

    
        [image: CHAPTER 11: THE CORNFIELDS]CHAPTER 11: THE CORNFIELDS

    


    
        [image: ]BUENA VISTA LAS MILPAS.

    



    As they age, some people get sick. Others lose their eyesight or become arthritic. Me, I’m losing my fingerprints.

    I am baffled. I’ve rubbed various creams on my fingertips in the hopes of preserving the fine grooves mapped out on them. But no matter what I do, my fingerprints keep fading. They’re as smooth as eggshells. The scanners at the airport barely register my prints and I almost always end up with a big X on my printout at Global Entry. I sometimes worry about what would happen if I got arrested. If you can’t take someone’s fingerprints, how do you identify them? Ni modo chato. I like the idea of treading lightly, leaving nothing behind. I’ve learned to practice letting go. That way, everything becomes a gift.

    Like San Pedro Taviche.

    My friend Jorge Quiroz was a journalist for the daily newspaper in Oaxaca. We met when he started writing a column on mezcal. We’d get together to talk and taste. Eventually, he published a slender book on the spirit. One day, he told me about a remote village called San Pedro Taviche that made beautiful mezcal. He’d heard about it through a banker friend of his whose office was directly in front of the Central de Abastos market in downtown Oaxaca. The banker had met some of the village elders from San Pedro Taviche when they were in the city to fill out some official paperwork for a grant. The village kept getting bypassed for infrastructure improvements, like electrification, medical clinics, new roads, new schools. The elders were illiterate and unable to complete the required applications for government funds. The banker offered to help. They paid him in mezcal.

    Jorge, his banker friend, and I set out for San Pedro Taviche together during Día de los Muertos. We were accompanied by my younger daughter, Sadie Ray, who was visiting, a writer-photographer duo from the UK, and a team of videographers from Mexico City shooting a short film called Fuego Verde. We took two vehicles. San Pedro Taviche is located in the most remote corner of the Ocotlán district, in the deep south of Oaxaca’s Valles Centrales. From Teotitlán, you have to go over three mountains to get there. The road was rocky and as dry as the desert. There were a few little springs along the way and the odd rancho here and there, but little else. Suddenly, the road dropped down into a tropical valley. When it came to a T, we could have sworn we were deep in the jungle. A guy walked around the corner, the first person we’d seen in miles, and he was dressed in the most peculiar outfit. He wore a green felt sombrero with brightly colored peacock feathers sticking arched around the brim. He stared at us like we were from outer space. We hung a left, drove into the village, and came face-to-face with about fifty Indians. They all wore green felt sombreros with peacock feathers in them, Levis rolled up to their knees, and huaraches. They were playing volleyball.

    It was nearly dusk as we rolled into this pueblito. From amid the group of men at play stepped the presidente municipal, who extended his hand to greet us. After initial introductions, he led us out of the village center to a large hill covered with cornfields. On top were four small single-room houses surrounding a patch of dirt forming a tiny plaza in the center. There we met Alberto Hernández Luis, aka Don Beto, the man we had come to find. Don Beto had a round face and balding head and wore a wide, warm smile. We followed him into a ravine for about half a kilometer until we came to his palenque, a humble log-and-tin structure surrounded by banana trees. The still produced only 150 liters at a time. Don Beto made his mezcal from the wild magueys that grew in the hills nearby. He harvested wild espadín, tobalá, tepextate—whatever was ripest and closest to him. Because the palenque was on a hill, it made use of gravity. The roasted piñas were rolled from the horno, one at a time, down to a big black rock where two guys mashed it by hand with what looked like giant croquet mallets.

    After our tour of the palenque, we headed back to Don Beto’s house. By this time, it was dark. No street lights. We could barely see the ground beneath our feet. Don Beto stored his mezcal in one of the four houses on the main square. His mother—I guessed he was a bachelor—was at the doorway holding back a barking dog by the scruff of its neck. Don Beto beckoned us into another house, where I spotted the wildest altar I’ve ever seen: just a couple of candles burning on the floor in the corner and a four-foot-high mass of orange wildflowers from the mountains. He poured us a taste of his mezcal out of a Coke bottle. It was unbelievable.

    As we were talking and sipping out of the little clay cups I’d distributed to everyone, my eyes drifted past our host to the walls of his little house. The entire thing was built out of giant maguey flower stalks. Quiotes. They were planted in the earth, these thick, dried stems. And where the wall met the roof, there was a row of cántaros, black clay jugs used for storing mezcal, lining the house all the way around. I’d never seen anything like it. Snapping out of it, I asked what I could buy from him and we settled on twenty-five liters. I would drink it myself and share it with friends.

    “Can I buy some more?” I inquired after a while. “How much can you make for me? I’ll buy it every year.”

    “I can make a thousand liters a year.”

    “Great! Let’s make a deal,” I said. “When can I come back for more?”

    But it wasn’t going to be that easy. Don Beto said, “Wait a minute. Easy does it.” And I knew I wasn’t going to like what came next. “I can’t sell to you unless you buy from the other two producers in this village.”

    “Oh. But I never tasted their mezcal. I like your mezcal,” I told him.

    “I know,” he said. “But if you don’t buy from them, I’ll get the mal de ojo—the evil eye—and I’ll die.”

    What can you say to that? I thanked him and told him I loved his mezcal, but that I’d have to think about his proposal.

    Over the next couple of years, I shared and drank twenty-five liters of San Pedro Taviche. Three or four years later, I went back and Don Beto was happy to see me. I bought more mezcal from him to take home, but not enough to bottle. In nine years, I went back to visit with Don Beto four more times. Sometimes, I took guests with me. Each time, I held out hope that I might finally get him to sell me enough mezcal to bottle for Del Maguey. Each time, he reiterated his terms.

    A few years ago, I went with Cosme, Pancho’s father. Don Beto invited us into his home where he pulled out an emerald green five-gallon jug of mezcal. He poured it into smaller plastic water bottles and served us from those. We sat and sipped out of little clay cups as he shared with us that this was his last mezcal.

    “It’s over,” he said. “My knees are gone. I can’t go up into the forest anymore to harvest the wild espadín, the wild tobalá, and the wild tepextate. I can’t even walk up through the arroyo to my palenque.”

    I was crushed.

    “Don Beto, thank you so much,” I told him. “You’ve been so wonderful. If I can ever help you, just tell me.” And then it occurred to me that I could help this sweet man. I told him he could get an operation on his knees. I offered to pay for it. He could trade me mezcal in return. He never gave me an answer.

    Instead, he said, “My brother always wanted to buy my palenque, but it was my profession. How could I sell him my palenque? But now that I can’t walk up there anymore…Here. Let’s have another.” He filled the water bottle anew and we drank that, too. Between sips, we paid our respects to the Virgin of Juquila, whose picture hung above his wild altar.

    “I don’t have any more mezcal,” Don Beto announced after we’d finished the jug. “But my brother has a store in front of the church in the village. He has all that’s left over. You can buy it from him. And the good news is that his son is coming back from Chicago where he works in the night vegetable market. I’ll sell them my palenque, and they can install it down in the cornfield right below my house. It will have the same water source, a healthy spring that runs through here. My brother and his son will do the bulk of the work, and I will still go down at the very end and do the final adjustments.”

    It sounded promising. We said our good-byes and I went in search of his brother’s store. There I met Don Beto’s brother, Don Roberto, who sold me five liters. I told him I’d be back.
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    Once the palenque was moved closer to Don Beto’s house, I returned. Don Roberto and his son welcomed me with eggs, beans, homemade tortillas, and their first batch of mezcal. It was just as good as when Don Beto made it alone. I bought sixty liters from them and made a deal to buy more each year. (Don Roberto must have been a less superstitious man than his brother. He didn’t seem to worry about neighbors giving him the evil eye.) I had labels made for San Pedro Taviche, anticipating selling it as part of Del Maguey’s Vino de Mezcal series. Because the maguey varieties changed for each batch, I made sure it read, “Taviche gets its unique changing flavor from the blending of various wild agaves: 100% pure unpropagated espadín, tobalá, tobasiche or tepextate.” It was all finally happening and I was thrilled. But the next year, when I visited, Don Roberto and his son had only fifteen liters to sell me. The year after that, they had none because they drank it all at the annual village fiesta. The following year, it was twenty-five liters. I was losing hope that I could continue to buy from them.

    After a few more months, I finally had to give up. It was too much trouble to travel all the way out to Taviche for such small quantities. Time to start mourning the end of my supply—I had just twenty-five liters left. Just as I was mentally rationing the last of it, I got a call from Arturo.

    “Hey, they’ve got a hundred liters,” he said. “Should I buy it?”

    “Hell, yes!”

    A month or so later, he called again. “They’ve got seventy liters more. But they say that’s it for the year. Should I buy what they have?”

    “Fuck, yeah.”

    Before I came along, Don Beto eked out a living selling his mezcal to friends and neighbors. You might expect someone in his position to jump at the chance to sell to an outsider who wants a steady supply. But his reluctance to work with me was not uncommon. Many of the Zapotec (or Mixe or Mixteca) farmers I’ve met are content living the way they’ve always lived. The younger generation tends to harbor ambitions to expand the family business. But the old guard is unhurried. They think, Why would we want more? We have everything we need. And who am I to argue with that? I’m a guest in their country, an inductee into their culture. My desire to share their craft can’t supersede my duty to preserve their traditions. So, when I approach a new village about joining Del Maguey, I am unhurried, too. I wait and see. Sometimes it takes a decade to finally cement the relationship. And sometimes I have to let go of a mezcal I love. Set it free. If I’m lucky, it will come back to me.
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        DEL MAGUEY SAN PEDRO TAVICHE

        VINO DE MEZCAL

        Made in a remote mountain valley corner of Ocotlán, this mezcal took nine long years to make itself available to us. Taviche gets its unique flavor from the blending of three wild agaves: espadín, tobalá, and tepextate. The pit-roasted hearts are ground by two  men using giant mallets, fermented naturally by airborne microbes, and distilled twice in a copper still. The mezcal shows layers of dried fruit—dates and raisins—as well as hazelnuts, sweet cedar, and a hint of chocolate. Notes of dried tarragon and nutmeg linger in the background.

        Production Notes

        VILLAGE: San Pedro Taviche

        PALENQUEROS: Alberto “Don Beto” Hernandez Luis, Juan Hernández, and Laurentino Hernández

        STATE: Oaxaca

        REGION: Valles Centrales

        MAGUEY: Espadín, tobalá, tepextate (Agave angustifolia Haw., A. potatorum, A. marmorata)

        AGE OF MAGUEY: 30 years

        ELEVATION: 5,250 feet (1,600 meters)

        STILL SIZE: 350 L

        STILL TYPE: Copper

        STILL SIZE: 180 L

        ABV OF MEZCAL: 49%

    




    But it’s not always this way. There are times mezcal finds me even when my eyes are closed, when my mind is elsewhere. When it’s the last thing I’m looking for.

    One year, as a sophomore living in Ojai, California, I took an after-school job with a man named Buck Dollarhide. Buck was a Navajo Indian and the foreman of a project for a new water storage tank. He paid me fifteen dollars an hour in cash, really good money for a teenager to make back then. The project involved sandblasting the interior of the tank before it could be coated with a waterproof epoxy. My job was to head a crew of teenagers shoveling the spent sand out through a one-yard opening. I breathed in dust for months. Later, I would take up smoking. But I’m pretty sure it was that summer job that kicked the shit out of my lungs. Now, when I visit palenques, I struggle up the hills to see the maguey fields. I run out of breath easily and need to pause to catch it before carrying on. The palenqueros are patient with me.

    Otherwise, I’m in good health. When I’m not in Oaxaca, I’m at home in Taos, making art. Or I’m on the road promoting Del Maguey. Or I’m racing cars, my old hobby having taken over my life again. A couple years back, when Del Maguey started achieving the sort of success I’d never dreamed possible, I once more found myself with some fuck-you money. This time, I would use it to indulge my first love: speed. I bought myself a 1929 Model A Ford chassis and a 1931 engine and built myself a vehicle: 1922 Roadster cab, 1927 Model T turtle deck, five-speed transmission, rack and pinion steering, downdraft Stromberg carburetor, electronic ignition, racing camshaft and headers. I drove it in The Race of Gentlemen, an annual hot-rod competition held on a strip of beach in New Jersey. A car has to have an engine from 1953 or earlier to enter, and the car body must date to 1934 or earlier. My first day out, I won eight out of ten races. It gave me the kind of thrill I felt years ago, drag racing illegally in Ojai at night. I love the sense of freedom you get on the open road. There’s a rebelliousness involved in building a machine whose sole purpose is to achieve speed. I still want to feel that, to be the bad boy I was at nineteen.

    I drive across the US at least once a year, usually to get my hot rod to a race on one coast or the other. And I continue to clock in thousands of miles in Oaxaca. Cars were a big part of my journey into mezcal. It takes a love of driving, after all, to want to spend hours cruising up and down mountain roads in search of maguey and molinos. These days, I’m not actively looking for new mezcals to add to Del Maguey’s collection, but they still manage to find me.

    In the early days, I’d sometimes have Indians showing up at my door after hearing I had good mezcal, looking for a taste. They were always suspicious when they saw me. How could a gringo know what real mezcal is? I’d pour a little out and—saca palabras! It “grabbed the words,” meaning that it caused them to start rapping. These days, the tables have turned. They sometimes show up on my doorstep to offer me a taste of their own mezcal. They’ve heard about Del Maguey and want to work with me. It means I’ve tasted a good deal of bad mezcal. But I’ve also been pleasantly surprised.

    One Sunday afternoon not too long ago, on my way back from a trip to the market in Tlacolula, I was about to steer my Jeep up the road to the bodega when I spotted my neighbor and compadre, Don Gaspar, through the arch of his open door. Don Gaspar grew up as a humble goatherd and later became a weaver. He was a dedicated supporter of his children and sent his son, Demetrio, to good schools. Demetrio took up weaving, as well, and soon became a master craftsman. He now exhibits his work around the country and beyond. From their large, airy work space, Demetrio creates beautiful tapestries and teaches classes on organic wool dyeing and loom weaving. His works are displayed in a corner of the inside courtyard where tourists can browse and buy. He also runs a bed and breakfast out of the building called La Cúpula, where my guests usually stay. Demetrio’s wife, Maribel, makes wholesome Zapotec breakfasts that fortify them for the day.

    I hadn’t seen Don Gaspar for some time and decided to pop in to say hello. I found him sitting in the courtyard with a friend of his, an elderly man who had one eye squeezed halfway shut into a slit. An old injury, I guessed. The man wore a broad rolled-brim tan felt sombrero. A beautiful hat, classic in style. On his feet he had homemade huaraches, in the ancient style you find in the codices. Gaspar introduced us.

    “This is my friend, Anastasio,” he said. “He makes mezcal.” My knee-jerk reaction when I hear this is, “Yeah, right.” I’ve heard it before. People are always trying to get me to taste their mezcal or their friend’s mezcal. If I’m not in the mood, I politely decline. That day, I wasn’t in the mood.

    “I just came to say hello to you, Gaspar,” I said. But as anyone who has visited the shop can attest, he can be a persistent old dude. He urged me to try it. I relented and, in a rare moment without a copita, went down into the kitchen for a couple of clean glasses. Anastasio carefully poured me a taste of his spirit. As it filled my mouth, my eyes went round. It was a jaw dropper. We got to talking in that old, genteel Spanish I speak with the Zapotecs. It’s an abbreviated Spanish, short and simple instead of full of flowers.

    “Where do you make this?” I asked him.

    “I make it in Las Milpas.” The Cornfields.

    “And where is that?”

    “Over by San Dionisio.” I know the place. I pass it on the way to Chichicapa and Minas.

    “I’m really poor,” he continued. “My three sons and I, we don’t have a car. We have to rent somebody else’s palenque.”

    “Well, my first producer, his name is Faustino. As a matter of fact, he also had to rent a still when I first met him. When we started working together, I bought him a still of his own.”

    At this, Anastasio popped his eyes.

    “Don R-r-r-r-on?” he gasped, rolling his R dramatically. It turned out that he and Faustino were friends. I asked if I could buy a liter or two from him. Don Gaspar shook his head.

    “I come to Teotitlán from my village every Sunday with a five-liter jug. I can’t sell just one liter,” he explained. “No. You have to buy all of it.”

    I agreed and told him to meet me at our bodega next door to make the transaction. A little while later, I heard a knock. It was Anastasio, and he sounded distraught. I opened the door to find a swarm of bees attacking him. He was swatting at them, yelping, flailing. I ushered him in, let him catch his breath before asking if I could take a short video of him. Just a brief portrait, a little record I like to keep of my first meetings with producers. “What’s your name? Where do you come from?” That sort of thing. In the video, he dutifully replies, sweet man.

    “I like your flavor,” I said to him, a common way of expressing admiration for someone’s mezcal. “I’d like to keep tasting it. If I remember the flavor of it, I’m going to have to start buying from you.”

    He gave me a relative’s phone number. I told him we’d be in touch. But time moves slowly here. People aren’t in a rush. A full year went by before I decided to make the trip to Las Milpas. I had some good friends from Kyoto and the king of barbecue Steven Raichlen visiting, and I knew I’d be driving by San Dionisio. We’ll stop in Milpas, I thought. I dug up the number Anastasio had given me and, miraculously, he answered. We made a plan to meet in the market.

    By the time our little group made it to San Dionisio, it was late morning. I had no trouble finding Anastasio. It turned out it had been his eldest son’s wedding the night before, and the party was still winding down. The family was gathered not in a house but in a makeshift shelter made of carrizo and covered with a tarp. The women were washing the big mole pots and dishes. The uncles were all leaning against the wall, hungover and bleary-eyed as they recuperated from the all-nighter they’d pulled. They dragged over a table from somewhere and we all sat down together. Anastasio poured us some mezcal. His eldest son Rigoberto and my friends all shared a toast. The mezcal was incredible. Anastasio said he made it sometime before 2000, a batch big enough for all three sons’ weddings. We noted the depth and mellowness of it. Añejado en vidrio: aged in glass.

    “It’s so good to meet you all,” I said after an hour or so. “Now, can we go to Las Milpas?”

    “Oh, no,” Anastasio told me. “It’s too late and we live far up in the hills. Another time.”

    Only then did he reveal that it was another several hours-long climb over the mountain to get to Las Milpas by car. Anastasio and his family thought nothing of making the trip on foot: three hours in each direction, along steep, winding, rocky mountainside roads. We decided to save the visit for a later date.

    It wasn’t until the following year that I finally made it out to Las Milpas. I headed out with Arturo in the Jeep, and we stopped in San Dionisio to pick up Anastasio’s nephew, Roberto, the village’s assistant mayor. He directed us out of town and up this dirt road until we came to an arroyo. It was the last residential part of San Dionisio, nothing but barren mountain beyond. Here we picked up Roberto’s wife, who was in high heels and a chic dress. It was a special occasion, her riding up with us to see her relatives. A vehicle is a luxury. The Jeep climbed the mountain in four-wheel drive, barely making it up the craggier stretches. Once we got to Las Milpas, I saw that it wasn’t a village at all, but a rancho—just a handful of ramshackle houses at the top of these rolling hills. In the far distance, I could see the maguey fields they’d planted and goats roaming. It was like a frame from the Sergei Eisenstein film, ¡Que viva México!, about early Mexican life.

    In this idyllic setting, I met Anastasio’s family. One brother no longer drank mezcal. He’d drunk so much, he drank himself out of drinking. But he smoked. The three sons were all there with their women. The women all wore bandanas; one of them had a new baby gently swaying in a hammock in the rickety carrizo cook house. They each greeted me by bowing low, a sign of respect, then taking my hands in theirs and kissing them. These mountain people had fascinating customs. The family kept dogs that hunted tejón: badgers. Now, most people don’t know what a badger looks like. Picture a wolverine. You might not know what a wolverine is either, but just by the sound of it you know it’s bad. The dogs’ faces were covered in scratches and old scars from the badgers’ claws. The dogs hunted at night, broke the badgers’ necks, then carried them home in their maws. Anastasio’s family skinned and ate them, tossing the dogs the bones. This here was Oaxacan hillbilly country.

    Anastasio brought out three mezcals: the wedding mezcal I’d tasted a year before, an espadín, and one he called mezcal del campo. Mezcal of the field. It’s a blend that changes with each batch depending on what magueys are ripest and closest to the  palenque. I took one taste and immediately told Anastasio that I’d build him a palenque if he wanted one.

    “How are we going to pay you?” he asked.

    “Just keep making great mezcal,” I told him. We agreed, and then all the men headed out on foot to visit the maguey fields. It was way down one mountain and up another. And me with my compromised lungs, I almost died. But we came up over the last hill and it was just like heaven. A vision of rolling green hills dotted with livestock, maguey sprouting from the rugged terrain. It was beautiful.

    I returned to Las Milpas when the palenque was completed. The family was holding a proper inauguration with a feast. I promised to bring fireworks, bottle rockets with the long bamboo tail. Arturo, Jimmy Yeager of Jimmy’s in Aspen, his son Luca, and Steve Olson all came along. Anastasio offered me las quinientos gotas, the first five hundred drops out of the still. It wasn’t rectified—Anastasio hadn’t yet blended heads, heart, and tails—and the still was brand-new, so it hadn’t yet been properly seasoned, but the mezcal was still amazing. To celebrate our new relationship, the women poured out big bowls of tejate, a sweet, milky drink made from ground maize and cacao.
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    “We drink this only at important celebrations,” they explained. Even the bowls were remarkable, gourds hand-painted in bright colors with flowers and scenes of wildlife, ducks floating in a lake. They served a simple soup of green beans in a delicate clear broth. There were tortillas for dipping and maybe the most flavorful picante salsa I’ve had in any village. I was struck again, like I was so often in the beginning, by how little these people had yet how hospitable they could be. They made a feast out of a few meager preparations.

    Mezcal del Campo has become a part of the Del Maguey line. I acknowledge that, when I started this venture, I was naive. I was so impressed by all the different maguey varieties that I made them a focus of the craft. Now, I see newcomers to the spirit who are already obsessed with one variety or another. It has put undue pressure on certain wild maguey populations. Field blends like the one Anastasio makes are the true roots of mezcal. The first makers didn’t care about varietals, didn’t glorify one plant over another. They cared only about making great mezcal. Picking what’s ripest and nearest the palenque is a sustainability measure in itself, a practical and sensible approach to production, and results in deliciously complex mezcal.
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SCENES FROM OUR TWENTIETH ANNIVERSARY PARTY.
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    From the very first, I knew I wanted to plant maguey. Such spectacular plants, my green thumb was itching. In the market in Tlacolula, I found some espadín pups and planted them in my backyard in Teotitlán. When I moved to the bodega, I transplanted the maguey. Those plants gave hijuelos. I would spend my mornings with a razor blade slicing the bulbs in half to propagate baby plants. (You climb a ladder and cut the bulbils at the top of the quiote, just as they’re about to burst. The leftover stub sprout shoots high up in the air. Maguey flowers, food of the ancients, can be boiled and mixed into scrambled eggs or used in escabeche. I experimented with eating them different ways during this time.) In time, my collection grew to about six thousand baby magueys. They were “loaned” to San Luis del Río and planted above the palenque. I was proud of them, like a papa. But the itch was still there. I started to think, I want to plant my own field.

    Andrés Hernández had been my assistant at the bodega in Teotitlán. He’s a weaver, lives up the hill from the bodega. He’s also an excellent water witch. (He’ll cut a supple, Y-shaped branch from a tree and use it to dowse for water. I learned from him how to do this and found water for a new well in Chichicapa.) Andrés ran the bottling line, kept the bodega clean, was great at tending to our little garden. I knew he had some land, a rare stretch at the foot of a mountain that was carved with ancient terraces. Terracing is an age-old practice designed to prevent rainfall runoff on steep slopes. These vast steps had been etched into the mountain by hand a millennium ago. A small ravine runs through them, providing hydration. The first time I saw it, I was in awe. I remember feeling the antiquity of the place. It was precivilized. Ru’udain, they call it in Zapotec, meaning Boca del Cerro—the mouth of the mountain. It would be perfect for planting maguey.

    Andrés wasn’t a farmer and hadn’t planted anything on his land in years. I asked if I could rent it from him. We struck a classic deal called medias, where the landowner puts up the land and is responsible for keeping it weed-free, while the tenant provides the plants. When all is said and done, the two parties split the yield fifty-fifty.

    In 2007, I planted fifteen hundred two-year-old maguey pups. I’d paid some men with tractors to clear the land, which was overgrown with thorn trees. But I did much of the knees-in-the-dirt labor myself, backbreaking work. A couple guys helped me turn the soil and fashion the rows and surcos, the furrows between rows. I’d heard the best strategy was to plant two meters apart for every row and three meters apart for each surco, a sparse and open planting to give the magueys plenty of room to grow into. We would start work early, toil all morning, and then take a break before noon for lunch. One day, as we sat in the shade of a thorn tree and shared tlayudas, beans, and chiles, a goatherd passing by stopped to join us. It was like we’d all gathered for a picnic in the country.

    Andrés was meant to clear the field of weeds twice each year. The first year, he took advantage of all the space between the rows and planted black beans there, a common practice among maguey farmers. You typically have five years to grow corn, beans, and squash between the rows before the plants grow too big to get a team of oxen through them. The piggybacking crops also help keep weeds at bay. Certain crops, like beans, reintroduce nitrogen into the soil, keeping it healthy. Andrés got a great bean harvest that year. The following year, I went to check on how the plants were doing. They hadn’t been weeded all year.

    “Andrés, what happened?!” I asked. “Es qué…pero, pero…” he stuttered. Excuses. I was disappointed. His father asked if we could work out a similar deal in his own field, which was adjacent to the field that belonged to Andrés. I figured I’d double down on my investment. Now, I had three thousand maguey growing at the mouth of the mountain. I returned periodically to check on the fields, but it became clear that neither was ever weeded. After nine years, I considered it a loss. In twenty years in Oaxaca, it was only the second time an oral contract wasn’t kept.

    In the seventh year, I took Paciano, from San Luis del Río, up to see my plants. They were tiny and spindly and he immediately dismissed them as worthless, calling me out for my foolishness. I was embarrassed. It hadn’t been a huge financial investment, but the time and energy I’d spent felt like a waste. The next year, terrible rains washed out the roads and it was impossible to get up to the terraces. The following year, I took Faustino up to get his opinion.

    “Maduro,” he told me. “These are ripe.” An experienced farmer, he could tell the plants were ready to harvest. The wilt of the leaves, the color of them, told him the plants had absorbed all the nutrients they could and had reached the peak of maturity. If we didn’t harvest them soon, they’d start to decay. I was shocked, then giddy. Most of the hearts weren’t very big. These were choked, stressed, suffering maguey. But, as Faustino said to me, maguey are like people: some are bigger, some are smaller. Some mature faster, some slower. He asked if he could take the harvested piñas back to Chichicapa to make mezcal.

    We began the harvest at the corner of the field. I decided to take every other plant. I didn’t take the best ones or the ripest. I just went, “Take this one and leave the next,” row after row, for the entire field. The rest were left for Andrés, per our deal, even though he hadn’t held up his end of it. Faustino and his son, Maximino, carried out the harvest. They cut down the plants using machetes, which they wielded with practiced skill. By the end of it, we had harvested fifteen hundred plants. It came out to four and a half tons. Usually, a ten-ton roast is made up of about 150 piñas. The hearts from Boca del Cerro were dwarfs.

    As we were harvesting, Andrés mentioned that he would be willing to sell me the rest of the yield. What would he do with fifteen hundred maguey? I agreed and got another five tons out of it. A total of three thousand plants weighing in at less than ten tons. Once Faustino finished the mezcal and we tasted it, however, we were blown away. It was Chichicapa—everything he makes is. You can’t change the hand of the maker. But it had layers and depth beyond anything Faustino had ever made. The plants had suffered. They’d changed. They struggled to gain mass, shooting their roots down deep into the earth in search of nutrients. This was espadín, but it tasted like something else. It had the deeply concentrated mineral character of tobalá. I thought of all the winemakers I’d heard in Europe talking about how the vines needed to be stressed, they had to suffer to produce great wine. Maguey suffers. It absorbs cosmic energy, and gives back to us. It’s such a generous plant. I hold my arms up like the leaves of the maguey and turn my face to the sky. All I can do is accept the plant’s gift.

    Boca del Cerro is Del Maguey’s twentieth anniversary mezcal. It’s fitting that Faustino, my first collaborator, should make it. It’s like coming full circle. We threw a huge party in Oaxaca to mark the occasion. It felt good to finally host all our producers who had invited me to eat and drink at innumerable fiestas. The party was held at a friend’s restaurant, the food and drink were unlimited. A jazz band and an eighteen-piece village brass band played. We provided transport and hotel rooms for all. Our producers, some close Oaxacan friends, and several of the bartenders who have supported Del Maguey all came. Steve Olson oversaw the cocktails. Michael Gardner was making the rounds, still glowing from having recently published his first collection of poems. Mezcal makers from remote villages a day’s travel apart came together for the first time. Alejandra danced with Rogelio, Paciano drank with Espiridión. People who never would have met realized they were part of the same family.

    I’ll never plant Boca del Cerro again. The ruggedness of the land and lack of attention from the landowner were too much to endure again. Consequently, this mezcal will never be made again. Tasting it is like experiencing a fleeting piece of art—a concert, a dance performance, the Buddhist sand mandalas of Tibet. A banging party. When it’s over, only the memory of it remains.

    At another great party in another part of the world, I floated through the crowd on a similar high, my toes barely touching the ground. It was the Venice Biennale, in 2011, a massive exhibition of LA artists called Venice in Venice. I agreed to participate if we could have a cava: a cave where we could serve mezcal. Del Maguey threw the opening party for the event, an epic soiree. My dealer flew in three of the best bartenders from the US. There were two-hundred-fifty invites and two-hundred-fifty RSVPs. Security was tight to keep out crashers, but they were powerless to staunch the flow of hundreds of people jumping out of gondolas in the canal—men in formal tuxedos, women in backless dresses—to scale the fifteenth-century stone walls that barely contained the party. The energy and light and pheromones and music lifted me, I surfed the wave. A dead rockstar’s widow was onstage, a rock goddess in her own right, red lipstick smeared as she crooned into the microphone. Italian fashion models mingled with art world giants, sophisticated collectors, and their beautiful young minions. Agnes B., the glamorous French fashion designer; James Turrell, one of my compadres in the Light and Space movement; and many old friends from the LA art scene were there—Peter Alexander, Billy Al Bengston, Laddie John Dill—sipping mezcal and letting the night take over. I took up residence behind the bar, pouring sips in clay copitas while Steve Olson, his associate Andy Seymour, and the lovely Misty Kalkofen, whose official title at Del Maguey is madrina (godmother) were shaking exquisite cocktails. Fellini’s 8½ was projected onto the wall above us. After some time, I stepped out from behind the bar and pushed through the crowd, friends and strangers stopping me every few steps to press my hand or pull me in for a hug. One young man who stopped me I didn’t recognize. Handsome and clean-cut, he was dressed in a tailored dark wool vest and smart black shirt. I’d never seen him before nor have I seen him since. As he shook my hand he leaned in to make himself heard over the raucousness of the party.

    “I just want to say thank you,” he said. “You changed my life.” I never know what to say to this statement. I knew what he meant: that the mezcal, his introduction to it through Del Maguey and, by extension, me—that’s what changed him. I hear it all the time. People I meet around the world confide in me how the mezcal transformed them. How it changed the way they drink, the way they live. The spirit can do that. Especially for those who have experienced where it comes from, the people who make it, and the role it has in Oaxacan culture. A sacred liquid. Drinking it connects you to a primordial force, the first deity.

    It also connects you to the earth where it was made, the family who made it, the community they live in. How a spirit can transmit all that information is a mystery. But it can, I’ve witnessed it. People tell me they learned to take mezcal ceremonially, in gratitude. It’s my greatest joy, to be able to share the spirit with people who appreciate the ritual of it. The young man at the party wanted to me to know he experienced mezcal as I do and was thankful for it. I smiled and answered him the only way I know how: “Cool, man.”
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