Down Mexico Way
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“And now as | wander,
my thoughts ever stray,
South of the border,
down Mexico way”

South Of The Border, Frank Sinatra



Cuicuilco, Mexico
Photography by Tim Brandt

There | sat. Listening to Frank Sinatra on my Discman as our pilot
informed us we were approaching Mexico City. Seeing Mexico City from an
airplane is pretty amazing. Of course, for me seeing anything from an airplane is
amazing. Until venturing on this trip, | had barely left the state let alone the
country — and had never flown before.

So, looking out the window as it banked its way down to the Mexico City
International Airport was quite a sight - the mountains, snow-capped volcanoes,
and just the sheer size of it all. And the smog. I'd heard Mexico City was one of
the worst cities in the world for air pollution. Peering through the glass, | didn’t
doubt it. It is the largest city in the world with over 20 million people all nestled in
amongst the Sierra Madre mountains. Those mountains that make the spectacle
of the cityscape so awesome, also help trap the pollution. Mexico City is also
one of the oldest cities in North America with the ruins of Cuicuilco dating back to
600 B.C.

When we landed, the realization hit me that | was now in a land where |
was a foreigner, a minority, and barely spoke the language. But | wasn't alone. |
arrived in Mexico City as part of a Spanish Immersion program from the
University of Minnesota with about 15 other students. After making it through
customs, we all met our bus driver who was holding up a sign with the name of
our school on it — Cemanahuac. Our bus driver, a nice man named Niko, would
take us to Cuernavaca, our home base for our month long stay.



“Gazing on such wonderful sights, we did not know what to say, or whether what
appeared before us was real, for on one side, on the land, there were great
cities, and in the lake ever so many more, and the lake itself was crowded with
canoes, and in the Causeway were many bridges at intervals, and in front of us
stood the great City of Mexico...”

-Bernal Diaz del Castillo
(Soldier in the Conquest of Mexico)

Tenochtitlan (Mexico City)
1520 AD



Proud of itself

is the city of Mexico-Tenochtitlan
Here no-one fears to die in war
This is our glory

This is your command

Oh giver of Life

Have this in mind, oh Princes

Who would conquer Tenochtitlan?
Who could shake the foundation of
Heaven?

Tecutli
1519 AD

Nahuatl(Native language) poem



Palacio de Cortés
Cuernavaca, Morelos
Photography by Tim Brandt

It was night as the bus zoomed through traffic up the mountains and out of
Mexico City. It seemed our bus driver had a death wish as he switched lanes
without conscience and passed cars with inches to spare on either side. |
wondered if | flew all this way to die in an everyday car crash. | could’ve done
that at home.

After a harrowing 45 minutes up the mountainside, | could look back and
see the millions of lights that dotted the valley of Mexico City. It was beautiful.
The city looked like a reflection of a starry sky on the surface of a gigantic lake.
Of course, | knew that a long time ago there was a large lake where Mexico City
now stands. Which is why some of the buildings from a few years back have
actually sunk a couple feet into the ground.

As | looked out the front of the bus, | got my first glimpse of Cuernavaca —
The city of eternal spring. Due to its altitude a mile above sea level, the city’s
average temperature stays pretty close to 70 degrees, the spring temperature for
most of the country. The climate and terrain in the area was so favorable that
Hernan Cortés built his palace there after conquering Mexico.

| couldn’t see much of the city at night, except more lights, but | could tell it
was not small. | learned the population of Cuernavaca is about 750,000 people.



Small in comparison to nearby Mexico City, but still a large city. As we began the
descent down a small grade toward the city | thought, “This is home.”

The bus brought us all to Cemanahuac, where we met our host families
for the first time and they graciously took us into their homes. That first night was
surreal. | had to rely solely on Spanish to communicate, other than the little
English that Arturo, a member of my host family, knew. | spoke a lot better
Spanish than | thought | did, because we were able to communicate about good
places to drink and eat. | felt a lot more comfortable after having some success
with the language, and began to look forward to our first excursion to the Toltec
Pyramids.

“At nine o’clock next morning | came in sight of a very strongly fortified town
called Cuernabaca, held by large bodies of native troops, and surrounded by
ridges and gorges some of which were as much as sixty foot deep”

-Hernéan Cortés
(Leader of the Conquest of Mexico)
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Xochimli
1522 AD



Pyramid of the Sun
Teotihuacan
Photography by Tim Brandt

Walking down La Calle de los Muertos, or “Street of the Dead,” all | could
do was stare in awe. | had never seen anything like Teotihuacan before. It is the
remains of a once great epicenter of the Toltecs, a native people who thrived
before the rise of the Aztecs. The street runs about a mile long and connects a
plaza with temples dedicated to their gods to two pyramids. The Pyramid of the
Sun is located halfway down the street and is the larger of the two, while the
Pyramid of the Moon is found at the end of the street.

After exploring the many temples and buildings, it was time to tackle the
pyramids. | ascended the Pyramid of the Moon first and reached the summit
hardly breaking a sweat. Having never seen a pyramid before, the view that
awaited me was overwhelming. At the top, | turned around and looked down the
length of La Calle de los Muertos. Unreal, was the only word | could use to
describe it. It wasn't just the amazing view of the temples lining the streets. It
wasn’t just the beauty and enormity of the Pyramid of the Sun in the distance
either. It was the combination of everything | had been through, what | was
witnessing, and the eerie light from an approaching storm that never
materialized.

Sometimes people nonchalantly say they’'re never going to forget this
moment. But, | knew standing on stone built hundreds of years before, looking



out at those wonders of man, and feeling the breeze at that height that | never
would forget that experience.

Teotihuacan
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| comprehend the secret, the hidden:

O my lords!

Thus we are,

we are mortal.

men through and through,
we all will have to go away,
we all will have to die on earth.
Like a painting,

we will be erased.

Like a flower,

we will dry up

here on earth...

Think on this my lords,
eagles and ocelots,

though you be of jade,
though you be of gold

you will also go there

to the place of fleshless.

Atahualco
1353 AD

Nezahualcoyotl, Aztec Priest King



Acapulco, Guerrero
Photography by Tim Brandt

“Just say the words
and we'll beat the birds
down to Acapulco Bay”

Come Fly With Me, Frank Sinatra

After a three and a half hour bus ride through the vast and diverse
landscape of southern Mexico, | arrived at my mini-vacation spot — Acapulco.
From the bus station, | climbed into a chopped-top Volkswagen Beetle taxi that
took me to my hotel on the main drag of Acapulco Bay. | didn’'t have a chance to
see much from my vantage point looking out of the half window as the taxicab
driver sped through the city. But, the main street runs along the bay and my
hotel was just across the street from the beach and the ocean. It was also
getting dark out and | had a long night of cervezas, tequila, and salsa dancing
ahead of me.

After checking into the hotel, | checked out the view from the 15™ floor
room. Qué Bonita! The view of the surrounding city and the main street was a



sight to see at night. Everything was lit up like a mini-me version of Las Vegas
hugging the Atlantic Ocean.

My brief stay in Acapulco was well worth the money — although it only cost
me about $60 for bus and lodging for the whole weekend. Seeing an ocean,
smelling the salt water, and feeling the sand underneath my toes will be fondly
remembered. But the sight that remains burned in my brain like a computer
screen left on too long, is the sunset over Acapulco’s version of the Rock of
Gibraltar on Saturday night. From the balcony of the hotel room, | enjoyed the
sun’s slow descent into the horizon as | puffed on an aromatic Cuban Cigar.

~

Ahuitzotl
1491 AD



Iglesia de Taxco
Taxco, Guerrero
Photography by Tim Brandt

| remember distinctly arriving in Taxco late in the afternoon. Our bus
swerved its way up the mountains into the hilly streets of the city. From what |
had learned, this was one of the early silver mining areas of Mexico exploited by
Europe during the colonial era.

After a tour of an old silver mine, our group was free to roam the city.
Walking around the city, | got to experience things at my own pace. | could stop
and gaze up at the restaurant and hotel on top of an enormous bluff that was
only accessible by a cable car. | could also stop and look in shops at the various
clothes, hats, blankets and of course — silver.

As | strolled through the streets making my way to the central plaza, |
perused the many silver shops. Taxco probably had as many silver shops as
Seattle has coffee shops. It seemed like you could make your way through the
city by exiting one silver shop and entering another. Needless to say, the
selection of silver was staggering. The glass cases glimmered with endless piles
of rings, necklaces, pendants, and earrings. | ended up with a ring and a silver
rope necklace to which | attached a pendant of the Aztec calendar. That
necklace hasn't left my neck since that trip.

With my neck heavy with silver and my wallet light on pesos, | arrived at
the central plaza of Taxco. In the plaza, was the one attraction everyone who



comes to the city has to see — the Cathedral. | made my way over to the church,
walked up a tiny flight of steps, and peered up. Perfection. | had never been
impressed with church architecture until that moment. Everyone was right, you
just had to see it. Live and in person. The view standing at the base and staring
up was art in real life. The blend of the white puffs of clouds in the blue sky with
the slightly orangish color of the building’s stone seemed too perfect to not be in
a frame on a wall.

Meandering my way back through the cobblestone streets of Taxco, | truly
appreciated how much | had seen and experienced. And realized there was so
much more to see.
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Paricutin
1522 AD



The mission bells told me,
that | mustn’t stay,
South of the border
down Mexico way”

South Of The Border, Frank Sinatra
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