Tres Rios

Chapter One

Not Quite a Desert

This little village, La Ribera, was once known as “Tres Rios”.  Though there are no rivers near here we can imagine how the town got its name. Three broad bajadas, fanning out from the slopes of the nearby Laguna mountains, run to the sea on either side of the little town.  When the canyons absorb more rainfall than they can hold, these arroyos run like shallow rivers  — twice in the last ten years I have seen them running continuously all through the dry, hot summers.  La Ribera is Spanish for “the shore, bank or beach”.  Since the little town lies close to shore the newer name is apt. 


Botanists and biologists call this southern tip of the Baja California peninsula a transitional zone.  It is not quite a desert.  The admittedly shaky formula of rainfall to evaporation rate, when used, indicates this area is not part of the Sonoran desert which begins just north of La Paz and ends at the Mojave desert in California. 


The town’s beach runs east and west.  Prevailing winds are from the north and northeast so the waves build the beaches, form berms, hold back the water flowing down from the mountains, preserve sandy benches which would otherwise give way to the intermittent floods.  The water is held inshore in pools which the locals mislabel lagunas.  Lagoons are salt water held inside the regular shoreline by reefs.  These charcos, pools, are long ponds of brackish water.  At times the elements converge to release the murky swamps into the sea — rain, wind, waves and tides act together to break through the berms.  It’s at these times marine organisms receive an unexpected bounty.  The whole marine food chain, for miles along the beach, benefits from the rich organic soup finally flowing into the sea. These breakthroughs are undoubtably a major factor in the town’s ability to sustain itself on commercial food fish harvesting over long periods of time.  The proof is never more evident to me as when I witness the shrimp boats harvesting shrimp from the smooth, sandy depths near our beach, night after night during the November to April permit period.  This “mountains feeding the fish” scenario is not unique but it is rare on this peninsula.  In many parts of Mexico the mountains are so far from the sea these events are impossible — inshore waters there are often unable to maintain a biological balance, become fished out, barren.


I used the word shaky for the formula for the desert designation.  There are at least two other legs to the formula: radiation (sunshine) and wind.  Most years would find less than 20 days of “no sun” while the north winds howl and punish, desiccating every leafy plant, from mid November through March.  So the place is hot, dry, windy, sunny and, at times, wet.
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Charco, a pool, ready to feed the fish.

For me it’s the wind.  I have some pretty strong feelings about it.  


I've been putting this off.  Now is the time to explain about the wind, while it howls and irritates. On this Mexican peninsula, trapped between the mighty Pacific ocean and the slender but profound Gulf of California, the north wind blows fiercely in the winter months. Today is the first day of February.


No one can say, with any certainty, what brings the wind, when it will come, when it will abate.  The wind is not a thing to be easily identified, stuck in a box labeled WIND.  Unseen things defy description.  Weather science fails, language confuses --- my particular wind is neither Nor'easter, nor Chinook, Sirocco, Mistral.  It has many names, none that I wish to mention.


 This wind, my wind, is an evil force --- for every small pleasure it gives, a thousand ills it measures. For every smiling sailor, wind-surfer, there are ten thousand cheerless souls huddled low, backs to the north, waiting for the salvation of abatement, silence.  Raucous shorebirds are blown into the sky by shotgun blasts of stinging beach sand, tumbling like chaff until they catch themselves.
They are buffeted like broken kites until they can rise, stabilize, drop down to find a safer place in the lee.  Brilliant orioles, dusky thrushes shrink and shiver in the underbrush.  


Like an unseen star, known only by the celestial bodies it influences or the charm some sub-atomic quanta own, the wind can only be defined by its effects. The sunny summer faces of the people in this pueblo are changed, hardened, graven.  A crust has formed over every healthy, pliant surface.  Moisture is a fading memory.  Momentary abatements tease while gouts of dust-filled mountains of power rattle the windows, whip the delicate palm fronds into ragged strings.  It is strange -- how a thing that pushes, shoves seems able to suck, siphon, parch the lifejuice from every thing it touches. 


There is no place to hide.  The wind conducts a tireless and frenzied orchestra; the sound, just inches away, outside the house or hut or cave irritates, unnerves and punishes those sheltered no less than those who had to venture forth to work or travel.  There are no intermissions -- swishing susurations, whispered water sounds, steam escaping, explosions, clatterings, scraping, the rubbing, creaking, rattling of everything the wind is pummeling, back and forth, in all the directions the things can be forced to go.  


The terrible wind has had its way with this little part of Mexico. Crops wither in the field, tools lay idle, rusting in the box.  Fishermen lean on the gunnels of their small boats, measure the breakers thundering over the reef, eyes straining to see the small island to the north.  It is lost in the seamist along with their curses.


How many placid summers will it take to heal the terrible memory of one punishing winter? When winter comes perhaps only the writers thrive; it has been said "misery is their mead."  Not for me -- the wind does not inspire.  My words are neither sermon nor sonnet, they are whimpers.  I wait, cowering with the others, for remission of the malaise, a silent dawn where nothing stirs or rustles.

Chapter Two

Snapper and Condiments


What commercial engine drives our little town?  How does money flow into the little village?  Fishing and farming is the simple answer but that doesn’t tell the whole story. 


There are seven sportfishing resorts in Palmas Bay.  The resorts employ people from the village as maids, cooks, waiters, gardeners, boat crews, drivers and more.  In some households one might find that the whole family, husband, wife and older children all work for one or more resorts. In the best year I remember there were 448 boats for charter in the bay. If they all had good to average clients for the season, the haul could be just about 20 million U.S. if you count all the bucks spent down here from and to the client’s doorways in the states. That’s chump change when compared to the $654 per gringo tourist per day spent in Mexico in 2009.  


La Paz and Los Cabos, an hour or two from this little village, are bustling tourist destinations.  Over time the restaurants there have created industry here by appealing to the palates and pocketbooks of tourists.  A popular item on the bill of fare is Red Snapper served fresh and whole --  head, body and tail, blackened, broiled or simmered in spicy sauces of every kind.  Local wholesalers can only meet this demand if it fits on the plate — that means it can weigh no more than one kilo (2.2 pounds).  Our local commercial fishermen can earn up to $200 a day when the sea is calm, the fish are schooled up, they are small. 
Larger fish of the same specie command a smaller sum and end up as filets, in tacos, soups and more.


These hardy fisherman earn every penny.  It is very hard work.  The restaurants have unwittingly set the fishermen on a course of action that, if left unchecked, spells doom for the Huachinango, red snapper.  The fishermen, being rewarded for capturing the juveniles, are shooting themselves in the boat.  If you kill all the juveniles long enough the specie dies off.  After the 9/11 terrorist attack, tourism fell off dramatically.  Years ago our local fish buyer, Adolfo, took a truck load of snapper to La Paz.  When he brought back to the fishermen only 10% of their usual payday, all bottom fishing stopped.  After 9/11, sportfishing, inshore fishing, bottom fishing, commercial fishing was curtailed.  No tourists, no dinero.  Everyone around here suffered.  I can’t help thinking that O’Sama Bin Ladin would be pleased to hear he caused such calamity so far from the attack.  He would not want to know he saved the red snapper in this area from extinction and gave the whole fishery a chance to recover — perhaps a chance to survive, some day be the source of money in the pockets of the sons of the fishermen. 


Weather and terrorist attacks are not the only problems that face the local commercial fishermen.  Inshore waters along the coast of mainland Mexico states like Sinaloa, the state closest to this area, have been fished out.  Hardy but hungry fishermen on the other side of the Sea of Cortez have ventured here many times to fill their boats with fish they can no longer capture on their side.


It’s not entirely about fishing.  Farming plays a part.  I’d guess that about 10 to 15% of the town’s workforce are in the business of raising crops.  The major crops are basil and tomatoes.  The farmers rotate their crops with milo, field corn, sorghum, beans, chiles and alfalfa.  There are large mango orchards within a few miles of the village but I think most of those farms are owned and/or controlled by people or corporations not connected to the town.  From late June to mid-September the whole village is drowning in its own mango production — almost every yard has one or more mango trees that keep the largest of families in sweet, fresh fruit. I’ve learned the location of the ones I like best — the Mexicans call them Kent, I beg or scavenge what I need for the house. 
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Gringos and Canadians are discovering the little village, buying lots, building homes.  They currently number about 120 — some have purchased lots for future plans, others a lot with a vacation trailer, some with huge elaborate homes.  Most home construction labor and material dollars stay in the village.  From time to time the local fishing resorts see a need for expansion and those new construction dollars give a welcome boost to the local economy.  


Terrorism or drought, high oil prices or weevils, the town will survive. Similar towns of 2,000 population in the states might fade to ghost towns in lean times.  Not here.  No Mortgages Here!   Nobody in little villages like this makes “house payments”.  They build their homes one brick at a time, when and as they have the money, the help of family and neighbors.  The land is usually almost free, given to those who could prove they used and enjoyed the land for decades, centuries.  I personally think this No Mortgages thing is the most important difference between small Mexican towns and similar size villages in the U.S.  Relieved of the pressure to pay the mortgage payment on the house each month, good times and bad, homeowners here are less likely to turn to crime.   
Chapter Three

City Services


The village is just seven miles from Mexican Highway One, the major electrical power grid transmission towers and the trunk of the extensive underground fiber-optic telephone system.  With plenty of ground water we have a town well, a huge water storage tank and pumps that supply water to the whole town.  Regional social services forces have put a sewer system in the streets but the treatment plants for black and grey water are still on the drawing board.  We enjoy excellent and affordable city services.  The little town is the equivalent to a “county seat”; it has jurisdiction over five small hamlets and rural settlements.  The town council does a lot with a little as the tax base here is very low.


Power


Not much to be said about power.  The main generating plant for Southern Baja California is in La Paz.  It is a coal-fired plant.  The coal arrives by tanker from wherever CFE (Commisson Federal Electricdad) has purchased it. The services are better than one should expect in a place so far from repair and service centers in the big cities.


Water


OOMSAPAS supplies the water for the whole municipio, the three or four little towns in the area.  They seem to enjoy an enviable autonomy for a public utility.  They pretty much “do as they please”.  What they please to do here is provide an intermittent supply of sand-filled, germ free water at very low rates.  Five dollars a month buys my household needs, more than I can use: 30 cubic meters of water — enough to fill a 10' by 15' swimming pool with six feet of fresh water. 
There are constant breaks in the fragile delivery pipes.  Heavy vehicles and graders crush and tear the lines.  The rents are repaired “when they get around to it” but it is usually before the leaking water can cause large pools or rivers to make swamps of the dirt roads or alleyways. 
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The big water tank that serves the whole village.

Water Works

What is fossil water? The term intrigued me enough to want to know more about our water here in Baja California Sur. 

Fossil water is that million year old fresh water waiting, way down deep below the surface, to be sucked up and used when we can’t think of anything else to do. 

There are three kinds of water, oceans, above ground and in the air and Baja Sur has very little of the parts without the salt. The skinny peninsula is not laid out for wetlands – much of it is a narrow strip of land surrounded by salt water with a ridge of mountains running in a ragged line down the center. Don’t look for Lake Baja Sur. When it rains, the rare fresh water downfall runs down the mountain slopes and canyons to the shoreline flats where it is pushed, drawn, hurried along to the sea. On the trip only miniscule amounts of fresh water seep beneath the surface to become part of the shallow, tenuous water table.  

As the rain water beneath the sand meets the salt water near the shore, the waters mix – the brackish water is often too salty for humans or agriculture. There are a few areas where the flats between the mountains and the shore are low enough, vast enough to have formed deep basins that hold huge but yet to be measured fossil water aquifers.  

Right now, globally, most wells are no deeper than 100 meters and their aggregate drawdown is about a foot a year. Our wells are few, very shallow and the drawdown is dramatic and getting worse with each year of drought. Seventy percent of the water goes to agriculture and livestock – agriculture here leaves behind an unwanted deposit of salt that eventually goes back into the shallow water table. If we continue to use more water than the recharge and the wells dry up, some of them will not find again enough pressure to bring the water to the well – that will also happen when we overdraw deep fossil water reserves in the same way we lose access to deep pools of oil. 

Here’s how we stack up with our neighbors when it comes to available fresh water. What hydro guys call flow and stock, streams and rivers, the internal renewable water resource in the regular water table. The figures are for the year 2000 but they could be for any recent year. The amount shown below is that available fresh water resource per inhabitant PER YEAR in cubic meters. 

Baja Sur

35


Mexico

4,338

Central America
20,370


At my place my wife and I pay for about 20 cubic meters EACH, PER MONTH. So in a year we use about 240 cubic meters when all that’s usually available is 70 CU for our house.  

Now here comes the good part. What are we going to do about this emergency? Nothing, not a damn thing. Nobody lived here for the 4,000,000 years it took to build any fossil water basins. Now we have come along and we are using up hundreds of years of late water and every drop we catch from monsoons and storms. The driest areas will begin to ration fresh water when we run out of the surface stuff. One little village will have enough for a hundred more years, another will run out in 20 years, etc. etc. When it finally gets critical enough (for agriculture, livestock and people) we will dig way down deep and get at all that slightly radioactive old stuff until it runs out. 

You and I will be long gone. It’s not our fault, it was bound to happen = ni modo. Gotta ask yourself “Why would anyone want to live in a desert?”  My answer would be “It was great while I was there and we had all the water we wanted.”

Footnote: A deal has been signed by Sitka, Alaska to ship 80 million gallons of fresh water from Blue Lake to a Mumbai bottling plant. The big tanker ships, that usually hold oil, are being refitted at this writing. We could maybe make a deal to have some of the ships stop down here. Is it on their way? I’ll have to look that up. 
Annual Rainfall – East Cape

1998 through September 2011

The rain meter is for home use, reliable and located right on the beach between Zacatitos and Vinorama on the coast road about 16 miles north of San Jose del Cabo. (15 miles SE of La Ribera)

PLAYA TORTUGA RAINFALL

1998- 23.25 INCHES

1999- 1.83

2000- 9.08

2001- 10.82

2002- 4.51

2003- 14.48

2004- 4.52

2005—4.66

2006—11.41

2007---3.98

2008---4.51

2009—5.81

2010---2.66

AVE RAINFALL/ YR—7.81

2011- 1.13 YTD

Figures above indicate we haven’t had anything but a quick shower since hurricanes John, Miriam and Paul gave us some life-saving wet stuff in 2006, six long years ago. 

Garbage


The village has two or three garbage trucks/collection crews who pick up twice a week.  The service is free.  The landfill is six miles from the town on a well-paved road.  The crews do an excellent job including the pickup and haul of yard/garden litter — sometimes very large piles of pruned trees, mountains of leaves, palm fronds and rotting fruit.  I’m sure the city would love to make a charge for the service (above the ridiculously low property tax ): my neighbor has a nice little 1000 sq.ft. house on a 9000 sq.ft. lot with a great ocean view — he pays $90 tax per year based on $6,000 appraised value times 1.5 mil per thousand tax rate.  If the city levied a separate fee for garbage service the homeowners would not pay, would let the refuse sit in the street rather than go all the way to the landfill.  I’d like to think I’m not the only grateful garbage customer in the village who gives the crews cold drinks in the summer, a nice “thank you” tip at Christmas.


Medical Services


Rural communities here usually have a small Casa De Salud, House of Health medical clinic. Thanks to Cabo Riviera Marina and Golf and Cabo Cortez we have a brand new clinic here. The developers together paid almost 2 million U.S. dollars to build and equip this splendid new facility which boasts a dental office and complete trauma room with 24 hour emergency service provided by professional doctors and interns. 

 
Police


We have a small police station with a radio-telephone center, two small holding cells, a usual compliment of four uniformed policemen.  98% of the time they are overstaffed by 3.5 policemen.  They are underpaid, unappreciated and bored to death.  There are only three or four police vehicles for the whole district — about 25 officers.  They live in villages as far as 50 miles from their rotating duty stations.  Most of them don’t own a car so they get to work any way they can; bus, with friends, hitchhike.  I give rides to all uniformed policemen:

1.  They need a ride

2.  My generosity (my face, my car or truck) might be remembered if I had some problem in the future relating to the law

3.  Mexicans hate authority figures — they will get no rides beyond family (probably ends at second cousin) 
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Our splendid new Delegación

Chapter Four

Hurricanes and Dengue


Usually we have adequate time to prepare for hurricanes.  Gringos find them, track them on the internet long before they are seen as a threat. Mexican families have television. Weather stations indicate the name, the strength, the likely track. They come from the south so as soon as we see they are approaching Cabo San Lucas we can make some decisions. Each family decides whether or not to buy some eggs, hotdogs and flashlight batteries, tack up some plywood over the windows, perhaps move the fishing boat higher on the beach or trailer it back to the safety of the yard at the house.


Knowing in advance doesn’t help much.  The rain does the damage.  As heavy rains wash out highways, bridges and country roads, topple power poles and unearth underground telephone transmission lines little villages like ours become cut off, isolated.  Once the power goes down all the stores begin to lose refrigerated goods.  House by house people cook and eat everything in the freezer and the fridge.  With no vehicles coming or going we run out of gasoline, propane, food, water.  A couple of times my poor planning left us with no money in the house.  Did not matter much — nothing to buy, the banks in nearby Cabo San Lucas, San Jose, although open for business were out of money; armored cash delivery trucks could not get through.  


Everybody suffers.  It is always summer in the tropics when the storms hit.  Hot, humid days and bug-filled nights with no breeze, no fans can be unnerving.  My five O’clock cocktail hour comes and goes leaving me joyless, dreaming of gin, ice cubes and chilled martini glasses. 


 The people of the village cope. 


They stay in the shade, conserve water. Military helicopters bring packages of emergency goods to isolated spots as soon as it is relatively safe to fly, to land.  They often land here once a day until the roads are open again.  The big bags they leave are filled with family-size emergency provisions such as aspirin, soap, coffee, sugar, canned food, lard, beans, flour and bottled water. Volunteers on foot deliver packets of insecticide to each household to treat water storage tanks and standing water.  At my house, we wait for the sounds of the big propane delivery trucks — their arrival means the highway is open, the road out to the highway is passable, the town is no longer isolated.  Power crews can begin to repair power lines.  Help is on the way.  Mexican families are waiting for the sound of big Coke trucks.  Their arrival means much more to them --- Mexicans cannot live without Coca Cola.

We cope at my house.

When the town loses all power the city water system pumps stop.  We live three blocks below the huge tank that stores the town’s water.  Gravity brings us just enough water pressure to slowly fill our 1200 gallon pila, water tank.  The pump that usually sends water from my small tank to the house first flows through a pressure tank.  No power, no pump, no water under pressure to the house. The pressure tank has a leak!  It leaks just enough water to the house to fill the toilet tank.  The gravity pressure from the city tank I route through a garden hose to my bathroom window.  I wind the hose around the shower head — a makeshift shower.


I take my showers while wearing shorts and T-Shirt.  Cools me down for an hour or so.  Then I take another shower.  Once, when I ran out of insect repellent, my gardener suggested a Mexican remedy.  He said any household shampoo will work if you rub it into your skin.  It works for two days, forms a crust, needs to be washed off and reapplied.  Lynda and I arise at dawn, retire at dark so we don’t use flashlights or candles very much.  I put bleach in the pila because if there is ever a time when the city water might be stale or carry bacteria, it would be after a storm when the system is shut down, the water in the tank is not being moved about.


It is a dangerous time.  The rains leave standing water everywhere; breeding grounds for the aedes aegypti mosquito.  This nasty little critter infects humans (and passes the virus to their own eggs) with four kinds of dengue fever virus.  There is no cure for the virus.  The World Health Organization estimates 50 to 80 million cases per year.  One virus vector, hemorrhagic, killed 15,000 people in the Americas in 2001.  Mexico thrives on tourism so they are reluctant to make news of epidemics here.  I heard there were 8,000 cases in one year in Baja California Sur.  It has been reported there were as many as 1200 people hospitalized in La Paz, our state capital 100 miles north of this little town. All the clinics can do is give Tylenol and fluids — they send the patient back home to sweat and suffer until the infection has run its course.


My lifestyle is “outdoor living”.  Our patio is our “living room”.  My wife Lynda and I only go into the house to sleep, use the bathroom, the computer.  Lynda is the lucky one and is rarely attacked by bugs.  For some unknown reason they find me and all summer long, if I have not used repellent, I suffer bites all over.  I learned lime juice is the quickest cure and I have limes (free, from my neighbor’s tree) handy at all times.  So far no dengue.  Four of our gringo neighbors got it last year and suffered greatly from the flu-like symptoms for weeks. 


Small towns like this are one step removed from ranch life, tribal life, where people help each other out of communal necessity and a natural compassion born of the give and get that is the core of their ethos.  I could fill page after page with accounts of the extraordinary unselfishness, the giving, caring and sharing I have witnessed before, during and after the devastation the storms bring. The deeds are often done with such silence and grace as to go unnoticed.
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My Ramada couldn’t stand up to Hurricane Marty’s 140 MPH gusts.
Mexican Charity at Work

They know me, Rigo Rodriquez.  They know my family, the Rodriquez family has lived in this house for 44 years. They come. Right to the house. With hands held out, palms up, smiles.  They are shameless.  They know my condition.  I do not have money to give them for donaciónes.  I need every centavo for the thing that sustains me, the sweet, burning whiskey.  They know that. I would think they would be more sensitive, try to understand.


Afoot, tireless, they are indifferent to the heat, dust, the barking dogs.  They are very patient.  They stand at my gate in their bright dresses, dusty shoes; will not leave until I go out and talk to them.  They are legion.  Some want money for the children.  Others for the old people.  I believe (most of) them when they say the money will help the infirm, the addicted, the poor, the afflicted, the dispossessed; the abandoned, hopeless souls weeping in the dark corners of this little pueblo.  The Sisters of Mercy are without guile; they cannot even recognize it in the vacant smiles of those who get the small cans of pesos and centavos at the end of each day.


There are great almacenes, not far from this little village, filled with sacks of flour, 
beans, rice, all manner of things to feed the poor and unfortunate.  From time to time politicians and officials of the government of this part of Mexico give generous donations of the foodstuff in the warehouses to those in need.  I do not stand in line for food.  The whiskey sustains me.  The tortillas, rice, flour, I might have taken, goes to someone who needs it more than me.  This is my charity.  But, of course, the sisters know that.


Maybe they are more sensitive than I give them credit for.  Maybe these calls at my gate are simply "courtesy stops".  They pretend I have money to give.  I pretend they are a nuisance.


For every hurricane with enough wind velocity and rain to do major damage to the southern tip of the peninsula, there are scores that take other paths, allow us to enjoy quiet, serene summers.  The NOAA hurricane track map on the next page tells the whole story.  Red tracks are the big, bad guys.  Track history on the map begins in 1950. 
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Chapter Five 

Flora and Fauna

The village gets three to six inches of rain a year.  Plants get much needed moisture from Pacific cells in the summer, marine layers from the north in winter.  Where homeowners give adequate irrigation to trees and garden plants the problem is not cultivation but pruning, cutting and culling.  


Some of the tropical plants found in yards in the village:

	banana
	plumeria
	poinciana

	pistachio
	grapefruit
	oleander

	limes
	oranges
	lemons

	mangoes
	palms
	sidra

	chiramoya
	guanabana
	ciruella

	papaya
	pineapple
	bird of paradise

	grapes
	figs
	lomboy

	poinsettia
	roses
	daisies
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Guanabana
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Hibiscus


Nurseries in the major cities nearby carry large, healthy stocks of plants that fare well in the tropics.  The prices are fair, the quality is outstanding. 


Fauna

Cows.  At times the village is overrun with cows.  Cows and horses.  Although there are laws about keeping your livestock off village streets no one seems to care.  So the cows and horses owned by local ranchers roam the streets taking advantage of all the tasty greenery growing through, over and under the barbed wire fences which mark each homestead. 
The dogs announce their arrival.  You can hear the dogs begin to bark a couple of blocks away, ushering the animals through the dirt streets.  Daytime ramblings go unnoticed by villagers but midnight forays awaken the whole town, one dirt street after another as the dogs bark louder, take their nighttime jobs more seriously.


A short list of birds common to the village.

	nighthawks
	orioles
	hummingbirds

	hawks
	cara cara
	vultures

	osprey
	jays
	robins

	cardinals
	dove
	quail



Shorebirds

	herons
	gulls

	pelicans
	frigate birds

	egrets
	plovers

	cormorants
	ducks
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Juvenile spiny-tailed Iguana


Big hawks are seen atop phone and power poles along farm roads.  Smaller hawks like the Kestrel and the Sharp-shinned hawk zoom across highways and dirt trails, feeding closer to the ground.  There are at least three nesting pairs of Osprey diving for mullet and needlefish in the shallows of our local beach.  Mexicans call the Osprey Falcon Playera, the T Shirt falcon because of it’s white breast, dark wings.

I’ve been an awestruck spectator many times when the hawks and falcons have been feeding.  They make their death-defying dives at incredible speeds to intercept their usual prey, another bird, in mid-flight; the timing is exact, the controlled collision quick and deadly.  That’s the split-second thrill that repays the falconer for his or her patience and dedication to the great bird and to the sport. 


I never had the confidence to take on the profound discipline a falconer must have to raise and train these killers of the sky.  The Cooper’s Hawk, my favorite bird of prey, has been trained by falconers but its wild nature and unusual hunting methods have enamored it only to the fuzzy fringe of people who call themselves Falconers.  A true Accipiter, bird eater, it’s name says it all: accipiter cooperi. Small rodents, snakes, lizards and insects make up a small portion of its diet.


In this neighborhood the Cooper’s is thriving.  It has few natural predators, my Mexican neighbors don’t hunt them, shoot at them.  They feed close to the ground.  The broad, stubby wings allow the small hawks to maneuver through trees, brush, fence wires to corner their small prey — surprise, capture and kill all in one blink of an eye.  In the next second or two the human eye can capture part of the escape. They usually take the same twisting, dodging route to carry off their prize. The little hawks are focused and fearless; the whole episode can happen in your garden, under your palapa, right at your feet.  

A quirky smile was on my face when I once saw a Cooper’s dodge and dart through a formidable obstacle course of barbed wire, brush, trees and scrub to steal a chick from under the watchful eye of a hen with eight other little fuzz-balls almost under her wings.  The hawk was up and away before the hen’s running, screaming outrage shattered the silence in the yard, startled the fat lady sweeping leaves from the stoop. 


Although I have seen the agile Osprey dive into the shallows all morning without a single catch, I have never witnessed a single miss by a Cooper’s.  This tiny town was laid out for them, each lot seems to have its green and brown pylons of brush and bush and trees to allow the attacker to remain unseen, slicing through the course, invisible until the last deadly second when it is too late for the prey to gain speed, height and a clear path to safety.  The little hawk needs only to have a stable vantage point above the yards of the little houses; a place from which it can wait, watch for the perfect setup.


 A tiny ground dove pecking away in the dust at the base of a bougainvillea near the back wall of a small storage building is easy picking for the Cooper’s.  The delicate little bird may perhaps hear a broad wing flutter, glimpse, for only a part of a second, the fierce and fearsome eye of the attacker, feel the thrust of the talons as they pierce feathers and flesh and bone; rendered limp and lifeless by the trauma, the crushing power of the attack.  No more than a morning snack to the little hawk, the tiny, dusky bird will be plucked and devoured in minutes from a safe perch not far from this rustic bird cafe.


I’ve seen enough.  Now, when small birds land in my yard to feed, I shoo them away.  The wrens, woodcreepers, doves and sparrows I drive away, much as I like to watch them.  No more Hitchcock moments for me.  I spend more time now at the beach, rejoicing at the near-misses of the majestic but hapless Osprey.  

The list of lizards, snakes, toads and insects would just be too long.  They have a free run of the village.


Just outside the perimeter of the town one can occasionally see coyotes, ring-tailed cats, skunks, bobcats, badgers and jackrabbits. 

Chapter Six

La Gente

The People

A town, a city, a village is not sticks and bricks.  It is the people.  You won’t know the place if you don’t know the people. Small towns everywhere run on rumor.  Through my own personal contact with the townspeople and through the rumor grapevine I have developed a sense of the character, the entereza, the integrity of those I know best.  Here’s the list:  names and character profile on a few friends and neighbors.  I have not changed the names to protect the innocent. 
Those I praise deserve the recognition, those I denigrate have surely earned my appraisal.  Some I give only a first name and/or their sobranombre, nickname, because I don’t know their family names. They will never read these words.  Some can’t read, some can read Spanish but not English — to a person, if they could read the words, it would only register as “old news”. 

Juan Jose Garciglia, sobranombre: Cabeza de Gelele


He was the mayor of the village when I first arrived.  The quintessential glad handing, backslapping politician, he never used his important position to line his pockets.  Like many other men of character in the town he raised three very different sons.  Two are in prison for drugs and burglary; the third developed excellent communication/people skills, has a promising future at a local tourist resort.  Cabeza means “head”.  A Gelele is the local name for the crested cara cara bird.  A cousin to the secretary bird, it has a crest.  My best guess is that Juanito got tagged with this nickname by his school chums because he had a prominent “cowlick”.
He offers everyone the great gift of his hand, his smile and little laugh as though tomorrow was another election day and his name was once again on the ballot.
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Juanito Garciglia

Jorge, sobranombre: Illegal


One of two welders in town.  The only Mexican I’ve ever known to go all day without a shirt.  Small and wiry, he walks with a bad limp.  Lives in a small, smelly shack next to his outdoor welding shop.  The shop is a barren lot touching the main road along the beach.  His only entertainment is getting drunk with his drinking buddies.  I’ve always been curious as to why they call him Illegal.  He has been pleasant, open and fair handed with me.  I think he knows where all the skeletons are buried around here.  Something pops and sparks at times deep inside his rheumy eyes.

Ponchito

The town’s postmaster.  The post office is his kitchen.  The house bears no sign that it is a place of commerce.  Several gold teeth in front, a little moustache he keeps well trimmed even out a wide face.  From time to time he brings me envelopes addressed to gringos whose names he can’t recognize — the homes in this village have no street names/numbers — my mailing address is simply La Ribera, B.C.S., Mexico.  The mail is not delivered by him.  Every now and then I stop in to see if I have any mail. He has at least two other jobs: Once or twice a year, at the direction of the local health department, he walks the whole village, stops at each house and offers free rabies shots to any household pets. 
He is one of three men who keep the little city hall and the town square neat and clean.  A kind and considerate man.  I don’t know why but I envy his rich life.


Lucia Corona Castro, Sobranombre: Rastrillo


Arguably the most powerful commerciante, business owner, in the village, she owns five small tiendas, stores.  The largest, nearest the town square, is a filthy cluttered place where one can buy groceries, shoes, clothing, building material, liquor and alfalfa.  From the rumor mill I’ve heard she has been known to over-extend credit, has taken raw land in settlement, built her stores on those lots.  I’ve also heard she has boxes full of unpaid credit ledgers she has forgiven (if not forgotten).  Perhaps both rumors are true.  She is respected by many, feared by those who have been witness to her power.  Three years ago she went out of her way to get some pet medicine for my sick cat.  Last year she gave me a puppy -- a handsome, male Golden Retriever/Spaniel we have named Frentino.  Lucia’s nickname,
“The Rake” came from “raking in the money” when she drove her huge box van through the villages hawking the same kinds of wares she now sells, decades later, in her permanent retail stores.


Julio Minjares, sobranombre, Pollito

Julio “The Little Chicken” owns the town’s only plumbing/electrical business.  A handsome, athletic family man, crew cut, amiable, he is the consummate businessman.  His retired father, formerly the town’s one and only plumber/electrician carries the handle “Pollo,” chicken, hence Julio and his younger brother Antonio become “Pollitos”.  Antonio gifted me with a puppy six years ago.  Sam, a small, black field spaniel was mauled and killed by a pack of wild dogs.  I watched the attack from my patio  —  a great distance; I thought they were killing a rabbit.
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Julio Minjares

Jose Tamayo

A huge, soft-spoken man who owns a grocery/pharmacy.  His family are prominent commercial retailers in the next little village.  His store here, “El Puerto”, is near closure.  Once a doting father and husband to his Amazonian wife and two small daughters, Jose, now divorced, finds reasons to fish with his young nephews instead of attending to the store.  Once, at the door to his store he sobbed, used his hand to hide the tears while telling me about a bad dream.  I drove away feeling honored by his candor, his willingness to share with me a very personal part of his life, his travails.

Ruffino Collins Monroy

My doctor.  Hippocrates would have been preaching to the choir had he given an oath to this fine man.  An office visit, for gringos, now, is $30.  For poor Mexicanos it’s “in the book”.  I’ve seen the book.  Hundreds of names, dates, pesos — he lets them keep their dignity while they both know the debt will never be repaid.  He married Alonzo’s daughter.  The whole town grins at the joke, Alonzo’s good fortune: free medical care for his whole family.  I’m 75 years old, Ruffino is about 60.  What good fortune for me!  If it were the other way around, he might die before me.  Then who would take care of me if I became sick or injured?


Gabby

Gabby keeps all my vehicles running.  The town is lucky to have three or four auto mechanics who are fair and dependable.  Gabby is not a “shade tree mechanic”.  He has no tree at all.  He shares the barren dirt lot with Illegal, the welder.  A good combination since some vehicles need welding.  A gentle soul, the mechanic is almost six feet tall, salt and pepper hair he wears cut close.  He walks his daughter to school each weekday on his way to work.  He has never charged me enough for any work he’s done.  I repay his fair minded business style with unswerving loyalty — I make sure the price I pay is reasonable — some might call that a propina, a tip.  I had some lean times when my truck and jeep were not always up and running; had to get to town for house money, groceries, medicine.  Gabby got me going, waited a few days to get paid.  I share my table fish filets, when I have luck in the boat, with Gabby and his family. 
He always smiles patiently, waits while I try to explain the problem, my best, fastest, safest cheap fix idea in fractured Spanish. 
Then he points to his eye, looks at the problem, tells me he’ll bring the vehicle to my house en la tarde, later in the day — I get a little exercise walking back to the house.


Valentine, sobranombre, El Ballenero


Every town has to have it’s bad guy.  Valentine is a notorious drug lord.  He’s in prison as we speak.  He has at least two wives, a very large family.  As far as I know every member of his extended family is part of his drug business except one.  A brother, Mariano, is a caretaker for a prominent local gringo retiree.  I haven’t known Mariano long but he is regarded as honest and  dependable by everyone in the village.  All the other males in the family have been arrested for drugs, robbery, burglary.  The town knows that Valentine has, for more than a dozen years, paid corruptible judges in this area to keep him and his family from prosecution and incarceration that Mexican law should impose for their various criminal acts, in the village and all over this southern state of Baja California.  He got his nickname as a youth.  
With a strong handline he risked life and limb to fight a huge fish from the beach in the darkness.  He finally landed a big manta ray.  When his fishing partners asked him why he would fight so hard just for a ray he said “I thought it was a whale.”  He was tagged forever with the nickname “El Ballenero”, The Whaler.


Everardo Maklis, sobranombre, Maleno

My gardener, my best friend in the village.  For years I thought his nickname meant “Bad One” but I later learned he was born on a saint’s day connected to Santa Magdelena.  At age two his father tagged him with Maleno.  Although descendent from a Welch pirate who helped populate this spiky piece of desert about 200 years ago, Maleno represents, at least to me, all the good things Mexican blood is famous for.  Only his closest friends know what he and his wife Olivia sacrifice to give their only son, Javier, a chance for a better life.  Javier lives on the edge of poverty while attending university in La Paz.  He aspires to become a computer technician while learning everything he can about architecture.  His parents support him in so many ways. Maleno has more gringo clients than any other gardener/caretaker in the town.  He is hard working, diligent, honest to a fault.  A sensitive man, those who know him learn not to speak ill of his work or his family.  He is a proud man, easily offended.  His speech is slow and distinct — I hang on his every word.  Most of the language I use with my Mexican friends and neighbors I have learned from listening to him speak.
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Everardo Maklis

Louis Cosio Real


I met Louis not long after I moved here.  We hit it off the very first day.  Louis and I became inseparable.  Hardly a day went by that we didn’t visit at my house or his.  For 16 years he has tenuously held onto a job at a local fishing resort.  For some time he captained the big cruiser fishing boats.  Then his truancy, lack of interest in doing a good job reduced him to captain’s helper.  Now he cleans and paints the boats.  Alcohol and drugs have robbed him of golden opportunities — he speaks a little English, has a quick wit and enviable people skills when he is not high on something.  We still speak when passing.  There was no sudden falling out.  As our pension money ran out Lynda and I could no longer afford to buy that much beer for the house.  When we ran out of beer, we ran out of Louis.  I have many golden memories of days fishing or exploring the nearby mountains with Louis.  I can’t dwell on the many times, when, in his drunken state, he frightened my wife, startled me from my midnight bed.  A scary visage, a huge shadow staggering, swaying at my gate begging for pesos for more beer.


Familia Verduzco, The Verduzco Family


Four rugged brothers, Pepe, Juan, Fernando, Romulo work two 22 ft. boats harvesting bait.  It took some time for me to realize this is not some small venture done now and then to make some extra money.  The brothers have a contract with some of the fishing resorts to supply bait every day to the 300 charter fishing boats in the bay.  Grueling work it is.  They arise each day at five, push the boats into the water at first light, begin to work up and down the beaches throwing 12 ft. bait nets for sardines and mullet. The fishing boats leave the resorts about seven, find the brother’s smaller pangas, stop and buy scoops of live bait.  At $10 to $20 per scoop, each man can earn $100 a day when the resorts are full of clients/fishermen.  All four brothers are powerfully built and each could be a poster boy for the quintessential Mexican Bandito.  They are gentle souls who avoid confrontations.  They treat me with kindness and respect.  I often have to argue with them to take my bait money. 


Carlos Bejarano

The town’s one and only dentist.  He spends three days a week here, the balance in San Jose Del Cabo.  His house/office is small.  He keeps one of the most Spartan of homes in the village clean enough for his needs, a small corner for dental work.  His equipment is, to be generous, outdated.  He is short, plump and congenial.  
While I’m in the chair he is silent, focused.  At the end of the session he is friendly, talkative and animate.  Things change.  When he first worked on my teeth I paid $40 for a crown, $20 (or some fresh fish filets - if I had no money) for a filling.  A filling or cleaning is now $30, a crown is $130.  He has a marvelous sense of humor.  I once wailed and cried while in the chair when a family came in for dental work.  Another time I showed him (and his young client in the chair) a horses tooth, said “Carlos, your work is no good.  The tooth you put in fell out.”  Last week, when I went in to be fitted for a crown I put a one peso coin on my tongue, concealed it there.  When in the chair I open my mouth.  He said “what is this?”  I replied “your tip”.
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Carlos


Guillermo Sandez Puppo, sobranombre, Memo


There are at least two Guillermos in town so to make sure you’re talking about the right one, the guy who owns the hardware stores, you say Memo.  Memo owns five hardware stores, the largest of which is the one in our town.  He is our current Delegado. His management style, his business experience and his political connections all serve the little town well. We have done favors for each other, have a firm and friendly relationship.  


Martin Vavila


How do I explain about Martin?  Takes more than two or three sentences.  Here’s his story.


That very first day he made me feel uneasy, afraid.  I could see he was different, disturbed, maybe dangerous.  I did not return his hello’s, his smiles.  To the Mexicans and the few gringos who call the little town home he seemed comic, harmless, wandering the streets, day and night, mumbling to himself; sometimes singing gibberish is a high voice like a young woman. The only taunts or jeers I witnessed came from very drunk young men tearing down to the beach in rusty pickup trucks.  His soprano curses made no sense to me.


Over time I feared him less, began to expect him, walking barefoot back and forth past my house -- shuffling through the dusty streets of the pueblo looking in garbage cans, scanning the dirt lanes, empty lots for anything of use.  Some days would find him returning to the cold comfort of the old abandoned icehouse near the beach with several bags of things he thought had enough value to be hefted, carried home.  This home, the crumbling concrete and rusting steel bunker is a stone's throw from the Pemex gas station operated by his well-fixed brother Roberto.  I'm told they do not speak.

At times his worn-out contraband could not be carried in a sack.  In his bare hands, bright pieces of plastic, perhaps remnants of broken toys, parts of discarded furniture, appliances, used clothing, pieces of metal, cloth...the bottom layer of things that had come to the end of their uselife in the saddest way.  Perhaps the things hold a special utility we cannot see -- maybe he breaths a certain beauty into them.  A few of these things can be seen on the front porch, actually what was once a loading dock, of the place he calls home.  All the rest is inside this concrete shell.  No windows. No water, no electricity, no bathroom, empty space; a large, dark, cement tomb.  Sometimes I try to imagine what it must be like in there.  Just heaps of things or are the things arranged in some fashion that pleases him, calms his restless spirit, makes some kind of sense, order?  A human bowerbird?  Who or what could he invite with the display?  


All anyone can do is wonder.  No friend, relative, social services organization ever considered giving him a bath, clean clothes, taking him to the Military Hospital in La Paz for a brain scan.  A shriveled, peanut left brain could explain his possible idiot savant obsession with the creation of the new-age art his little arrangements might represent.  In his 54 years in the village, he has never been arrested, confined, hospitalized, fingerprinted, examined, counseled.  In the United States those who "live on the streets" are called Homeless.  Martin has a home.  He does not live on the streets, he walks the streets; he forages, never stopping any longer than is necessary to examine, gather or discard, then he moves on. 


As you might imagine, he is lean.  About six feet tall, his skin shows the weather, his poor posture looks contrived.  Always barefoot, he walks not only the dirt streets of this village but the main highway and the streets of the villages nearby.  I have seen him in Los Barriles (about 15 miles from this little village) and in Santiago (a little further).  His hair is remarkable -- a natty black going gray, it never grows long, probably has never had to be cut.  He is obsessed by dental cleanliness..he carries (most days) in his left hand, toothpaste and brush.  He begs, steals or buys enough fresh water for his daily personal needs.  If he bathes it is not in the ocean -- I have never seen him near the beach.  In overall demeanor I can say he smiles more than frowns; at times he rages at things others cannot see or imagine in that high-pitched falsetto that announces his arrival.  The pitch Dopplers to a less strident sound as he moves on to the next dirt path.


He makes mistakes.  We all do.  Once I saw him inspecting roadkill, the remains of a chicken.  I slowed the truck to watch him in my rearview mirror.  He held the bloody, crumpled thing in two fingers, at arm's length as though it might explode.  Turned it, held it high to see the underside, put it in his bag.  He depends on the tropical fruit hanging from trees all around the village (he only takes the fruit he can reach from the street).  He foolishly ate too much unripened grapefruit (including the skin).  His mouth and lips were one big blister for more than a week.


His disappearance is a mystery.  His brother (after two weeks of my urging) finally checked the icehouse.  The police checked there too, just shrugged, said there had been no reports of accidents, of Martin's demise, incarceration, illness that caused him to be hospitalized.  Others said "posible se fue", maybe he went away.

I can't fully explain how I feel right now.  The best I can do is say "I miss him".  Maybe others in the pueblo feel the same sense of frustration, a strange kind of hollowness, loss.  He was as much a part of this town as the schools, the stores, the streets themselves.  It is as though someone has stolen a small, but important piece of our little town. The streets he walked are too quiet.  Maybe he was our own old broken thing we now find some use for.  Only now do we see that he was an odd but indispensable part of the arrangement.

Chapter Seven

Schools and Churches

Schools


We’ve got everything but a High School.  High School, for children in the village, means a 15 mile ride to Santiago on the school bus.  It’s just a matter of time before we have one here.  Until then, three schools, preschool, kindergarten and secondary schools prepare the nearly 250 kids for grade 9.


The name of the secondary school is Telesecondaria.  Many of the classes come “through the tube”, television screens in each classroom.  All school children wear uniforms.  At every level the school environment is structured, controlled, nearly a military modality.


65 of the kids are not from resident families.  They live on ranches, in small agrarian settlements nearby.  The school district does not have the resources to bus them back and forth each weekday.  Their families drop them off at school on Monday morning, pick them back up after school on Friday afternoon.  The thing that makes this all possible is the Internado or Alberca.  It’s just across the street from my house.  Parents and Mexican social services share the cost to provide dormitories, beds, food, showers and limited supervision Monday night through Friday’s breakfast.  There are five Albercas, pools, in the southern state of Baja California insuring equal opportunity for every child who is found to be educable.
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The Internado

Mexico’s literacy rate is 92%, below the rate of their Latin American neighbors like Panama, Columbia and Equador.


There are problems:

 
Mandatory education is unenforceable when school age children must work full time in family income activities.

 
Many parents see no good reason to push their children toward academic excellence because they are unconvinced the children will have a chance to find work outside the village or outside the family trade tradition.

 
High School kids don’t see their peers leaving the village for colleges or jobs in the big cities.  Most view the whole process as “something I’m expected to do”. 


It’s not all that grim.  Happy-go-lucky boys win the hearts of the girls not with their flashy clothes but with their skills on the soccer field.  Cute little girls in gleaming white shirts and plaid skirts, under little peer pressure, walk to school holding hands and enjoying a crime free, worry free day in the tropics.  


Mexicans take their soccer very seriously.  Intra-village rivalries can last for decades.  The contests, at times, might become an opportunity for a young man’s rite of passage.


There is hope.

Today’s students are learning language, communication and computer skills.  Each generation will enjoy more economic opportunities unavailable not long ago to the sons and daughters of fishermen, maids and farmers.  La Paz boasts two excellent Universities.  Charitable gringos have established scholarship programs for promising High School and College aspirants in many towns and cities in Baja California.


Churches

Statistics indicate that 89% of Mexicans practice the Roman Catholic religion.  I think Baptists and Protestants represent a larger percentage than 11% in this little village.  There are two Catholic churches in town.  Only one is in use now — the other, old and dilapidated, is being renovated to become the town’s only Velorium, a place to view the dead, to pray, comfort the family, to say goodbye.  The other church is a grand structure, kept neat and clean by many dedicated Catholics in the village.  Regular Sunday attendance is low.  Part of the reason is that we don’t yet have a resident priest.


Jehovah’s Witnesses, Christ Church and others have had success in the village.  Several non-Catholic denominations meet in make-shift churches, in homes, tents, wherever they can.  Los Testigos, the Witnesses walk the town’s dirt streets, almost every month, stopping at each house to preach and hand out The Watchtower books.  

[image: image16.jpg]



Catholic church

The Social Village
The little village has a very active social community. Desarrollo Integral Del La Familia, DIF, directs a host of charity and social operations to benefit the needy and raise money for schools, school lunch programs, uniforms and all manner of programs to aid the infirm and those with special needs. The city sponsors parties, dances for young and old all through the year – at times the whole village throbs with the heavy bass beat of dance music at La Cancha which usually begins about nine in the evening on many weekend nights and sometimes grows to a palpable creshendo finale at two or three in the early morning.
The gringo community has a parallel calendar with bake sales and affairs to pay for a program that will spay and neuter stray animals, add to the city coffers money which can flow to seniors in need, newborns in trouble and school kids in need of assistance. Generous locals in the past have made possible the building of a new cafeteria at the secondary school, helped the town build a velatorio next to the pantheon so the town would finally have a pleasant place to honor the departed and an ad hoc group of giving members are currently constructing a new playground-park in the city center. 
Our Own Holy Man

I was baptized 70 years ago.  Until I came to Mexico I had only seen the inside of a Catholic church two or three times that I can remember.  There is only one little church in this pueblo. From time to time I go to the church to be a part of some religious doings.  I speak some Spanish but I don't know the words for the services; I have strained to learn the words, the tune, join the precious children in song.  Their voices are so sweet and clear, so unaffected. 
They don't seem to care that I do not know when to stand, kneel, sit, unfold my hands or cross myself.  They smile at me; not as though I were a fool or an infidel but because I am old -- they are forgiving, not mocking my clumsiness in a holy place.   I suppose they think if I am here, I must love and respect God, El Señor.  It is enough.


I'm an old snoop.  I know more than they think.  The little old ladies of this village do not like the traveling priest, Padre Javier, who comes, when he pleases, in any kind of mood he brings, to this sacred place.  They also did not like Padre Octavio from San Pedro.  They want their own priest.  One day they shall have one.  A good one.  A priest with black shoes that shine, a strong sweet voice, a quiet, polite man; humble, punctual.


This little village is near the sea.  Most of the men and women work at the fishing resorts.  The men are waiters, gardeners and fishing guides on the boats, hotel office people.  The women are maids, cooks and housekeepers.  If the resorts were to close, the little town would survive but it would not be the same.  The people of the village wear T-shirts the gringo clients give the boat captains and maids.

At first I was offended that the gringos were using the local people to further the message, the propaganda, the advertisement the shirts announced.  After a few years I began to realize that anyone in this little pueblo who saw the "Crazy Raven Bar" or "Vermont's Finest" on a shirt could not know the meaning of the message,  would not be rushing off to be a customer; neither would they be making a statement to their neighbors to do the same.


Less than two thousand souls here, did I mention that?  A few stores, a soccer field, a dance pavilion, a clinic, phone office.  Not much going on.  So when there is something happening in the church, people come to see, pay respects.


Today there is a funeral.  An old white women was killed in a car wreck.  Ten or twelve of her family members flew in, bought a beautiful casket and arranged the service.  The woman had a home in the village.  Lived in the little town about half the year and had many friends.  I never met her.  Saw her in a little green car.  The church was about one third full.  I can guess that if Padre Javier were not in the church, the old women of the town would have filled the room, not just with their holy and ominous presence but with song that would wrench the tears from those who were cold around the heart.  When we have the old priest from Insurgente, a blind worshiper would notice the difference; just by the lilac and rose scents the Senoras wear; it follows me home, I carry it in my hair, on my clothes.  Left hands fan their sweaty brows with small worn prayer books.  Right hands hold (or share)a hymnal.  Small brown bats flit across the ceiling, in and out through the tall doors.  With the second or third hymn, the bats are driven from the church -- unable (or unwilling) to compete with the sopranos.  Some of the old women hobble to church on canes.  Beneath their shawls, discreet white blouses announce nothing, introduce no one, bring attention only to the little buttons that look like real pearls.


Three brown-skinned eels in jeans and white T shirts stand near the door closest to the altar.  They are quiet, wide-eyed, making eye contact with the other kids in the front pews.  Awed by the marble-quartz glimmer of the casket, mother of pearl, gold, silver, inscriptions, huge handles.  Mouthing the words of the hymns, not a real sound among the three.  Their thin arms folded, tiny bishops, inspecting, checking, their silence a kind of approval. 


I was in the pew nearest the aisle.  So close to the marvelous, glowing casket I could reach out and touch it.  I almost did.  Padre Javier walked solemnly down the aisle, stopped next to me and blessed the casket with Holy Water.  The water was in a small glass bottle like the ones I buy that contain hot sauce, Huichol, salsa picante.  I thought it wonderfully natural and without vanity that he took the Eucharist from a splendid golden challis but blessed the babies, the brides, grooms and the dearly departed from a salsa bottle.

There seemed to be more people at the cemetery than at the church.  A short, fat women in front of me picked up her whining two year old, turned to go, smiled.  It was the women who sang the song at the podium, the one with the microphone.  She wore a T Shirt that said "Life's a Beach-- Herbie's at Friday Harbor." As they shoveled the dirt over the shining coffin, the dead woman's grandson read a nice poem.  Sometimes I think I can read the minds of my neighbors. This expensive chamber, in which the woman would sleep through eternity was the finest one ever lowered into a grave in this little cemetery.  Their thoughts about the casket and the lovely flowers were not envy but respect. 


"She must have been very important.  They are showing her so much love; see how they honor her." 


 The gringo mourners, eyes puffed, wanted this to be over -- wanted to be back on the plane, back to the safety of their homes, far from this dusty place where God, fate and some careless Mexican driver, in an unbelievably exact convergence took this warm and caring women from them, forever.


Maria tries to get me to walk.  I know it's good for me.  She comes by and says "let's go to the store, walk me to the church, the beach."  I think I will walk more.  I want to live a little longer.  If I can just outlast these traveling priests, if I can wait til’ we have our own priest like the Señoras want.  Perhaps he will live in a proper place behind the church. 


I think the lady who died was lucky to be close to a God who has no vanity.  He would love her the same in a wooden box.  This little Mexican God tells me I have enough vanity for the whole village.  I can't help it.  I want a service with a new priest, old women who will shatter the windows with their song.  Most of all, splashed on my box, I want the water in the salsa bottle. I hope the little bottle of Holy Water does not belong to Padre Javier. Just in case, I am filling my next empty bottle with soapy water so it can soak.  A new priest would not bless or use a dirty bottle.  I worry too much.  He will probably have one of his own.   

Chapter Eight

Yesterday and Tomorrow


I have very little first hand knowledge about the history of this place.  I do know that a very long time ago most of the homes, the town itself, was in a flat shelf of land touching the beach.  Hurricanes and monsoonal rains flooded the area, devastating the town in a series of storms that eventually led to government intervention.  Regional government authority forced locals to abandon the site, rebuild their homes and businesses on higher ground.  The skeletons of two or three crumbling concrete and brick structures remain to mark the location of the old town. One used to a be a house, one was an icehouse owned by the fishermen’s co-op, the third was a restaurant/bar. 


I have found huge fields of worked stone on the bench above several beaches in the area.  Scores, perhaps hundreds of cutting and scrapping tools, hand axes and arrowheads can be found right on the surface of the dunes.  Once I was convinced these were the tools made by the Pericue Indians, the last Amerindians to occupy this area.  After exhaustive research about sea level history and early visitors to this place I view the tools in a new light — it could be that they were used by people living here not two or three hundred years ago but several millennia.
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Hand axe and chisel.


The first of seven fishing resorts in the area began operating in the 1970's.  The town has prospered exponentially with the growth of the sportfishing/tourist business the resorts have spawned.  If there have been boom times they would have resulted from some new resort projects; new construction, more charter boats.  The latest boom is the current influx of retirees from the U.S. and Canada — their trips to this area have convinced them there are few places in Baja Sur with city services and affordable lots for single family dwellings. 


For this little town it’s all about the fish, the fishery.  If sport fishing operators trade today’s charter profits for tomorrow’s healthy, sustainable fishery this little town will become just another impoverished village on the shore of a dead sea.

Juan Jose Looks ahead 3 years
It’s December tenth in the year 2015.  I have every reason to be happy.  Money in my pocket just before Christmas; my wife is healthy and happy, my boy has a new job in San Lucas.  I can sit in this van all day and think about the past.  When I do get occasional taxi/van  passengers to and from the resort I can make 350 pesos for the trip, maybe another 400 or so in tips.  So why am I not joyful, grateful for my good fortune?  I put most of my liquidación, my pension settlement from the hotel, in the bank in San Jose.  91,000 pesos for driving those boats around for 31 years amounts to little these days.  Gringo retirees get a hell of a lot more than $6,700 U.S. dollars for their hard work.
I don’t miss the work on the boats.  Maybe, over the years, I became too sensitive.  There were times when I held real hate for some of the drunks and idiots on my boats.  It wasn’t a purely Mexican versus gringo bias all the time.  Now it seems there just weren’t enough friendly, polite sportsmen to offset the malditos.  I got in trouble with the despachador, my boss, several times over problems with the fishermen.  It is very hard to be polite to people who are so abusive, reckless and discourteous that you want to kill them.  I can’t dwell on that.  Better to count the dozens of gringo friends I made, the ones who still call, stop to see us at the house, bring Olivia gifts, have hugs for all of us.
Looking back I see the years just melting into each other without much change until the gambling came.  Then things started to happen fast.  My son, Victor, quit working on the boats, got a job here at the hotel driving taxis and finally went to San Lucas to work in the casinos.  As the fish counts went lower and lower sport fishing slowed to a crawl.  The resorts sold the boats or put them on the beach.  Before the gambling I think there were about 1,600 people in this little village.  Now I believe there are less than 200 families still here, still in their homes, holding on the best they can.
I’m too gloomy.  This is still a fine place to live.  There are almost as many gringos here now as Mexicans.  The little town has more restaurants, a fancy carwash, two more barber and beauty shops.  The people who own the condos on the beach pretty much stay down there.  I see some of them in the tiendas from time to time.  There are five realty offices here now selling lots around the new golf course and all along the beaches way out to Frailes.  The dredging at the new marina continues but in fits and starts.  The machines are idle for months, work day and night for a few weeks, suddenly give us blessed silence again.
I could never have guessed that I would ever take Victor’s job driving a taxi.  Olivia and I supposed he would follow in my footsteps, work the boats.  If the fish were still out there I would never have retired.  Not for this.  Not for sitting in this van at the hotel all day.  Not for this.  I still have some life left in me.  Maybe one day the fish will come back.  Mother nature can be cruel but, from time to time, she is giving.  There is no pressure on the fish from charter boats now.  If Mexico will stop selling all the fish to the highest bidder; if they will stop the longliners and seiners from coming up into the gulf, if they will keep their promises about ending centuries of graft and corruption, the fish may come back.  Fish or no fish La Ribera will never be like it was when I was a boy.  It is hard for me to be gloomy, moody when I know I have lived here in the good times, in the Año Dorados, the Golden Years of La Ribera. 
Cabo Riviera Marina

In 2007 a Mexican corporation bought the land between the village of La Rivera and the shore. Much of the 800 acres had been occupied by the little village for decades until a series of Pacific storms devastated and swamped those inshore lowlands causing the Mexican government to step in, forced the townspeople to abandon the town, their homes, the land and move up the nearby hill to safer ground. 
GRUMAR, the developer, has two existing developments in Baja Sur: Lighthouse Point Estates and Puerta La Salina. Lighthouse Point Estates boasted a Master Planned Community when they sold most of the 486 lots near the lighthouse a mere stone’s throw from this little village. After 10 years only 30 lots have been improved and only 5 homes there are permanently occupied. 

Puerta La Salina, between Ensenada and Tijuana is in its 12th year and can be proud of an almost full slip rental there. 
GRUMAR chose not to be the builder on these Baja ventures. They simply improve the land and sell it to others. So a successful venture for that kind of developer would be one where they bought land and improved it for a certain cost that would allow them a profit as and when the land is sold to buyers, builders and other developers. The economy and market forces at play now and over the last decade have challenged the best financed, best organized of ventures like these all over the globe. Everyone in the East Cape area hopes the economy improves, the world becomes a safer place and that peace and prosperity reigns – no one wants to see the project fail. Time will tell. 
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