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      A STORY OF GREAT CHANGE

      The time in my life before Veracruz reads like a country song: I lost my home, my pets, my marriage, my family, most of my business, and every plan or expectation I’d had for what my future looked like.

      I wondered in the process of writing this book if it would end up too much like “Eat, Pray, Love”, but my experience was far from being so well-planned.

      I certainly did all those things though. I enjoyed eating every new food I could find along with piles of tacos and plates of seafood. I prayed everyday for the courage to walk out the door and embrace this new adventure. I loved everything around me, especially all the incredible people who welcomed me into their lives.
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      Nobody on earth has hearts like the Mexican People. The French may be known for their joie de vivre, but the Mexicans should be known for wholeheartedness. There is a sense of being fully engaged in each moment, embracing the sorrows and joys of life.

      They accept the suffering as a worthy price of existence, and simply make the joy bigger. There is pride and passion, balanced with kindness and appreciation for creativity that I’ve not seen anywhere else.

      

      I picked Veracruz somewhat at random. After dealing with so much pain, all I wanted was beaches and peace. While there are plenty of wonderful little beach towns in Mexico, I wanted a city large enough to encourage me to try new experiences, make it easy to meet people, and give me enough material to write a book worth reading. It was also important to me to learn more about the real history and culture of Mexico. I had visited before, more briefly, and had a wonderful experience, so I wanted to honor the country I enjoyed so much by learning more about it.

      

      Turns out, I could not have picked a better place to be immersed in the deep and complex history of this under-appreciated country.

      I spent my first few weeks at the beach, letting the ocean wash away everything I’d been through, and simply trying to navigate the logistics of normal living: laundry, groceries, how to get the sim card app to work. But slowly, I started to heal, and seek out new places and people.

      

      I wonder if it’s possible to fall in love with a place, with a crowd of people, a dozen businesses, a community, a culture, an idea of what it means to live somewhere. If so, I have certainly fallen in love with Veracruz and its amazing people. Their eyes light up as they dance and work, as they tell me about their home, their families, and the history of their city. I’m enchanted with the wild adventure, the surprises of my life that have led me here, to the modern dichotomy of culture and nightlife epicenter of the country.

      Veracruz is the oldest port in Mexico, and where all of the global settlers entered the country for centuries. This has led to a unique mix of heritage and history connected to each family that call this place home.
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      It was built on a swampland and for many years it became a refuge for various people fleeing government or other issues as it was considered too dangerous for the police to bother with from the risk of illness. But in the 50’s there was a major renovation effort and now the city is clean and comfortable; one of the safest places in the country.
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        The Woman in Yellow

      

      
        
        The history of eclectic characters populating the city has made it a free-spirited haven for creatives and party-goers. The architecture in the main areas of the city is beautiful, full of classical arches and courtyards.

        Everything is bright and colorful.

        Everything is a mess.

        A shining example of beauty.
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      A bird’s eye view of this quaint metropolis, built out from the port at the center of the city.

      

      
        
        ***
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      The unique architecture is a beautiful fusion of Spanish style and Mexican details.

      

      
        
        ***
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      The main beach near the city center is full of shopping, food carts, and fun activities both day & night.

      

      With the port, the diversity, and the influential role it plays in the country as a whole, it reminds me a lot of New York City. I also noticed, unlike other places I visited in Mexico, the people say they are from Veracruz first, Mexican second. They are proud of their specific region, their home, a sense that they are the Best of Mexico, and with good reason.

      This iconic city has its own quirky dialect, foods specific to the region, and was a major epicenter for important events in all of Mexico’s history.

      

      The city of Veracruz was originally the capital for the state of Veracruz, but due to the constant attacks on the port by Pirates and political rivals such as the United States, the capitol was moved inland to Xalapa.

      But the city didn’t care, it’s still the beating heart of the region, and brings in tourists from all over Mexico and the world.

      

      I am delighted that I chose to stay in Veracruz, and feel my life is changed irrevocably because of it. I have traveled all 48 of the Continental United States, and lived in or traveled to 8 other countries so far, and it still ranks as one of the most enjoyable places I’ve experienced.

      

      It’s a large enough city to have everything needed to enjoy life, but not so large to be difficult to navigate; it has beaches on one side, forests on the other; there’s food and cultural influence from all over the world; and the people are incredibly courteous and welcoming overall. 10 out of 10!

      

      ACADEMIC FAIRY!
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      Veracruz is very proud of its history and there are some wonderful museums, universities, art events, and lecture clubs to enjoy.

      

      A BIT OF LOCAL SLANG

      Jarocho

      refers to local people, who Culturally identify with music, flavors, & Dancing based in the mix of African, European, & Caribbean Heritage

      Wey

      Friend (complimentary)

      No Mames

      Very common usage, varies to mean “wow”, “No way”, and other expressions of excitement, shock, or agreement. If you don’t know what to say, this will probably be fine.
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      Pedo

      Fart, Big Trouble, and for some reason also a friendly  “What’s up?”

      context is vital

      Verga

      Surprising, in a bad way, also “la verga”

      Major insult, not appropriate for print

      Chismesito

      A “little gossip” a favorite local pastime over coffee & snacks
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      A VERY BRIEF OVERVIEW OF A HUGE LOCAL HISTORY

      I am far from the best person to be sharing about the history of the region, but I’ll do my best with what I was taught by the incredible historians, scholars, and passionate locals who befriended me.

      The area that is now the main port and city center is approximately where Cortes landed and established a base. Later, two Fortresses were built, one on each side of the inlet, to defend the area. The main castle, San Juan de Ulua, is now a fascinating museum that offers tours, and is on the tour bus route of the city.
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      Now, the port is a major shipping center for the whole of Mexico, and houses the Navel University. The Navy also handles security and customs for everything going in and out of the port.

      The main pier has become a major tourist area, with shops, cafes, and street vendors right next to the huge container & Naval ships docked along the shore.

      The Plaza de la Republica is along the waterfront next to it. Nearby are most of the government buildings, and the Zocalo park, where most of the main city events take place.

      

      MUSEUM OF THE CITY

      In the historic district near the Mar Adentro library is the “Museum of the City”. It’s free to enter and the people working there are happy to give a tour.

      The building is beautiful; the large courtyard with a glass ceiling lighting up the two story wrap around balconies.

      The galleries contain a wide variety of artifacts and statues, well laid out & mostly bilingual signage.
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      One of my favorite parts of the Museum was the Modern Art Gallery, which features notable and rising artists from the area.

      
      
        
        ***
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      The themes change regularly and events are often hosted there as artist meet n’ greets with local speakers & authors, on subjects ranging from feminism to religion.

      
      
        
        ***
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      The museum is also popular for school tours, and is quite dense for such a small place. It’s walking distance from the Naval Museum and the Mar Adentro Library.

      

      JAROCHO LIFE

      From the word “jaras” meaning arrows, came the word “Jarocho”. It first referred to the people who defended the coast with arrows, but now simply refers to people from the region who strongly identify with the unique blend of music & style that is the local culture.

      This lifestyle involves the most incredible example of “Work hard, Play hard, Love hard”, with the people valuing fully embracing life on every level, passionate expressions of emotion, and deep loyalty to loved ones.

      
      Everything in the culture is centered around the ocean, even when away from the beach. It permeates the consciousness and identity of each person I met, while at the same time, many of them did not know how to swim or even spend much time near, or especially, in the water.

      It’s much more likely that they simply appreciate the coastal weather, or sit on the boardwalk wall drinking and talking. This is a holdover from the days when the city’s water systems were unregulated, though in recent decades everything is quite clean.
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      CITY OF MANY ERAS

      It was called the “City of Wood” during the 17th century because many of the buildings were made from the wood of the damaged ships, due to the lack of stone in the region. Despite these humble beginnings, after the Fortress of San Juan de Ulua was raised the community prospered and now has numerous beautiful works of architecture.

      
      It also has a deeply Catholic history. During the 1647 epidemic of Yellow Fever, the effigy of San Sebastian Martir was used in a procession through the streets. Soon after, the epidemic miraculously ceased, leading the city to declare “Saint Sebastian the Martyr” as the Patron Saint of Veracruz. He is depicted in a variety of forms, from older man, to a naked image on a cross similar to Christ, and sometimes as a younger man.
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      Since 2008, the city brings together local artists who create various depictions (displayed at the Museum of the City) of this saint who has received four centuries of religious and medical veneration in the City of Veracruz.

      Now the city becomes more modern every year, and is quite iconic for its major festivals such as the Salsa Fest & the Carnaval (comparable to the ones in Venice or Brazil), which bring in people from all over the country.

      

      Despite these iconic cultural events, Veracruz does not get overrun with tourists the way other beach cities do, and likely because of both the more industrial & business centered infrastructure
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      SPANISH STYLE COURTYARD
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