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POQUIANCHIS: THE FOUR HORSEWOMEN OF THE APOCALYPSE

"They were evil!"

That was the title  on the cover of January 1964 issue of Mexican magazine Alarma, which started media coverage of what would become one of the most infamous criminal cases in Mexican history. The story of the Gonzalez sisters had it all;  kidnappings, prostitution, government corruption and mass murder.

EARLY YEARS

Carmen, Delfina, María de Jesús and Luisa Torres were born to Isidro Torres and Bernardina Valenzuela in El Salto, Jalisco between 1912 and 1936. Official documents show that Delfina was born in 1912, the exact year of birth of the three remaining sisters is uncertain. 

Isidro conformed to the stereotype of a "Mexican Macho Man" of the early 1900s: alcoholic, violent and abusive towards his family. He worked as a "Juez de acordada," a law enforcement figure first instituted in Nueva España in 1736, in many ways similar to a Sheriff. The young sisters didn't receive any motherly love to offset the brutish nature of their father, Their mother, Bernardina,  was a fanatical Catholic. She violently disciplined her children every time she judged their actions as sinful.

Like most serial killers, the Gonzalez sisters displayed warning signs at an early age. Carmen fled with a man many years her senior, something that was considered disgraceful by the societal standards of the time. But Isidro used his police contacts to find them and forced Carmen to return home.  It was during this period that Isidro murdered a supposed criminal and was forced to become an outlaw. As a result, the girls had to drop the parental last name to evade problems with the authorities (Under Spanish naming customs the given name is followed by two family names. The first surname is the Father´s first surname and the second the mother´s first surname.) The sisters then became known as Carmen, Delfina, María de Jesús and Luisa Gonzalez. 

Now free of paternal oppression the four sisters began dating older men; escaping the vigilance of their mother who had a rosary in one hand and a wooden paddle in the other. 

THE SISTERS BEGIN AN ENTREPRENEURIAL CAREER

It was during the 1930s that the sisters found work in a textile factory working for peanuts. Working long hours and barely earning enough to eat was not an ideal state of affairs, so Carmen decided to launch a business venture. Investing the small inheritance they received after their parent's death, the sisters opened a second-rate tavern at El Salto that went bankrupt a few months later. This failure inspired Delfina to start a much more lucrative business, a brothel in El Salto´s downtown. They financed the project with what Carmen was able to salvage from her failed enterprise. While the first months of this new establishment were a success, the operation had to be shut down in 1941 after a drunken quarrel ended up in a hail of bullets. 

The industrious sisters quickly relocated their operation, if only temporarily, to San Juan de Los Lagos in Jalisco. They would target men who were visiting the nearby carnival and named their house of ill-repute "Guadalajara de Noche." Right after the end of the two-week carnival, Delfina with a lot of fresh cash decided to cross the state border and establish a new brothel in San Francisco del Rincón, Guanajuato. At this point, they struggled with the local authorities, since although not prohibited by law, brothels were considered to be against the best interests of the town.  However, in Mexico, bureaucratic obstructions are easily removed with the proper motivation. City officials, police officers, and soldiers rapidly became, not only regulars to the "Guadalajara de Noche" (they decided to use the same name for this new brothel) but also providers of protection and security.  

BUSINESS GROWTH 101

While running some errands in the state capital of León, María de Jesús met a former employee that she knew as Guadalupe Reinoso. Guadalupe had changed her named to "Laura Larraga" and was the head of one of the most exclusive brothels in the city. María de Jesús was impressed by the luxury and sophistication of Laura's establishment. She wondered how Laura could afford a house such as that; Laura told her she was leasing it from a gay ophthalmologist known in the scene as "El Poquianchis." María quickly realized that the success of Laura's business was not due to the tasteful interior design, but because the girls working there were very young and beautiful. Upon María´s return to the GDN´s headquarters, she sat in the war room with Delfina and told her about what she had seen in León. Both sisters decided that to reach the success they had always dreamt of it was necessary to improve the quality of their customer experience dramatically and relocate to a wealthier town.

The strategy was laid down; they required very young girls for the new place. To recruit them, Delfina traveled all around the "Bajio"(roughly translated as the Lowlands, a region in West North-Central Mexico formed by the states of Aguascalientes, Guanajuato, Jalisco, Querétaro and the neighboring state of San Luis Potosí.) During her journey, she talked to low-income families and promised the parents that she would take care of their teenage daughters and find jobs for them as housemaids in wealthy homes all over the state of Guanajuato (she coined the term "pupilas" or pupils to refer to the newly acquired employees.) They had enough savings to lease a house and set up shop in León, but money was not enough to start a new brothel in a big city; they needed local and public health permits. In the words of María de Jesús regarding her meeting with Mr. Fernando Liceaga, personal secretary to the mayor:  << So he told me “why don't we go to your room so we can talk about the documents." I thought "he can issue me the permit right here,  why does he want to go to my chamber?." I Understood what he was up to and well...I had to comply; we needed those permits. Once in the room, he said "I only want to be with you, to help, you know. You are getting those authorizations one way or another.">>

Regarding the public health permit, María de Jesús related her conversation with the then head of Municipal Public Health Dr. Castellanos  <<"Look, honey. I will issue the permit, but you have to consider that we can no longer give them to new brothels, there is a limit, but if you become my little friend, we can do something about it.">>

Once the pressing issue with the permits was solved, María and Delfina had to negotiate terms with the local police department to make sure they wouldn't be bothered for employing mainly underage girls. The troopers needed a proper reason to turn a blind eye every time there was a violent altercation between customers; bribes were distributed not only amongst high ranking officials but to patrolmen as well.

LA CASA BLANCA

María de Jesús decided to call this new brothel "La Casa Blanca" (The White House). She then sent the pupils to hand out flyers all over the town. In spite of that, the attendance was meager at best. It is rumored, however, that the local priest and the sacristan showed up bearing bags filled with alms which they used to pay for the services of a few pupils.

Following the slow beginning of the new business venture in León. María Luisa, the youngest of the sisters, decided to gather her life savings (having worked as a cashier in all of the former brothels) and left in search of greener pastures in the coastal state of Veracruz. Delfina resolved to go on a second drafting tour all over the Bajio; she returned with a considerable number of young girls. This time, she chose to toughen the terms in which the pupils were working to ensure maximum profitability for the business.

EXPLOITATION AND TORMENT.

The recruits were put to work immediately, and because of the youth and beauty of the new girls, attendance skyrocketed in the space of a few weeks. In an attempt to profit from this situation, the sisters established a daily quota of services to be performed by every pupil. The practice produced many unwanted pregnancies. To save money, Delfina decided to take care of them herself, performing abortions on the teenage girls, with little to no regard to the necessary hygienic procedures required to ensure the well-being of the patient. As expected, this resulted in the death of a substantial number of pupils. The smartest of the pregnant pupils who succeeded in keeping their pregnancies a secret until childbirth had no better outcomes, as soon as the babies were born, they were taken and murdered by Delfina´s lover.

The pupils were not only sexually exploited, but they also had to purchase their food, clothing, and supplies directly from Carmen and the sisters at inflated prices with substantial interest rates. This practice kept the girls in debt indefinitely. At least that was the plan, until 1949 when Carmen died from hepatic cancer. Considering that the other siblings couldn't read, let alone do some basic accounting, Delfina decided to forgive their debts in exchange for prayers to the soul of her deceased older sister.

EL POQUIANCHIS

A few weeks after Carmen's passing, María de Jesús received a surprise visit; it was no other than the notable Dr. Escalante (known as El Poquianchis), the gay ophthalmologist who owned the property where Laura Larraga´s brothel was established. Laura's operation was in trouble and she was months behind on the rent.  Dr. Escalante was now willing to sell to the highest bidder. and María de Jesús seized the opportunity. She  bought the property for 25,000 pesos, thus expanding the sister's brothel operation in León. 

The new brothel received the name "La Barca de Oro" (The Golden Vessel), but the regulars continued calling it "El bar poquianchis." María Jesús was to be commonly known as "La poquianchis," and after the scandal was made public by the magazine Alarma, the four sisters became recognized as "Las poquianchis."

PROSTITUTION AND RELIGION, HAND IN HAND

Even though the sisters were ruthless madams, they were first and foremost, zealous Catholics who considered there was nothing wrong with prostitution as long as some basic moral rules were strictly followed: Kissing, anal intercourse, lesbianism, and orgies were rigorously prohibited. The sisters took turns spying on the pupils while they were serving the customers to ensure there were no breaches of the code they enacted.

During her interview with journalist Elisa Robledo, María de Jesús revealed that sometime around the late 1950s, two American prostitutes arrived at the brothel and started working immediately. The new foreign pupils became an instant attraction, and customers waited in line for a chance to meet them. According to María de Jesús´ account, they were caught in lesbian intercourse, expelled and allowed to return to the US. This way of dealing with the American girls seems to be contradictory since it was reported that whenever pupils broke the rules or were judged unfit for service, they were severely punished, deprived of food, bludgeoned, branded with hot irons and even murdered to be later buried in Delfina´s nearby farm. In 1964, a grim discovery of over ninety bodies would be found in the farm.

The religious principles followed by the sisters also instructed against directly murdering the pupils, since murder is a deadly sin. According to Public Security Investigator Juan Pablo Arango, Delfina and María de Jesús never killed with their own hands. Instead, they employed mainly four male enforcers who were in charge of murdering and disposing of the bodies. The crew consisted of head enforcer (who was also Delfina's lover) former military officer Hermenegildo Zuñiga Maldonado, Valenciano Tadeo, Jese Lopez Alfaro, and Delfina's son, Ramon Torres a.k.a. "El Tepocate.”  Ramon suffered from Syphilis since his early teens which he got from one of the pupils. 

The enforcers' primary job was to keep the pupils in check and to dispose of those that were judged unfit to keep producing for the company. María de Jesús and Delfina decided it was inconvenient to let pupils retire in peace since they could turn to the authorities and bring the whole operation down. The standard procedure was to have them murdered and buried in their farm, the infamous Rancho San Ángel in San Francisco del Rincón. Hermenegildo was also in charge of unburying the bodies after a few months, instructed to burn the remains and make them disappear; this practice has led to speculation that the actual victim count could have raised to more than 150 women (although supposedly only 90 bodies were found at the farm).

THE DOWNFALL

In 1962, elections were held in the state of Guanajuato and a new governor and mayor to the city of León were appointed. The sister's attempts to bribe the new administration, under Governor José Torres Landa, were unsuccessful. The recently elected officials decided to retaliate against the bribing efforts by enacting a new law that prohibited the operation of brothels in all the state of Guanajuato.

It is said that misfortunes come in threes, and this proved to be right for the sisters. A few weeks after having their operation shut down in Guanajuato, Delfina´s son El Tepocate got involved in a quarrel with a federal agent at a bar where he was shot and killed. Seeking revenge, Delfina shot up the bar with her own rifle. She then proceeded to dress for mourning and instructed every pupil to do the same.

The whole company was forced into hiding at "Guadalajara de Noche" to avoid further problems with the law. The police forces, nonetheless, were made aware of Delfina´s actions and soon arrived at the establishment. The sisters decided to lock themselves and the pupils inside the brothel, while the cops were instructed to stay and wait until the women attempted to leave the building. 

After a few weeks, two of the pupils were sent to buy groceries from the local market where they were immediately apprehended. Delfina and the rest of the pupils took advantage of the ensuing confusion and fled through the back door. María de Jesús and the pupils headed straight back to Rancho San Ángel in San Francisco del Rincón, while Delfina hurried to the city of Guadalajara in the hopes of finding a lawyer to take their case. 

María de Jesús and the pupils had to remain in hiding for six months, while Delfina was distributing cash to government officials, cops and judges to avoid prosecution. Delfina's efforts would prove to be a complete failure. She then decided to join her sister at Granja San Ángel. It was during this mandatory ostracism forced on the pupils that some of them turned to desperate actions. A pupil caught a terrible infection after having intimate relations with a stray dog. Delfina had her killed after she found out about the pupil´s sinful habits. The magazine Alarma later twisted this event; they claimed that bestiality was required from the pupils to satisfy the most exclusive clientele, which is almost certainly not true. Many more pupils died during this eight-month period due to the food shortages and precarious living conditions they had to endure.

After many unsuccessful attempts, pupil Catalina Ortega managed to escape from the brothel on January 12, 1964. Finally free from the sisters she rushed to the nearest police station where she disclosed where the sisters were hiding with the pupils. Captain Miguel Ángel Mota assembled a squad to raid the farm and arrest the sisters. María de Jesús later accused Captain Mota of being a hypocrite, as according to her statement he was a regular at La Casa Blanca. The accounts of many pupils later confirmed this claim.

An interview with former pupil Venenciana Marquecho Zamarripa appeared in the regional newspaper El Sol de San Luis in its February 6th, 1964 issue. In this interview, Venencia related her experience:

“My mother worked selling fruits at the park; I used to go there with her every day. One day she met Delfina who was on a "business trip" in the city. She offered to buy me; my mother was impoverished, so Delfina talked her into letting me go with her in exchange for 10 pesos. Delfina promised that she would find a decent and well-paid job for me in León, Guadalajara or Mexico City. I was only nine or ten years old. I recall they took me to Guadalajara, León, Lagos de Moreno, San Francisco del Rincón, and Querétaro. In all these places they forced me to sleep with older men, one time I didn't comply, so Delfina branded my face with a hot iron. Whenever one of the girls got pregnant or had a child, María forced abortions on them or killed the babies once they were born. One of the other girls told me that they used to make tamales out of the babies' remains and then served them to the customers in the brothels. My nightmare ended when they sold me for 500.00 pesos to a madam in Mexico City, and I managed to escape.”

APPREHENSION AND DEATH

During the raid, María de Jesús and Delfina were apprehended together with the male enforcers, and two children between five and seven years old. The identity of these two boys is still a mystery to this day. The sisters were taken to the precinct in León and investigations were conducted on the farm. According to the reports, at least ninety bodies were found, along with a significant number of fetuses and unidentified human bones. The sisters denied any knowledge or involvement in the murders. Attorney Samuel Cruz declared in an interview to journalist Elisa Robledo: “No, there were never 90 bodies there were at most three, the official files and photographs show that no more than three bodies were recovered at the farm. The press and the authorities were against the sisters, so they turned to all this false information.”

The sisters and their enforcers were then sent to the municipal jail in Irapuato, Guanajuato where they were to follow their process in pretrial detention. They almost didn't even make it to the prison, after an angry mob tried to lynch them outside the León precinct. Only a timely intervention by the police and military saved their lives. 

The pupils declared the atrocities they had to endure during the time under the sister's care, giving the prosecutor a solid case. The youngest of the sisters, María Luisa, now comfortably living as a law-abiding citizen in the lush state of Veracruz, traveled to Guanajuato to support her siblings during the trial. However, upon arrival, she was charged and put into custody, although she had left the enterprise many years before. The prosecution accused her of satanic rites and witchcraft after finding amulets in her underwear; the press also exploited this event. Journalists claimed that the sisters held black masses and forced the pupils to perform satanic rituals. The sisters and their enforcers were sentenced to serve forty years under charges of kidnapping, conspiracy, human trafficking, child abuse, soliciting, murder, and illegal inhumation.

Delfina died in jail in 1968 after an accident when a crew of masons working on her cell accidentally dropped a bucket full of mortar fracturing her skull. María de Jesús was released from captivity in the middle of the seventies after her case was reopened; the court ruled that the investigation process was flawed. Upon release, María disappeared and would never be heard from again. Carmen died in 1949 of hepatic cancer, María Luisa died in 1984 of natural causes.

AFTERMATH

When the case was first disclosed in 1964 by the Mexican magazine Alarma, it became an immediate national sensation. The then recently created publication managed to sell more than two million copies of the magazine while the case was being covered. Today, with much more information available, it has become clear that the accounts were greatly exaggerated while details, stories, and testimonies were fabricated in an attempt to make the case viral.

There are a good number of books, movies, tv-shows, and documentaries about the case. Unfortunately, most of these are fictional works with very little to no accuracy in depicting the real facts. There are a few exceptions with one being the 1976 movie called "Las Poquianchis" directed by Felipe Cazals. While not a hundred percent accurate depiction of the facts, there are some truthful scenes. 

CONCLUSION.

These events sent shockwaves all over Mexican society of the time, and reporters from at least five foreign countries were covering the case once it became famous. There is an undeniable desire to follow this kind of cases in every society. The Black Metal Murders in Norway, the monster of Florence in Italy or the Zodiac killer in the States, to name a few. Consumers are eager to follow these tales of murder and violence closely; while the press is always ready to seize the opportunity and twist the facts to make them sellable for as long as possible.

The tale of the evil sisters from El Salto was first reported by the then newly founded magazine Alarma, which recently ceased operations in 2014. The magazine became an icon of Mexican popular culture for more than forty years due in part to the savvy coverage of this particular case and its creative style of reporting the news. The story of “Las Poquianchis” not only offered a peek into the twisted minds of selfish murderers willing to do everything to keep their business thriving. It also disclosed the inner workings of a corrupt government and found deep faults in a society that on the cover was conservative, moralistic and religious.
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ANA BENSON

Silvia Meraz Moreno and the Cult of Santa Muerte

What is our picture of the perfect grandmother?  Surely, they should be loving, spoilers of their grandchildren.  Grandmothers should be a source of advice and support to their own children.  Being a parent is a tough job, and the experience and skills that the older generation can offer can be a life-saver during the good times, let alone when things get tough.

But in the case of Silvia Meraz Moreno, we see a different side of the loving Grandma.  Life taker is a better term to describe this grandmother than life saver.  She led her family to slaughter her own grandson, sacrificing him to the altar of Santa Muerte, a bizarre and frightening cult whose base in Mexico is spreading, like some cankerous disease, to other parts of the world.  In particular, to the United States.

Mexico is, of course, a strongly conservative and Catholic country.  Religion might be playing an ever-decreasing role in the lives of its people, but for all that, it remains more influential than in most countries of the world.  But Santa Muerte, despite the sound of its name with its suggestion of sainthood, is a cult that plays no part in the Catholic Church.

Indeed, the Church’s leaders work hard to lessen the attraction of this strange and frightening cult, attempting to educate the poor members of society who are drawn to it.  At the moment, they are not doing a very effective job

Santa Muerte is known by many names – Holy Death, Flaquita, which translates with a dark irony to ‘skinny girl’, or even Huesuda, or Bony Lady.  For Santa Muerte is presented as a skeleton.  A fleshless body often dressed in a white shroud, one whose presence is slowly, and disturbingly moving out of the dark recesses of private homes into mainstream life.  

Effigies of ‘Saint Death’ now appear on the streets and market places of the most deprived, dangerous parts of Mexico.  This trend began following the erection of a statue of the ‘saint’ on the sidewalk outside the home of Enriqueta Romero in the crime ridden Barrio of Tepito, one of the most impoverished parts of Mexico City.  Pilgrims flock in their hundreds to offer gifts to the skeleton, which is bedecked in bright gowns and long, disturbing, hair.  A moment’s prayer, and the devotees are moved on to ensure the flow of people.  Meanwhile, disinterested assistants spray holy water from a can onto the effigies the followers carry.  

Fellow leader of the cult, Enriqueta Vargas has a seventy-five-foot fibreglass statue of Santa Muerte in her ‘temple’ in Tultitlan, where she conducts baptisms and weddings.  The Skeleton Saint has even appeared on the television series, Breaking Bad and it is believed that there are upwards of two million followers of this angel of death in Mexico, and perhaps as many as six times that figure worldwide.

The cult that has grown up around this figure has taken on quasi-religious connotations.  People, mostly young, offer sacrifices to the skeleton, and in return believe that she will grant wishes.  Those sacrifices are typically the treats of the poor – cigarettes, sometimes food, alcohol along with fruit and flowers. She is inclusive in the granting of her gifts, treating the poor in the same way as the rich.

And, in a country where the poor and marginalised feel judged and out of touch with the Catholic Church, she is seen as one who will not judge the poor because of their circumstances, who values everybody irrespective of their background and wealth.  It is a powerful message to hold in a country of such extremes of living standards as Mexico.  

The ‘religious’ side of Santa Muerte’s following has developed from the Catholic practices under which many of her devotees grew up.  Rosaries, prayers and candles feature heavily in prayer to her, and physically, she bears an unmistakable similarity to the Virgin of Guadeloupe.  In fact, her roots are not clear.  Many believe that she rose from a combination of the practices of Spanish Catholicism, and the legends surrounding Mictecacihatl, the queen of the afterlife and underworld worshipped by the Aztecs.

Nowadays, she is the queen of the downtrodden, the marginalised, the criminals and the organised drugs cartels that are far too prevalent in many parts of the troubled country of Mexico.  Prisons are crowded with her devotees.  These people feel that they can ask for the granting of any favour, from better
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