white uniform. I waved to him and he waved back. It is important to wave to people across worlds and this is widely understood. Then he pointed to his eyes and to the front and back of the ship. I signaled yes and he touched a switch that lowered the boarding walkway. I called Blanca to translate and we walked the long gangplank from shore to ship. He gave us a tour of this Mexican oceanographic research vessel. They had a curled up, grouchy cat for a mascot who did not see it as part of her job to greet guests. Our sailor was from a small back country Mexican town with chickens and burros, but was now polished, well mannered, trained in seamanship, and radiated health and athletic appearance. I couldn't help but wish that governments could offer many young people the discipline and training he had had (but without wars).

Other huge ships were unloading in the harbor: The NAZIRE from Istanbul, LUMINOUS ACE registered in Panama, the IKAN SEPAT from Singapore, and many other floating cities.

We met two Amish couples traveling together with small children. They were beautiful, brave, intelligent people who own farms and a wood stove company in Canada called Suppertime Stoves. Their farms were only 5 miles from where we traveled on our trip through Canada. Blanca translated the menu for them. They were hungry in a land of great food concealed from them by  encrypted menus. (Laughing they said: “We have just pointed to a line on menus!”). They were such healthy, good-looking children and adults as you could imagine.


I met a young man from Norway who, as I find so often with Europeans, has traveled widely and is at home in a wide range of ideas.

I was introduced to a beautiful young woman, a freshman at University of Monterrey, who spoke English well and amazed me with her love of books and ideas. “I want to know everything". She said.

Many tourists try to see Mexico by staying one day at many major attractions but this is a little like an English literature course in which you read the first paragraph of many famous novels. In most towns it may be a week before one gets the feel of the people, a month before you make local friends, six month before you get invited behind the tourist facade, and a year before you are invited to the first family fiesta. Marriage to a local speeds all this up.

The local English speaking community in some Mexican towns may not befriend an American visitor, they tell me, because they do not know how long he is staying. A few permanent residents will reach out to any visitor at all who seems to have joy, courage, or intelligence. To these locals the joy of these gifts is worth the almost certainty that visitors will vanish into a pleasant memory

Chapter 59

Puerto Rico

     We flew to Puerto Rico for Spring Break – Spanish language with a Caribbean flavor, Mexico, we hoped, without border hassles – but it was not to be – too commercial and Americanized, an automobile society. But not without surprises:  once while walking the beach in Old San Juan past the Wall of Columbus, a fort built 1580 that now feels like a giant mausoleum for the myriads of souls that his visit sent to heaven, we heard music in the distance.  Now Puerto Rico is not Mexico where one would hear music all the time –so we followed the melody like a mating call.  And there it was:  the splendor of God tucked away in the folds of tree shadows: a hidden restaurant, a dance plaza, a joyful band, and bright colored Puerto Ricans dancing – in short, all the gold of Fort Knox offered up for free.  There were many watching but we are not watchers so we waded into the center and with fake humbleness and calculated casualness begin to dance with the others.  We have done this in various places in the world and it is usually the key to the club.  I think they all know each other here, meet weekly, and they probably study any dancers for acceptance.  But we are good at pretending shy so soon they brought out chairs for us – I remember the worn armrests.  We envied the hundreds of people who by the sweat of their arms and hands had worn the varnish off.  Mainly they smiled at us from across the dance area and when they walked past us.  It meant:  you are okay, you belong. 

     I looked around:  ancient very green orange trees leaned over the sitting area, old worn steps led up to a restaurant with a service window – beer, pina colodas, mystery drinks, waitresses buzzed around, children played their ancient game of PRA (“pointless running around).  ”A few well fed looking dogs tried their sad look on those eating, and birds argued in the trees.   I felt at home, I could live here always except for the awkward time between weekly dances.  

       I struck up a conversation in English between dances with a lady at our table who had two or three university degrees, who had managed flight attendants for airlines and had, therefore, traveled a great deal all over the world.  Retired now, she reads and enjoys pondering hard questions.  I mentioned that we had watched and followed a great crowd of people in the narrow streets of Old San Juan yesterday doing a Holy Week “Way of the Cross” (Via Crucis in Spanish).  I told her how the boys doing the re-enactment had whipped the Jesus actor mercilessly, and that his cross did seem too heavy, and many watchers cried.  She said that it was a powerful myth (saga) and that she had seen it performed in many countries and languages.  She believed they were whipping Jesus because of his dramatic “love your enemies” teaching in a world of private, national, and clan identities.  She said “love your enemies’ meant to extend empathy to all, even the poor, to women, to people with dehumanizing labels as: “infidels”, “unbelievers”, “communists”, and in the modern world: “terrorists”, “insurgents”, and “undocumented”.  She thought it would take many millenniums to move from private identities to some kind of universal empathy.

     In between chapters of this sometimes serious conversation was dancing, laughter, sunshine, and introductions.  I felt I had met all these people before: the dancing joker at the Polish Catholic dances in Chicago, mustached, grinning, baggy clothes; the pretty lady, graceful, slender, shy from the Minnesota polkas; and that Pancho Villa fellow from Old Mexico.  I know the delight in those eyes.  I know them all.

     Blanca is the one who establishes our identity in a new place. She knows just how many flourishes to add to our movements to succeed but not overwhelm, to create interest but not intimidate.  Some times when there are many noticeable dancers I have seen her cast caution aside and smile at her own excesses until our place at the table was established. 

     During the evening I sat back often and appreciated all the visitors to our celebration: as for example, the shadow patterns of sun and leaves on the terrace; the infectious happiness of the children; the ancient sounds of the surf and of wind in the palms; the cheerful intensity of the waitresses; and always new smiles from new friends – love letters from across the sea of bright clothes, from lives we cannot imagine. 

     Later in the evening my table companion, the manager of airline flight attendants, confesses to me that she hopes in the distant future a new savior will visit the earth and add a new message.  He/she will convince us with powerful mythology (stories) that we are all of us godparents of the earth! And, she believed that we will no doubt kill him/her in some new modern way because we will all know, in the troubled back of our mind, that he/she is right. But this new messiah will rise from the dead also, haunt our minds, and we will, over the millenniums, she hopes, carry out the trash.  And, she hopes that long after she is gone, butterflies will return to the wild pastures, the passenger pigeons will come back, stars will return to the sky above her home in Maryland and will-o-the-wisps…the will-o-the-wisps will return to the dark ravine below her house.   She hopes.

     When we left in the small hours of the morning they told us :”You come back next year” They pleaded, imagining that we are on some kind of yearly schedule, which we are. But if we don’t go back, I hope to meet them at other dances on other continents or meet them in some life after death - and I hope that they will be just as they were.

Chapter 60

Things I learned in Mexico That No One Would Believe:

1. Progress is not so important. The soul of life is in conviviality, sustainability, joy, music and dance, color, helping the underdog, good religion, humor, interweaving with nature.....all free and sometimes diminished by “progress.”

2. Medical care is not a large part of life. Here people take care of themselves for the most part, grandma helps, the druggist is helpful and experienced, and the doctor is for very unusual illnesses and does not usually overcharge. The government pays for the poor who mostly take care of themselves.

3. Small homes with neighborliness (and social skills) are better than big houses.

4. It is better to live with the indigenous, to make friends with them, to sit beside them in church, to share with them, laugh with them, than to move them into reservations, kill them, separate them with walls, or feel superior to them. 

5. Rural school teachers should have studied community building as part of their education at university, be part of the local arts, sciences, and social life. They should not run away to the nearest city on weekends.

6. Children are important people, very important people, and should be included and consulted. Schools should not be based on time served but on skills mastered. The system should pay attention to the student's own interests and fascinations. No Sunday school.

7. Living overseas for two years (or so) should be a requirement for ministers, priests, professors in Liberal Arts, political leaders, and others with social responsibilities.

8. In the long view of history, the modern world may be way, way off course.

9. Building codes are unnecessary and harmful in private homes and make for a boring town..

    10. Death is a normal part of life and not a medical emergency gone bad.

    11. Never cut down a tree without a profound regret.

    12.There are no illegal immigrants, only foreigners to be treated with respect in

         cooperation with their home governments.

    13.“Rich” and “poor” are difficult to define and have a large spiritual dimension.

    14.Religion is important as a home for one's ideals, and needs to be very well

         done. 

Chapter 61

About Woman, Wind, and Ocean

“Ask,” the ocean says.

A woman with long, breeze-caressed hair,

a loose white gown,

rippled by wind fingers, 

stands alone at the edge of the sea.

“Ask for anything” whispers the ocean.

With both hands above her head 

she holds a yellow cloth

that flaps and dances and waves,

blue sea, white sand, pale sky. 

Very still, she scans

the straight edge of ocean-sky.

When will I see the top sails of my lover’s ship? 

A distant lighthouse asks for night.

The ocean surf delivers it’s ancient prayer 

over and over again -

Shrimp trawlers sleep in the bay, 

sand birds search the wet sands.

I study woman, the colors, the sun, and 

fragrances of the sea,

and ask only at this moment,

to live

forever.

Chapter 62

Why Mexico is Terrifying

        Thoughtful reflective people and widely traveled individuals have often told me that when they spend time in rural back country Mexico they feel a discomfort that they cannot define.  I know that feeling and have lived with it for some time before I begin to understand it.  There have been Ys in the road of history and we as a civilization unconsciously made decisions along the way.  Mexico is the unsettling suggestion that our ancestors made dubious choices long ago that still affect us today, but we are not offered the chance to start over.  Lost sheep, I am told, relate to the world immediately around them, not to distant markers, and so become more lost.  Every day in the news we hear of reactions to a “something is missing” feeling that modern Americans have.  Often it is a “something is threatening” feeling that they cannot identify.  They bind themselves together in ersatz religious communities like circling the covered wagons against all others.  When this does not make the feelings go away, they pray for an “end of the world” and a new creation.  They fought long war against something they called “communism” as if it were a venereal disease rather than one of many possible economic arrangements used in history.  When the feeling did not go away they began a war against something equally ill-defined called “terrorism.”   Now they are considering draconian laws against undocumented immigrants.  That must be what is wrong – they don’t have documents.  It could happen that people in “developed” countries will suddenly look around and say:  we do not want any more stuff, what is there besides stuff?

Loose Ends

     (1)   In rural Mexico individuals struck me as neither happy, nor unhappy, just contented.  The question: ”Are you happy?” If is asked in Indian language or Spanish is puzzling to them.  They do hope for large family connections.   They hope for happy celebrations.  It may be that they do not feel happy or sad separate from those around them.  And there may be wisdom in that. 

     (2)  The Indian children live and work with their parents and relatives.   Some go to school half days.   They take part in life like grownups and I believe are the most attractive young people you will meet anywhere.  Their parents cannot imagine a world where each person spends a quarter of his life preparing to live.

.

    (3)  Rural Mexicans do not themselves understand Mexico and given the chance to go to movies, have a car, move away, have a big house with a lawn around it would probably chose to do so.  Many have done this and have become lonely and isolated.  Their poverty had been their salvation.  “Blessed are the poor, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven”.  In so called “poor Indian towns” dances last all night with music that to me far surpasses all that wealthier people have access too.  Their dancing is communal joy and not a contrived imitation of dance steps.   Most ideas we have of drunken Indians comes from indigenous communities experiencing acculturation to some overculture. 

     (4)  All isolated Indian villages are not utopia.  It may be that humans have genetic programs, as most animals do, that favor the passing on of the strongest genes regardless of the well being of individuals.   The male does not know why he is driven to have as many mistresses as possible but his genes know.   The only weapons the human societies have against their own genes are (1) family (in which an older woman or man discourages destructive behavior and (2) mythology (in the good sense) – imaginative stories that make us act against our urges.   In Indian towns where families are strong and the church, as the warehouse of mythology, is strong, individuals seem most contented.  

     (5)  Many Indians maidens and some men will have a cross on a necklace around their neck.  The wearer cannot articulate why he/she is wearing it, but it connects the individual to a powerful suffering myth.  A perfect person lived on earth, did everything exactly right, suffered terribly and was thereby ennobled.  .  The cross seems to mean that this person is willing to suffer for human idealism over his own genetic program.   

 .   

     (6)  In our own society there are few crosses because we tend to believe that all urges can be accommodated some way.  Our houses have large lawns around them to protect our sacred selfhood; cars take us away from nearby neighbors to distant people more to our liking; things can satisfy our every need; and our Christmas is a celebration of things.  Mexican Christmas is a celebration of the joy they believe is created by their accommodation with suffering.    When they die in old age, it seems normal to them.  We call the doctor plead and pay for a few more days.

    (7)  The strongest male sea lion collects all the females he can, drives off and fights all the other males for as long as his vitality lasts. It is a rotten deal for everyone involved except the genes.  The strongest genes are passed on.  Perhaps some day a genius sea lion will say:  Let’s don’t do that any more.  Let’s just deny our genetic messages, suffer, but each of us enjoy a smaller but happier life. 

      I once saw an entire Indian village of several hundred men, women and children laughing, singing, and following a bride and groom on a dirt road headed toward a tiny church with clouds and sun and flowering trees.  So what is terrifying about Mexico?   You see it already.  They may be right.  A continually new SUV, American world domination, a really big house, may be the wrong answer to the quiz of life.  The right answer may be:  joyful conviviality in the arms of a benign holy enchantment.                

