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The simple answer would be to read it front to back, starting with this little explanation. The original book was written about a decade ago. Its chapters were in the form of real-life short stories representative of Mexicans, and happily, despite changes in Mexico since then, the essential truths I tried to work into these stories have remained valid.

Of course, Mexico has moved on in demographic and economic terms, and its politics have experienced a tremendous upheaval in 2000, with the election of Vicente Fox as president. To bring you up to date about such developments, at the end of this book, just before the notes, the bibliography and the index, I have included a timeline of key recent events, bringing my account of Mexico and its people into the twenty-first century.

Just before the timeline, you’ll also find a new afterword (after the original from the paperback). In it I talk about the impact of recent events on some of the people I wrote about as well as about recent changes that surprised me—and some that didn’t.

PATRICK OSTER
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I grew up a Midwesterner, so perhaps it was natural that Mexico was not part of my world. I never tried to avoid it. It just seems that most of my life I voyaged around it.

My influences were the Irish, Dutch, and German traditions of Chicago, the influences of my parents. In my insularity, only belatedly did I come to realize that there were people called Mexicans whose land began in a young boy’s netherworld called the border. Other Mexicans, I remember hearing, lived a bit closer, in Chicago neighborhoods such as Pilsen. But for whatever reason, I never got there. Even when I became a reporter for the Chicago Sun-Times in 1973 and set out fresh-faced and eager, to discover all the secret, obscure aspects of the Second City, I never made it to these Mexican realms. They and all things Mexican remained terra incognita.

Although Mexico would later become very important to me—the land of my adopted son—I thought very little about it as my career in journalism progressed. Even when I began covering foreign affairs from Washington, D.C., for the Sun-Times in 1978, Mexico was hardly ever what the diplomats call a front-burner issue. It seemed—or so I thought at the time—that it would remain in the penumbra of my thoughts.


I did not make my first trip to Mexico until 1979. The details of it remain mostly a blur. I was part of the White House press corps accompanying President Jimmy Carter on a state visit there. It was a quick, in-and-out trip. I learned little of the country. We traveled in a presidential cocoon, protected from the unpleasant reality of Mexico City. The normally clogged streets and highways of the capital were rudely cleared of traffic by officious police to ease the way for our motorcade. We stayed at the best hotel in town, ate at the best restaurants. My experience was not unlike that of most of the four million U.S. tourists who visit the country each year and come away with the impression that Mexico is mostly colonial costumes, mariachi bands, sunny beaches, spicy food, and impure water.

I came back to Mexico in 1981 with President Ronald Reagan to report on a summit meeting of Third World nations that he had agreed to attend. The meeting was held in the Caribbean resort of Cancún, which did little to improve my knowledge of the country. Finally, in 1982, I returned on my own to cover the beginning of the economic crisis that still grips Mexico today. Only then did I begin to get a glimmer of the importance and complexity of the country. It was only a two-week visit, though, nothing more than an interesting diversion from what seemed the important issues of the day: arms control, tensions in the Middle East, and the war in El Salvador. I still had no inkling that my fate and Mexico’s would soon be linked. In fact, after experiencing Mexico City’s horrendous pollution, uncooperative bureaucrats, unworkable phones, and gridlocked traffic, I remember telling my wife upon returning home: “I hope I never have to go back there again!” In early 1984, however, Australian media magnate Rupert Murdoch bought the Sun-Times, and I found myself looking for a new job. Mentally, I was heading east, hoping for an overseas post in Lebanon, which was red-hot at the time. But something was pulling me south. And I wound up in Mexico.

In July 1984, shortly before I left Washington to become the Mexico City bureau chief for the Knight-Ridder newspaper chain, I met author David McCullough, who told me that I should consider my new post a wonderful opportunity, even though it might not seem to be where the action was.

“I envy you,” said McCullough, who had just spent a lot of time in Latin America researching The Path Between the Seas, his fine history of the Panama Canal. “A person who knows about Mexico will be worth something.”

Inspired partly by that chat, I threw myself into my new beat, delving into every aspect of Mexican life that I found new, interesting, or weird. By the fall of 1986, after more than two years on the job, I was feeling that I was getting to know this hard-to-fathom beast called Mexico. Then a strange thing happened. I found myself rummaging through the still pervasive rubble of the twin earthquakes that had struck Mexico City in the fall of 1985. I wanted to see why reconstruction efforts were taking so long. One of the areas I visited was Tepito, a gritty, center-city neighborhood famous for black-market operations. I met a man whose house had just been bulldozed as part of frantic city efforts to clean up damaged areas as the government prepared to report on the quakes’ one-year anniversary.

“I’m one of the Children of Sánchez,” the short, gregarious man told me.

By chance I had met Manuel Sánchez, whose family had become an eponym for Latin American poverty thanks to Oscar Lewis’s classic 1961 work, The Children of Sánchez. Like many who come to Mexico, I had heard of Lewis’s book but had not read it. Before leaving Washington, I had purchased a copy for my office library. But there it had stayed, victim of seemingly more pressing projects. I knew enough about the importance of the book, however, not to let the mythic Mr. Sánchez slip through my fingers.

“I’d like to talk to you in a few weeks,” I told him. “I’d like to write about what’s happened to your family since the book was published.”

Including a stop-everything, note-taking reading of Lewis’s book, I spent more time reporting that story than any other during my tour in Mexico. I wrote more about the Sánchez family than I did about any other topic. More important, I learned more about Mexico in the weeks I spent with the Sánchezes than I had on any other reporting assignment. Many have said that daily journalism is a rough draft of history. I hadn’t realized just how rough that draft was until I saw the rich detail and insights I gleaned from the time I spent with the Sánchezes.

By the time I met Manuel Sánchez, I had reported from twenty-six of Mexico’s thirty-one states. I had covered Mexico’s worst natural disaster, its worst plane crash, its worst industrial accident, and its worst economic crisis. I had reported on crooked elections and blatant police corruption. I had experienced the world’s worst pollution and some of its worst traffic. I had seen poverty so bleak that it made life in the West and South Side ghettos of Chicago seem almost bearable. But I came to realize that the reporting required to write my usual stories on such topics just scratched the surface of Mexico’s complicated truth. I began to think about all the things I wasn’t learning or writing about because journalism’s deadline pressures wouldn’t permit me to spend more time on other Mexicans’ stories. I began thinking about this book.

The Mexicans is a collection of stories about people I met during that unexpected voyage I found myself taking through Mexico. It’s about people, such as Sánchez, who have taught me about Mexico as they see it. Some of their views are conflicting, as would be those of the same number of Americans I might choose to talk about the United States. But I have not picked my subjects haphazardly. I have selected Mexicans whose lives tell something important about Mexico. Adelaida Bollo’s story tells how millions of Mexicans live on the minimum wage of three dollars a day, a salary the poorest American can earn in an hour. Miguel Tostado’s tale explains why Mexicans risk injury, robbery, rape, and even death to go to the United States in search of work. Manuel Sánchez’s story, one about a contraband dealer, tells why Mexico’s economy got so out of whack and what’s being done to remedy it. Along the way, readers will also meet a garbage picker, a cop, a politician, a movie star, an expatriate, and a homosexual, among others. These are not the Mexicans one would meet during a week’s vacation in Acapulco. But they are real Mexicans all.

Even if readers don’t care about the important messages embedded in each of these stories, the tale of each person’s life, I think, stands alone in human terms. If readers do no more than soak up the drama or humor of these characters, I’ll consider my effort a success, for in knowing these Mexicans, readers will come to know all Mexicans a little better. But I hope that some readers will get beyond the stories that sugarcoat the important issues and think about the issues themselves.

It’s often said in jest that Americans will do anything about Latin America except read about it. After four years in Mexico, I find that fact a lot more worrisome than I used to. It’s particularly disturbing that Americans don’t pay attention to Mexico, as I once didn’t. If one takes a look at the numbers, it just doesn’t make any sense. The most startling thing about Mexico is that it shares an unguarded, two-thousand-mile border with the United States. Note that word “unguarded.” Under present circumstances, I don’t think Mexico is likely to become a Communist nation, as some U.S. conservatives warn. But with a few unexpected twists and turns, that’s not an impossible development. For those who think U.S. defense costs are already too much of a tax burden, it ought to send shivers down the spine to calculate what it would cost to establish border defenses along a two-thousand-mile expanse should Mexico become more hostile to the United States than it already is.

That threat aside, Americans ought to be thinking about Mexicans if for no other reason than there are so many of them. Mexico has about 85 million people, more than France, West Germany, or the United Kingdom—and three times as many as the United States’ northern neighbor, Canada. It is the eleventh most populous country in the world. Half its people are under the age of fifteen. At current birth rates, it could have 115 million by the year 2000. Mexico City alone, already the world’s largest metropolitan area, could have 27 million people by then.

Mexico is the world’s fifth largest producer of oil, with about forty-eight billion known barrels of petroleum in the ground. It’s a key supplier of U.S. imported oil, sometimes ranking no. 1. And it’s a much more secure source than any of our Persian Gulf providers.

Mexico is the no. 3 market for the United States (after Canada and Japan). It will grow in importance as its middle class and business sector mature. More than 200,000 Americans already owe their jobs to Mexico’s continued ability to buy exports from us. About two thirds of all Mexico’s imports come from the United States. Conversely, the United States is Mexico’s no. 1 market. Two-way trade is generally about thirty billion dollars, with Mexico selling us several billion dollars more in goods than we do them.

Mexico is also the no. 1 U.S. source of some illegal goods—drugs. A third of the marijuana, heroin, and cocaine that comes to the United States comes from Mexico (either as grower or transshipper). Even with the 1986 Simpson-Rodino immigration law, Mexico remains the no. 1 source of millions of undocumented U.S. workers. And as the effects of zero-population growth increasingly take hold in the United States, it will become a key source of needed, legal labor for U.S. factories, offices, and fields.

Mexico is the cultural homeland for the fastest growing political force in the United States—Mexican-Americans. Readers who don’t care about what goes on inside Mexico may still have to deal with Mexican culture, habits, demands, and sensitivities at home, especially if they live in California, Arizona, New Mexico, or Texas, or in key Mexican-American towns such as Chicago or Denver.

As residents of border towns will tell you, Americans also can’t afford to ignore the cross-border pollution problems that Mexico can create for the United States (which does some cross-border polluting of its own). The joke goes that when someone flushes a toilet in Tijuana, the second most populous city on the West Coast after Los Angeles, it’s sometimes a very unpleasant day in San Diego. Texans also found out in 1979 what an oil spill from a Mexican offshore oil rig can do to local beaches. And if you thought Chernobyl was fun, think of Mexico, a country that has shown only a passing interest in industrial safety, now that its first nuclear power plant, Laguna Verde, is coming on line.

The list goes on. Mexico City, the spy capital of Latin America, is the key springboard for Soviet-inspired espionage against U.S. high-technology sites. Mexico’s anti-U.S. votes in the United Nations sometimes rival those of Iran. And as Mexico’s pro-Nicaraguan participation in Central American diplomacy shows, even with a comic-opera army, Mexico can gum things up for the United States on the world stage.

Some foreign-policy experts seem to be increasingly appreciative of the fact that Mexico is a country Americans will soon have to reckon with, as the debates in the 1988 U.S. presidential race made clear. Asked recently what was the sleeper foreign-policy issue for the rest of the century, former secretary of state Henry Kissinger said simply: “Mexico.” In contrast, most Americans remain asleep about Mexico, even though their government makes important policy decisions about it all the time. Certainly, not too many were thinking about it in late 1986 when the U.S. Congress passed the Simpson-Rodino immigration law, which enables hundreds of thousands of Mexicans to work in the United States legally and made millions eligible to become permanent U.S. residents or citizens. And when President Reagan launched his controversial “contra” policy against Nicaragua, how many Americans asked if the ultimate threat it was designed to thwart—a communist takeover in Mexico—was really a likely occurrence? Reagan himself would have had a hard time getting his diplomats to answer that question. In the last years of Reagan’s second term, the U.S. State Department, by its own admission, had no resident expert on Mexico in Washington, D.C.

One way or another, Americans are going to have to stop this head-in-the-sand approach. And if we are to deal with Mexicans, we had better know what makes them tick, for they are as different from us as a chili pepper is from apple pie. For some, I hope, this book will be a first step toward that needed understanding.

Patrick Oster
 Mexico City
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The Muchacha



In the Zapotec villages of Oaxaca, one can still hear the three-thousand-year-old tale of the Binniguendas. The Zapotecs once believed that the Binniguendas, a race of demigods, would come from the sky to build giant palaces and bring prosperity. But the Zapotecs, like millions of Indians in the economically depressed southern states of Mexico, eventually got tired of waiting for celestial help to relieve their misery. They turned instead to more earthbound saviors.

About three decades ago, millions of Mexican Indians began fleeing the poverty of Oaxaca, Chiapas, and other poor states for the evanescent promise of wealth in Mexico City, their new Zion. They fled primitive housing, malnutrition, alcoholism, robbery, rape, incest, and illiteracy. But most of all they fled unemployment. They came with unbridled hope and little money to the soft-soiled, mountain-ringed valley in which the capital sits. Those with friends or family often lived temporarily on the roofs of one-room shacks of those who had come before them. They used sheets of plastic to shield themselves from the high-plateau rains and the chilling dew of daybreak. More aggressive newcomers squatted on land that no one seemed to want, especially in the uninhabited expanses east of Mexico City. Long ago this land had been the bed of Lake Texcoco, the once-vast body of water that had protected the magic Aztec city of Tenochtitlán. By the time these hopeful settlers arrived, however, the lake had become an evaporating cesspool. These days, it throws up dried fecal matter when the arid winds of late winter and early spring rip across the valley.

The newcomers begged, borrowed, and scrimped to get cinder blocks or flattened oil drums to construct their new dwellings. In the beginning, they often lived for months with only two or three walls and little that could be called a roof. As their numbers grew, they created impoverished metropolises, such as Nezahualcóyotl, whose three million residents claim it is the world’s largest slum. Mexicans call these slums of open sewers and unpaved roads ciudades perdidas, or “lost cities.” One of them is Ayotla, home of Adelaida Bollo Andrade, one of the millions of Zapotecs who migrated from Oaxaca.

From the day Adelaida came to the Valley of Mexico in 1980, she has taken whatever work she could get. A squat, leathery-skinned woman in her forties, she looks ten years older than she is. She has been a door-to-door laundress. She has hauled cement bags at construction sites. But most of all, she has been a maid. Maids (“muchachas de casa” in Spanish) are at the lowest rung of the social and economic ladder of Mexican society. Even poor families often have maids, who, in Mexico, are a necessity, not a luxury. If you want to have your garbage picked up, or your mail delivered, or your house protected from burglars while you’re away, you get a maid. Things don’t work without them.

One reason why so many can afford maids is that they are paid so little—typically, the minimum wage of about three dollars a day. They are not alone in this respect. About half the Mexican work force makes the same or less—what the poorest, least-educated American can make in an hour. Imagine what kind of society the United States would be if half its workers made the wages of a McDonald’s cashier, a restaurant dishwasher, a parking-lot attendant, or a field hand. Who would buy automobiles, appliances, homes, and the other big-ticket items that make the enviable American economy what it is? Who would have the money to go to college, or even high school? With an uneducated middle class, what kind of culture or government would there be? How many people would be able to afford even the nutritious food, adequate health insurance, or other things that Americans take for granted as the basics of a developed society? The answer to those questions are at the heart of Adelaida’s story, the story of a typical worker in a proud nation that somehow hasn’t become developed, even though it has achieved the world’s thirteenth largest economy.

The minimum wage was what Adelaida was making when I first met her in 1986. My wife and I hired her through an agency to fill in for two weeks while our regular maid went on vacation. Later, when it became necessary to replace our first maid, we hired Adelaida. Americans in Mexico often feel uncomfortable about having a maid. Many prefer to call them housekeepers. Perhaps that discomfort explains why we paid Adelaida about three times the normal wage for maids in Mexico City. But she and we knew that her short time with us would be a financial aberration. When we left Mexico, her salary would revert to what it had always been.

The Mexican constitution guarantees an adequate living wage to all Mexicans. But, as labor officials often tell the government’s National Minimum Wage Commission, not even half the basic needs of a typical family are usually met by the prevailing minimum pay. To understand what that means, one need only look at where and how a minimum-wage earner lives, as we eventually did with Adelaida. The impressions we gained from those visits to her home are some of the strongest we retain of Mexico. It’s not that the poverty was so overwhelming. Ayotla isn’t the poorest place in the world, although a visit there or to any of Mexico City’s slums would make any but the most unfeeling American appreciate how fortunate he or she is. My wife, Sally, and I had seen worse poverty in Central America, Africa, and Southeast Asia. We had both visited Nezahualcóyotl and other Mexican slums. But that was all abstract poverty. We dealt with its surfaces: flimsy housing materials, inadequate hygiene, tattered clothing, substandard food, rampant disease. Ayotla presented the poverty of someone we knew and lived with. It would not go away when the visit was over. It was poverty we were forced to think about.

There is a calculus to poverty that a casual visitor to Mexico or any poor country normally doesn’t get into. It doesn’t intrude as the waiter serves piña coladas on the veranda. It doesn’t penetrate the sound of surf slapping against the hard-packed sand of a Mexican resort. But the mathematical truth is there just the same. It is a truth of what money can buy and what it can’t. One can tote up the pesos to see what will be available for a family’s housing, food, or transportation. But that only tells what physical needs can be met. It reveals nothing of dreams and aspirations beyond one’s budget.

The minutiae of Adelaida’s poverty begins with the trip from her house in the far-eastern reaches of the Valley of Mexico to our house in Bosques de las Lomas, a rich neighborhood in far-western Mexico City. Adelaida’s commute started early. In bed by ten, she was up by five so she could catch a six o’clock bus for the three-hour trip to the other side of the city. The trip began with a twenty-minute walk from her one-room house, down the hilly, rutted, dirt streets of Ayotla, to the old Puebla Highway. There, if she could find a city bus with room in it, she would pay 250 pesos (about fifteen cents at the time) to be taken to the eastern end of one of Mexico City’s subway lines. More often than not, however, the bus would be full—so full, in fact, that laughing young Mexican men, weaned on machismo, would be hanging out the front door, their feet flapping in the air, as the dilapidated vehicle cruelly zoomed past her stop. A full bus meant Adelaida would have to take a private minibus instead. It cost six times as much, even though it moved no faster in the gridlocked morning traffic.

All over the Mexico City area the scene would be the same: dense traffic and large clumps of commuters fighting for buses and subways that could accommodate only half of those who needed them. Commuters make twenty-one million passenger-trips a day in Mexico City. The subways are particularly jammed. Those lucky enough to get on are met with sweltering heat. Until a few years ago, women also had to endure the fanny pinchings and worse molestations of Mexican men or boys who used the sardine-can atmosphere of the subway trains to hide their nefarious deeds. Now there are women-only cars during rush hour. With fear of molestation out of the way, all Adelaida had to worry about was whether the fickle subway would run on time, or whether she would be robbed.

The fare for the subway, fifty pesos a day, was cheap by U.S. standards—about three cents. But it had increased fiftyfold in less than a year due to triple-digit inflation and government efforts to cut its whopping budget deficits by reducing transportation subsidies. The fifteen-day ticket required to get the fifty-peso fare also provided unlimited free rides on special connecting Route 100 buses that took Adelaida from the subway’s Chapultepec Park station to within a block of our house. But, typically, she encountered the same overcrowded conditions on that route that she did on the Puebla Highway. More often than not she had to pay 600 pesos extra for another private minibus to get to work on time. Thus, on a bad day, Adelaida’s round-trip fare could run 4,300 pesos, or about half her above-average salary.

Even though Adelaida worked like a packhorse, we had been hesitant to hire her. We thought a job so far from Ayotla would be inconvenient. But she begged us to let her have the job, because she could find no other. There was a small maid’s room in our house. Adelaida could have lived in, as many maids in Bosques do. But she said she preferred to live in Ayotla with her husband, Félix, and four of her five children. (One grown daughter, Acacia, had already moved out.) Later, when Félix was laid off from his job as a construction worker on the ever-expanding subway system, Adelaida did move in for a while to save on transportation costs. But even with regular raises from us, she never seemed able to make ends meet.

Most Mexicans had the same problem. After Mexico’s economic crisis struck in 1982, the country experienced double- and triple-digit inflation that made a mess of family budgets. The government, which regularly increased the minimum wage a couple of times a year, insisted it was trying to keep workers even with inflation. But even the pro-government Confederation of Mexican Workers (CTM) complained that, in real terms, workers in the 1980s were being paid wages of the 1960s. In the first five years of the administration of President Miguel de la Madrid Hurtado (1982–88), average Mexicans lost about a third of their purchasing power due to the effects of inflation, according to the CTM. Others calculated it was more.

With only two years of grammar school, Adelaida didn’t know much about inflation. She just knew her wages weren’t going as far, even though she was making more. She knew she and Félix, who averaged less than the minimum wage from his off-again, on-again work at the subway, could only afford to buy meat once a week for their children, less than they once could. Eighty percent of Mexicans couldn’t afford to eat meat at all anymore, according to some studies. Lard had replaced oil in many kitchens. Jelly had replaced fruit. Mexicans were drinking 75 percent less milk because it cost too much. Even if meat and milk hadn’t become too expensive for Adelaida, there was the problem of the refrigerator. There was none. In fact, the only kitchen appliance Adelaida had in her fifteen-by-twenty-four-foot cinder-block home was a portable, three-burner gas stove. With no refrigerator, meat and milk spoiled quickly as the strong afternoon sun beat down on Adelaida’s corrugated asbestos roof, making a furnace of the house. Vegetables wouldn’t keep more than a day. That meant Adelaida had to go to the market every day, an hour’s round trip to add to her six hours of travel, seven hours of sleep, and eight hours of work. That left her two hours to clean the house, wash up, dress the children for school, and relax.

Relaxation meant watching television, for there were no newspapers, magazines, books, games, or other diversions in Adelaida’s house. In fact, there was not much of anything. A small bed sat in one corner, where her four youngest children slept. Adelaida and Félix curled up on the rugless concrete floor next to Cuaxi, a mongrel German shepherd who was a gift from a neighbor. Across the room was a battered kitchen table that sat six. The portable stove was in another corner, separated from the television by the house’s only window. The only other items to be seen were a small pile of blankets and clothes and a bare twenty-five-watt light bulb hanging from the center of the ceiling.

There wouldn’t even have been a television if it hadn’t been for a kindly doctor. He was treating Adelaida’s ten-year-old daughter, Carmela, for severe depression in 1985. He said Carmela needed something to entertain her, such as a television. As he put it: “She has no fun in her life.” Adelaida couldn’t afford a television, so the doctor scrounged up an old black-and-white one out of his garage. It quickly became the center of family life.

When Adelaida told me this story, our adopted son, Alex, had just turned ten months old. He had blossomed since we brought him home, skinny and shy, from the adoption agency six months before. Like most doting parents, my wife and I were enthusiastic about his intellectual future, even though, at the time, his vocabulary was limited to “Da-da,” “Ma-ma,” and a few other words only gaga new parents can decipher. Sally and I make our livings writing, so perhaps it wasn’t so strange that Alex already had Mother Goose, a two-volume set of the Brothers Grimm, a three-volume set of Hans Christian Andersen, E. B. White’s Charlotte’s Web and Stuart Little, and about twenty-five other books in his bedroom library, even though he couldn’t yet read a word. If I hadn’t been so wound up in thinking about all the good books I hoped Alex would read, I might never have asked what Carmela’s favorite books were. It took a little while for Adelaida’s startling answer to sink in. Aside from books Carmela had to buy for school, she had never read a real book. None of Adelaida’s children had. In fact, they had no fantasy life to speak of. Adelaida had little time to tell her kids what she remembered of the Zapotec bedtime stories that her parents had told her. In a world where many children grow up on the magic tales of Cinderella, Snow White, Bambi, Jack and the Beanstalk, and Puss-in-Boots, Adelaida’s kids had to settle for G.I. Joe, He-Man, and the other one-dimensional cartoon characters they could see on their black-and-white television. Fantasies were beyond Adelaida’s budget.

With little money for any kind of fun, Christmas was rarely a special event. Nonetheless, Adelaida’s three youngest children, ages four through ten, all continued to write letters to Santa Claus. They asked him, as kids will, for the moon. Hopefully they hung up stockings on Christmas Eve. But Adelaida and Félix rarely could afford to put much in them.

“They’d ask for a doll or a bicycle,” said Adelaida “But I couldn’t buy anything. I had some money for Christmas last year. But there was an accident in the family. I had to spend it on that. The children cried.”

What made things worse for Adelaida was that her neighbors, with a boy about her son Antonio’s age, were always able to afford the presents she never could. Her neighbors had relatives who worked illegally in the United States and sent back money regularly. Two years before Adelaida came to work for us, Antonio, then age four, had asked Santa for a bicycle that he had seen on the newly acquired television. All Adelaida and Félix could afford that year was a small wooden horse that cost a few pesos. Antonio was crestfallen. Matters were only made worse when the neighbor’s young boy came by to show off his Christmas treasures. After the young visitor left, Antonio, quiet for a long while, finally said, “Doesn’t Santa Claus love me, Mama?”


Accidents or emergencies, it seemed, were always popping up in Adelaida’s life. They were usually very basic things, but not basic in an American sense. Middle-class American families feel the pinch when it’s suddenly time to buy new tires for the family jalopy, or when the old fridge finally gives out. Adelaida wouldn’t know about such matters. They are problems of what she calls the rich. For Adelaida, a problem was when one of Mexico City’s violent rainstorms destroyed her flimsy roof and she needed about a hundred dollars to repair it. That happened twice in 1987. On a more mundane level, Adelaida and Félix were frequently being robbed. Once, on the day one of her daughters was confirmed as a Catholic, Adelaida had her pocket picked in church during the ceremony. She lost fourteen thousand pesos, all the money she had in the world that day. Another time, Félix was beaten senseless on his way home from work by muggers who were angry that he didn’t have enough on him to justify their criminal effort. He lost the use of his arms for months and was laid off from his subway job.

Adelaida never had very much saved in a lump sum—certainly not a hundred dollars for a new roof. In fact, she has never had a savings or checking account. “Savings” were usually a few thousand pesos she hid around the house in case something came up, as it always did. Bank loans were out of the question. The Mexican government, which nationalized the banks in 1982, typically took about three quarters of the available credit to finance its budget deficits and other government activities. It doled out the paltry remainder to politically connected friends. But even if money had been available, Adelaida had no collateral and, as far as bankers were concerned, no future. Instead of banks, the government provides the poor with a chain of state-owned pawnshops. At almost any time of year, but especially around Christmas or Easter, when families want to make trips to their hometowns, one can see lines of people snaking out of the branches of the Monte de Piedad (the “Mountain of Pity”), as the chain is called in Spanish. People come with old televisions, watches, and even appliances in hopes of getting some small percentage of their value. The government tries to keep interest charges on such pawns at rates less than inflation. But during the years of economic crisis, many Mexicans, saddled with dwindling real salaries, lost their property to the Monte anyway.


The average person borrows only ten dollars from the Monte. But Adelaida never used pawnshops. She had nothing to pawn. Without a nest egg to fall back on, she did what many minimum-wage earners do when a problem such as a leaky roof comes up. She borrowed from her partón or “boss.” In Adelaida’s case, this was the most natural thing to do. Zapotecs have a tradition called guelaguetza by which members of the village collectively help those who suddenly develop a need. As millions of Zapotecs moved to the city, the employer took the place of the village. Interest-free loans became an unofficial fringe benefit, as did paid health care when medical emergencies arose. Given the primitive sanitary conditions in Ayotla, medical emergencies often did arise. In the days when Adelaida was a door-to-door laundress, there was no regular patrón, so she had to absorb the costs for medical treatment herself. Kitchen burns and other household accidents went untreated. Alcohol mixed with an egg was often the only remedy she could afford for the diarrhea, vomiting, and fevers her children regularly contracted from Ayotla’s contaminated water supply.

The water was impure because it did not come from a regular city system. In the beginning, residents of Ayotla had to depend on municipal trucks to bring them water to bathe and cook each day. Eventually, as happens in squatter slums all over Mexico, Ayotla’s residents tapped into city hydrants and underground pipes, using a dizzying network of interconnected garden hoses to bring cold water to their homes. In 1987, city authorities finally demanded that Ayotla residents pay 150,000 pesos each (more than a hundred dollars at the time) for a new, piped-in system of faucets right outside the door. If residents didn’t pay, they were told, authorities would confiscate all the hoses. For Adelaida, who had paid only about three hundred dollars for her house some four years before, 150,000 pesos was a fortune. To pay it would mean weeks of having to serve an even more meager fare than the tortillas, beans, rice, and coffee that were the regular family menu. But not to pay would have meant no water, so Adelaida borrowed the money from us and paid.

Other services in Ayotla were equally abysmal. One reason was that all the land claims of Ayotla’s residents were only semirecognized by local authorities, a problem one could encounter across the valley. In Mexico City alone, officials admit, there are at least 700,000 real-estate parcels that aren’t on title books. This real-estate anarchy has led to an interesting situation. Millions of Mexican peasants have come to Mexico City and other large Mexican cities, seizing unused land that they claim is part of their birthright under the revolutionary land-reform articles of the Mexican constitution. Officials of the ruling Institutional Revolutionary Party, known as the PRI, hem and haw about the legality of such seizures. But periodically—usually just before an election, when the votes of the poor are needed—the government regularizes thousands of suspect titles at a time. In nonelection years, unlucky squatters just get thrown violently off the land.

Adelaida, who bought her small plot of land and home from her sister, didn’t have a formal title either. In fact, she didn’t even have an official address. She lived on Pensamiento Street, near the corner of another street with no name, but her house had been assigned no number. Maybe there was no point to having an address, because there was no mail service. If she needed to send mail home to her pueblo (“hometown”), she just waited a few weeks for a neighbor traveling back to Oaxaca to carry it for her. Likewise, mail that came from relatives in Oaxaca was held for travelers going to Ayotla. Even if she had mail service, it probably wouldn’t have amounted to much. Mail carriers, like police officers and many civil servants, make the minimum wage, too. Their insouciant delivery habits reflect their low pay. What isn’t stolen by carriers is delivered late. Christmas cards can arrive in March. Mail from abroad may never arrive at all. Mail is so unreliable that the government set up a payment system at banks so that people could pay their utility bills on time. Anyone who pays an electric or phone bill by mail is just asking to have service cut off.

Adelaida didn’t have problems paying such bills. But it wasn’t because she went to the bank. She didn’t have to pay most utility bills because she had no regular electric service and no telephone. As most of her neighbors did, she stole electricity from a nearby public power pole. She tapped into city mains with makeshift wires and cables that she ran from the pole to her house. Thousands of these bootlegging wires were strung from rooftop to rooftop in Ayotla, standing out against the polluted gray sky like tossed spaghetti frozen in air. It was an open secret. As long as residents voted for the ruling party’s candidates, the authorities would pretend not to notice the wires.


As for the phone, not having one wasn’t such a rare thing. There are only about eight million private phones in Mexico. Only one house in five has one. Few of the lucky ones, however, lived in Ayotla. One reason why Mexico has so few phones is its crippling one-hundred-billion-dollar foreign debt. Debt payments, combined with the drag of the government’s budget deficit, didn’t leave the government much for installation of new phones. If economic conditions permit in the future, the government has ambitious plans to boost the number of phones. But even if Telmex could offer everyone service, most of Mexico’s poor can’t afford Telmex’s hefty hookup charges. As a result, minimum-wage earners typically use public phones, which almost always have knots of people gathered around them. Private phones are bad enough. It often takes ten dialings to reach the right party. There’s a saying that the easiest way to meet a stranger in Mexico is to dial a friend. But public phones, which the government made free after thousands of phones were damaged in the 1985 Mexico City earthquakes, often don’t work at all. When they do, they frequently deliver inaudible connections and then cut the caller off after three minutes.

Ayotla was so poor it didn’t have its own public phone. Adelaida had to learn to do without one. If Antonio cut his foot on a piece of broken glass, as he did shortly after she came to work for us, she had no way of calling the doctor to come to stitch up the wound. She had no way of calling us to say she would be late for work because she had to go to the hospital. In emergencies, she had no way of contacting Félix, who worked nights.

Ayotla also had no sewers. That made things particularly interesting during the floods of the six-month rainy season. But, most important, no sewers meant Adelaida had no bathroom, not even a toilet. What she had was a hole in the ground, outside, out of sight. Such housing conditions, though lamentable, were hardly extraordinary. At least she had a house. Though the Mexican constitution guarantees citizens a decent and comfortable house, there is a shortage of 4.5 million housing units in Mexico, equal to a third of all existing homes. Forty percent of Mexico’s homes have no in-the-home water service. Forty percent have no indoor plumbing. More than 10 percent have no electricity. A quarter have dirt floors. Central heating, even at the chilly, high altitudes of places such as Mexico City, is rare. Faced with such conditions, one might suspect, as many U.S. conservatives do, that Adelaida and millions like her are ripe for conversion by Mexico’s leftist political parties, or by Communists, should the revolutions of Central America spread to Mexico. This doesn’t seem to be the case, however. In her soul, Adelaida has the instincts of a chairman of an multinational conglomerate. Simply put, she is a dyed-in-the-wool capitalist. She was always looking for ways to make more money for what Communists might call bourgeois purposes. Once we hired a professional cleaning company to lift about ten years of wax from the tile floors of our rented house. After it took two days just to clean the dining-room floor, the company’s exhausted workers begged off on the rest of the house. It was too hard, they said. Adelaida, however, quickly offered to bring in this cousin and that sister-in-law to do the job. She promised her team would clean the floors brick by brick, if necessary. All they would ask, she said, was the minimum wage. When we decided to forget the whole thing, Adelaida began the painstaking work herself, perhaps hoping for a little bonus, which she ultimately got. When no such opportunities appeared, Adelaida would rummage through our garbage cans. She sorted out items that we thought had no value. She knew they would bring in a few pesos as scrap.

What little she could save from her salary and extra earnings went toward Adelaida’s goals of a better job, a good education for her kids, and a nicer home. Perhaps as a result of viewing two years of dubbed American television programs on her black-and-white set, she had developed a limited version of the American dream. Whatever the source of her ambitions, it was not communism. In fact, when I asked her what she thought of communism, she said she had never heard of it—or the Soviet Union either. She had only a vague idea of what was going on in Nicaragua.

“I have seen something about Nicaragua [on the television],” she said. “There’s fighting there. People are killing their countrymen.”

Adelaida’s ism is pragmatism. She and Félix have joined the PRI, even though they don’t believe Mexico’s ruling party is really as concerned about the poor as its officials say it is. The reason was simple. The PRI can provide the services that she and Félix want for their family. The opposition parties can’t. With their water service finally regularized and new sidewalks almost installed, Adelaida and Félix are hoping for paved streets, and maybe regular electric service next. But they know they may have to wait for an election.

Above all, Adelaida is a realist. Having been kept down most of her life by people and forces over which she has little control, she recognizes that she may never see her dreams fulfilled. She has set her own sights low, not wanting to be any more disappointed than she already is. For her, a factory job would be a dream come true. There’s a textile plant not too far from Ayotla that she has in mind. Her commute to it would be minutes rather than hours. But factory work, like a lot of work in Mexico, a country of red tape and officious bureaucrats, requires certain documents. Among other things, it requires a birth certificate. Adelaida doesn’t have one. As best she can tell, she was born on Valentine’s Day of 1945 or 1946. Her parents, Marcelino and Margarita, both poor, uneducated Zapotecs, put little importance in recording her birth with the Spanish-speaking authorities in San Juanito, the small village where she was born and grew up. For the first five years she and Félix lived together, she didn’t have a marriage certificate either. They couldn’t afford the fee to get married. By chance, when Félix was working in the oil fields of Minatitlán in 1970, local PRI officials offered workers free marriage certificates—just before an election. Félix and Adelaida seized the opportunity to marry—five years after the birth of their daughter Acacia. Adelaida has had no such luck in getting a birth certificate, which would require testimony of friends, a baptismal certificate, and a bribe to the issuing official. She’d also need money for the trip back to Oaxaca, where the birth-certificate office is located. Every once in a while, Adelaida accumulates roughly the amount she needs, but something else always comes up that requires her to spend the money on it instead.

“I tried to do it by mail,” she said. “But they always had excuses.”

Adelaida has no illusions about completing her own education. She has no time and less money. But she is bent on making sure that her children at least finish grammar school, which ends at the sixth grade in Mexico. Only 50 percent of Mexicans have gotten that far, although more and more young Mexicans finish grammar school, and even junior high and high school, these days. Adelaida wants her kids to go to high school, too, so “they can have an easier job than we do.” But the only way she’ll be able to afford that is if her kids quit school and work for a while or work part-time while they attend. School tuition is nominal in Mexico. But the cost of books and supplies puts school beyond many poor Mexican families. Such costs averaged twenty-five thousand pesos per pupil in 1987, about half Adelaida’s already strained weekly salary.

Félix’s dreams are even more restricted. Abandoned at age four by his father after his mother died and his father remarried, Félix got no education at all. Now a wiry, well-tanned man in his mid-fifties, he grew up tending livestock in a town not far from Adelaida’s pueblo. He met her there while looking for work. He doesn’t have a birth certificate either. He has had to take low-paying jobs all his life, jobs that don’t require documentation. He has never worked a full twelve months on such jobs in Mexico City. Each December, Félix’s employer lays him off so that he doesn’t have to pay Félix an aguinaldo, the mandatory “thirteenth month” bonus for those who have worked the full year. But Félix thinks that eleven months of minimum-wage work is better than no work at all, the fate of some of his friends. Eventually, he realizes, the subway work will end and he will have to find other employment. He knows he’ll probably have to work all his life, given Mexico’s extremely limited social-security system. Most Mexicans over the age of sixty still work, largely because those eligible for pensions can receive as little as a dollar a day.

“When he’s older,” said Adelaida, “he’ll have to wash the streets or do something simple that doesn’t require a birth certificate.”

Félix doesn’t really imagine that he’ll be able to get that birth certificate one day, as Adelaida hopes. He’d settle for something more basic.

“I would like to be able to read and write,” he said. “I would have liked to have had more education. I wasn’t able to study anything. My life has been very sad.”

Mexico has made great strides in reducing illiteracy, which afflicts only 6 percent of its people, half the rate in 1982. But the government’s widespread literacy campaign hasn’t reached Ayotla yet. And Félix isn’t sure when he’d have time to take advantage of it anyway, given his work hours.

Because Félix and Adelaida have had little education in Spanish, both feel more comfortable speaking Zapotec, a language with a Scandinavian lilt to it. Zapotec is what they speak to their children, who did not get their first serious instruction in Spanish until they entered first grade. As a result, Ihilvia, their thirteen-year-old, had trouble adjusting and was held back a grade, as was Antonio. Even if more at-home instruction could have made her children’s Spanish more fluent, Adelaida said she’d still have wanted to teach her kids Zapotec so they would know something of their Indian heritage. Adelaida, whose long hair, shiny as coal-black corn silk, hangs free to the waist, Indian style, feels her kids should know something of the Zapotecs even though being Indian in Mexico is not something one is made to feel proud of.

“It’s something to hide,” she said. “You pay a penalty if you’re Indian.”

 

In late 1987, a little good fortune crept into Adelaides life. With a loan from us, she bought her brother’s one-room house, which sits right behind hers. The family has more space now. Adelaida and Félix have their first sexual privacy since moving to the Mexico City area. Adelaida also got some help from some of my readers who wrote with offers of money and clothes after I did a story on her in late 1987. One letter from Kathy Vierra, of San Jose, California, typifies the response. She wrote: “I would like to find a way to contact Mrs. [Adelaida Bollo] Andrade to see if I can help her…. Tho I am not rich I am also not so poor that I have to sleep on cold cement. Something must be done about these dreadful living conditions.” Another reader, Irene Kopel, of Redwood City, California, sent Adelaida about a hundred dollars when fierce winds destroyed Adelaida’s roof a second time in 1987.

Carmela got Spanish versions of Cinderella, Snow White, and Puss-in-Boots after my wife and I did a little shopping one day in a children’s bookstore. That last Christmas before we left Mexico, we also bought Adelaida a small refrigerator. Milk and meat have become more common at the dinner table. Santa Claus finally came, too. He left a few things for Adelaida’s children at our house by mistake. We made sure they got to Ayotla. On the last day we saw her, we gave Adelaida and Félix the money to get their birth certificates. We wished them buena suerte (“good luck”). I kept thinking they were going to need it.
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The Junior



That Saturday night, the sports cars and expensive sedans began to cluster early around Histeria, one of Mexico City’s newest and kickiest nightclubs. Histeria’s young clients parked willy-nilly on sidewalks and private lawns in the residential neighborhood and two deep at the curb. They showed no concern for the traffic they backed up on Masarik Avenue.

Histeria is an exclusive club, its rules of entrance having been borrowed shamelessly from New York City’s defunct Studio 54. The club’s beefy doormen scanned the crowd of hopefuls to see who might add something to the ambiance of the still-young night inside. As he approached the chain that blocked the club’s entrance, Gerardo Dagdug Marcos showed no sign of anxiety about being admitted. With a knowing nod from the head bouncer, he and his party pushed past less fortunate nighthawks and prepared to taste the club’s rare fruit.

The club was done in high tech, a decor that remains au courant in haute Mexico City, though already passé in chic boîtes north of the border. Incandescent downlights gave Histeria, once a private residence, an intimate look. Their warm glow flattered the troublesome skin of the club’s young clients. Histeria has no dance floor, no tables, no chairs. It is a place where people come mainly to see and be seen. They stand, iced drinks in hand, behind pipe railings that rise out of stair-step platforms. The railings create a stadium effect. Those positioned at the highest railings can see the most. Those at the lowest can be seen the most. Gerardo and his friends grabbed a spot at the lowest.

“Isn’t it fabulous?” beamed Gerardo. “It’s just like the States. Isn’t it?”

Anything from “the States” or abroad is held in high regard by this crowd, who drop English phrases and swear words like natives. They disdain the poor quality of Mexican manufactured goods, which hold no cachet for their set. Histeria’s richest clients, who think nothing of jetting up to Houston, Los Angeles, or New York for a little weekend shopping, wear fashions by Calvin Klein, Georges Marciano, Ralph Lauren, and Halston. Their poorer cousins settle for made-in-Mexico versions of the same labels. Histeria’s clients dote on pricey imported booze, too. Behind the bar were bottles of Chivas Regal, Hennessy, Johnnie Walker, and other well-known international brands that most Mexicans never get to experience. A round of drinks for Gerardo’s party cost fifty-five thousand pesos with tip—about six dollars a person, or twice what the average Mexican makes in a day.

Through the air, over the high-decibel rock music of Histeria’s expensive sound system, one could hear the patois of this privileged crowd. “¿Qué onda, mano?” asked Gerardo of a friend he hadn’t seen in a while. It was his hip way of asking, “What’s shakin’, brother?” Another Histeria devotee, a zaftig teenager in iridescent makeup and spiky punk hairdo, gushed about a friend’s black-leather pants suit: “¡Qué padre! [“How fantastic!”] It’s not from here [Mexico], is it?”

As he waited for another drink order to come, Gerardo, a bulky six-footer in his mid-twenties, engaged unashamedly in what Histeria’s clients enjoy most—watching. Carolina, his nineteen-year-old chava (“girlfriend”), did the same. The uniform of the night was expensive casual. Few clients wore suits, sport coats, or cocktail dresses. Gerardo, a body builder and full-contact-karate enthusiast, wore high-top, black-leather aerobic shoes, black men’s harem pants, and a beige polo shirt that set off his well-tanned, heavily muscled arms. His brother Emilio, who also pumps iron, had on tailored slacks and a long-sleeved white shirt, with cuffs rolled up to the middle of his bulging biceps. The shirt was unbuttoned to the waist to display several gold chains that hung from his thick neck.

Though legally one must be sixteen, if a girl, or eighteen, if a boy, to drink alcohol in Histeria, Gerardo found that the “action” that night included kids as young as twelve. Dressed to the nines, they eye-flirted with the best of them.

“It doesn’t matter how old you are,” explained Gerardo as to why the doormen let such youngsters in. “It’s who you are. These girls are from good families.”

For more than two hours, Gerardo and his cuates (“buddies”) soaked up the joking, drinking, teasing, and flirting that is Histeria’s regular fare. Then, close to midnight, one of his crowd suggested they all go dancing at El News. If Histeria was the place to be early that Saturday night, El News, a trendy discotheque just over the city line in the State of Mexico suburbs, was where one wanted to be as Sunday began. Gerardo lost no time in getting there. As is his wont when driving his Renault 18 almost anywhere in Mexico, Gerardo ran every red light on the way over, laughing toward Carolina as he did. On arrival at the disco, Gerardo was told by the parking attendant that there was no more room in El News’s lot. Undeterred, Gerardo left his car, door ajar, in the middle of the street, tossed the attendant his keys and a few thousand pesos, and swaggered toward the club entrance.

“I’m a client, man!” he yelled back over his shoulder to the attendant, who looked around helplessly for some place to stash Gerardo’s car until he came out.

At the door, the procedure for getting in was nearly the same as at Histeria. Doormen snubbed the unexceptional rich, while letting Gerardo and company in without a hitch. Inside, security men in expensive suits ran hand-held metal detectors over clients’ clothes before the cashier would take their money or a credit card for the hefty cover charge.

“They’ve had a problem with guns,” explained Gerardo. “Some of the clients have brought theirs in.”

El News, which can hold about two thousand customers, was already nearly full. The dance floor pulsed to a number by Whitney Houston as clients tried to lose themselves in the music. Gerardo scanned the raised area surrounding the dance floor for a good table. Most seemed to be full. Gerardo huddled with the maître d’ for a moment and then, smilingly, told us a table had been found. It was, it turned out, the owner’s table, a point Gerardo didn’t want us to miss.

“You have to spend a lot of money here,” he explained of our good fortune. “Then they take care of you. That’s why we got this table.”

El News’s clients were indistinguishable from Histeria’s: young, well-dressed Mexicans, looking fit and rich and trying to be cool.

“All the rich of Mexico are here,” said Gerardo. “Lebanese, Jews, everyone!”

Outside El News one could encounter Mexico’s troubles in the 1980s: inflation, unemployment, pollution, crime, corruption. But inside, these rich kids had found a pleasure-garden refuge from such harshness, a Xanadu of television monitors, rock videos, strobe lights, and mirrors. Gerardo said it best: “Isn’t it fabulous? Here there is no crisis. We just spend money, get drunk, have fun, and forget about everything.”

 

It would have been easy to dislike Gerardo. He was brash, boastful, inconsiderate, rude, and ignorant. His hobbies were sports, discos, and women. He had an ebullience for life, but he wasted it on frivolity at a time when his country needed more serious attention to its problems by its future generation of leaders. I thought about asking Gerardo if he saw any parallels between his life and Nero’s. But Gerardo, a college dropout, read no books except nutrition texts, rarely bought a newspaper, and hardly watched television news. He had enough trouble with current events, let alone ancient history. I don’t think he would have realized I was tweaking him about fiddling while Mexico burned.

“I don’t want to know that there are wars or what’s happening,” said Gerardo, who, despite daily headlines about his government’s involvement in the Contadora peace process, didn’t know who Nicaragua’s Sandinistas were.

In the end, I think I found Gerardo more amusing than obnoxious because he was such a caricature of his tiny class. I had met many wealthy young Mexicans like him, in the capital and other big cities. The ones from old-money families lived in understated but lavish homes in the west or south of Mexico City, or in swanky neighborhoods in Monterrey, Guadalajara, or Chihuahua. New-money types, whose families had made their fortunes during Mexico’s oil boom of the 1970s, lived in fabulous mansions or tasteless castles that their parents had built in my neighborhood and other realms of the “naco,” a nasty Mexican slang word for nouveau riche. I saw these rich youngsters on Saturday mornings in jodhpurs and riding boots or fresh tennis whites. During their frequent weekends in Acapulco, Cancún, or other Mexican resorts, they switched to beach wear by Aca Joe or Fiorucci. Those who couldn’t make it to the beach spent weekends at bachelor hideaways in out-of-the-way neighborhoods watching imported X-rated films. Those whom I remember talked loudly as they moved down the sidewalk, wearing their disdain for the rest of society like a badge. They mocked others’ poverty. “¿Tienes coche o Volkswagen?” one could hear them say in perfect, drop-dead fashion—“Do you have a car or a Volkswagen?”—a putdown by those with expensive cars of those who owned the most common automobile on the road in Mexico. In a society where police corruption is endemic, they did what they wanted, knowing that their or their parents’ money would get them out of any jam. They drove wildly, ignoring traffic rules even more than most Mexicans. They parked in people’s driveways because they couldn’t be bothered to look for a legal parking space. They spoke in a bubbleheaded dialogue. In restaurants and at dinner parties they complained that it was such “un down” that they had to travel coach to Europe, now that the Concorde had become so expensive in peso terms. In beauty salons, they discussed which cosmetic surgeon did the best nose jobs and who was good for cellulite.

Journalist Guadalupe Loaeza wickedly chronicled the female member of this species, calling them “Las Niñas Bien” (The Well-to-do Children) in her 1987 best-seller of the same name. For all their dippy conversation that she recorded she might have called them Valley (of Mexico) Girls. But most Mexicans call these spoiled young people “juniors,” an insulting nickname for those whose key worth in life comes from the power or money of their parents. Loaeza facetiously created subspecies of juniors in her chronicle. For example, she divided those who can still shop in Paris, notwithstanding the drop in the peso’s value that accompanied the 1982 economic crisis, from those who now have to settle for ersatz designer goods at Mexico City’s best department stores, Liverpool and Palacio de Hierro. She distinguished political juniors from business juniors. Carlos Salinas de Gotari, who was elected president of Mexico in July 1988, is a political junior. He got his start in politics because his father was a powerful government official. His technocrat background and lack of political experience was lamented by the old guard of the ruling Institutional Revolutionary Party. But he was nominated and elected nonetheless. Gerardo and his brothers are business juniors—or so I argued one day over a lunch of fresh seafood at the restaurant Gerardo owns in Polanco, Mexico City’s closest thing to an Upper East Side. Gerardo got his start in business by being made a partner in a T-shirt factory that his father owned. With profits he made from the sale of that venture, he opened the restaurant and became a partner with his brother Emilio in an Acapulco disco that offered the first Chippendale’s-style male striptease acts in Mexico. Nonetheless, Gerardo bristles at the term.

“The word ‘junior’ sounds like someone who’s not going anywhere,” said Gerardo. “I don’t think it’s a fair word—not for me.”

In his own mind, Gerardo works hard. He thinks of the future. He has plans to expand his restaurant ventures soon to Cancún, his favorite place in Mexico, and perhaps to the United States, a country he thinks “is right in almost everything.” He has a disciplined week. He’s up around six Monday through Friday so he can work out for two hours at karate before getting to his restaurant a little before ten. He usually stays at the restaurant until about seven, when he leaves to work out for another two hours before turning in by ten or so. Twice during the week, Gerardo slips out in the afternoon from work for an hour or two to play golf, his passion. A scratch player, Gerardo hopes one day to join the P.G.A. tour in the United States, his main ambition in life.

“I’m one of the best golfers in Mexico right now,” he said.

Gerardo also plays at least eighteen holes of golf each Saturday and Sunday. He belongs to the Club Chapultepec, which he described as “the most expensive in Mexico.” A health fanatic, he nonetheless does a little steam-blowing on weekends. Every Friday night, he dines out with friends, staying up until about one. Saturday is his night to howl. He usually starts the evening at a bar such as Histeria and then stops at video bars, or goes disco hopping at places such as El News or its neighbor, El Magic.

“I party until I can’t walk to a disco!” said Gerardo in describing his Saturday routine.

Gerardo lives at home, as do many young adults in housing-short Mexico. The Dagdug house is located in the Lomas de Chapultepec neighborhood in western Mexico City. It’s a tranquil, wooded area of large homes owned by Mexico’s elite or rented by top diplomats. With four bedrooms and quarters for two maids, Gerardo’s two-story, glass-and-cement house is not the largest or most expensive home in the area. But it measures up well to its neighbors. Outside, there is room for a dozen cars in the partially covered carport. But that’s not enough space for his father’s twenty-automobile, vintage-car collection. For everyday use, his father, Edmundo, drives a Mercedes-Benz 450SL coupe. Inside the house, the floors of the living room-dining room are marble, covered here and there with Oriental carpets. The dining-room table, with a painting of a Roman chariot race behind it, seats twelve. A crystal light fixture hangs overhead. Expensive ceramics are displayed throughout the area, which is furnished in a French Provincial style. Snuggled in one corner of the living room is a baby grand piano, with oil portraits of Gerardo and his brothers and sisters on the wall behind it. The kitchen is stocked with electric appliances. Throughout the house are the trappings
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