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More praise for MEXICO:

“There are splendid and authentic scenes in the plaza
de toros that are as dramatic as any written by Emest
Hemingway or Barnaby Conrad.”

—The New York Times Book Review

“Another triumph ... MEXICO draws the reader
into a universe where time is fluid and events that
happened 1,400 years ago seem just as current and
relevant as the contemporary Ixmiq Festival. . ..
MEXICO strikes a deep chord. Michener clearly sees
and delineares the need to be in some way connected,
somehow a part of something more important than
ourselves.”

—The Patriot Ledger (Quincy, MA)

“For forty years, James Michener has been an Atlas of
sorts, lifting the world so we can get a better view of
it.”

—Chicago Tribune

“For the bullfighting sections alone this is a novel
worth reading. One comes away with new
understanding of the rivalries and ethnic conflicts
that are part of the Mexican heritage, as well as the
sport that transforms and unites its citizens.”

- —Houston Chronicle
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“A novel of epic proportions, abounding in visual and
historical detail and a lavish dose of emotionalism . . .
Michener captures the pageantry of the corrida, the
bravery of the peons, picadors, and matadors and the
romance and heroism of the classic man-against-beast
battle.”

—Richmond Times-Dispatch

“Rich with detail ... Compelling.”
—The Toledo Blade

“Already a bestseller. And it deserves to be.”
—Houston Post

“Classic Michener.”
—Daily Press (Newport News, VA)



“Michener’s best book . .. [A] sweeping narrative . ..
It is the story of the birth of a modern nation,
influenced and plundered by 16th-century Spaniards
who came after souls and wealth, and the
magnificence and the brutality of an Indian culture.”

—Post and Courier (Charleston, SC)

“Michener writing at the peak of his power.”
—Nashuille Banner

“[A] carefully constructed interweaving of present
and past, and one of Michener’s finest efforts.”

—Library Journal
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

This is a novel, and the Mexican city of Toledo, its citizens, its
Festival of Ixmiq-61 and the three bullfights described in the book
are all fictional. The Altomecs, who play a vital part in the narra-
tive, are a fictional composite of several ancient Indian peoples.
However, the three toreros who participate in the Saturday fight—
matadors Calesero and Pepe Luis Vasquez, and the rejoneadora
Conchita Cintrén—are real persons in the history of Mexican bull-
fighting; I wanted to pay my respects to three friends who helped
teach me about their profession. I must add, however, that the sit-
uations, incidents and dialogues concerning these toreros are prod-
ucts of my imagination and are not intended to depict any actual
events or to change the entirely fictional character of this book.
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THE CACTUS
AND THE MAGUEY

markable kind. And since it had not yet happened, I had
been ordered to get photographs, too.

I was therefore burdened with unfamiliar gear—a large
carrying case of Japanese cameras, some of which could pho-
tograph swift action occurring at a distance—and as my rickety
bus trundled across central Mexico I wondered what I could do
to protect these cameras if I followed my inclination to walk
into the city from Kilometer 303.

1 knew no one in the crowded bus and the cameras were far
too valuable to entrust to strangers, so I resigned myself to
staying on the bus and guarding them the seven remaining
kilometers into the city. But as we approached Kilometer 303
the inchoate longing that had always possessed me at this cu-
rious spot in the highway surged over me with terrible force,
and I was tempted to jump out and leave my cameras to
chance.

Fighting back this childish impulse, I slumped in my seat
and tried not to look at the road that had always haunted me,
but I was powerless to keep my eyes away from it. Like many
Mexican boys of good family, at thirteen I had been packed off
to Lawrenceville School near Princeton, “to learn some En-
glish,” my father had grumbled, and sometimes on the green
lawn of that excellent school I had stopped and gasped for
breath, choked by nostalgia for the road I was now on. Later
at Princeton, where there were also many young men from
Mexico, I would sometimes seek out boys who had known this
area and 1 would ask haltingly, “Have you ever seen anything

1

I HAD BEEN sent to Mexico to cover a murder, one of a re-
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lovelier than the view of Toledo from that gash in the hills
where the road winds down from Kilometer 303?” And if my
friends had ever seen this miraculous spot for themselves we
would indulge our homesickness and think of our city of To-
ledo, the fairest in Mexico, as it displayed its golden irides-
cence in the late afternoon sun.

As a matter of fact, I think I became a writer because of this
scintillating view. It had always been assumed by my parents
that I would graduate from Princeton as my ancestors from
Virginia had been doing since 1764, and that I would then take
one year of graduate work in mining at Colorado and return to
the silver mines of Toledo, which my family had been operat-
ing for many years. But all this changed in my junior year at
college, when I wrote a prize-winning essay that occasioned
much favorable comment among the English faculty. It de-
scribed the view of Toledo from a point just beyond Kilometer
303 as it might have been seen in sequence by an Aztec dis-
trict governor in 1500, by Cortés in 1524, by a Spanish priest
in 1530, by a German traveler in 1660, by an American mining
engineer in 1866—that would be my grandfather—and by
General Gurza in the revolutionary battles of 1918.

Actually, it is not correct to say that I wrote this essay that
was to have such influence in my life. I started it, and the vi-
sions came to me so vividly, so directly from the heart of Mex-
ico and from my own memories, that I merely recorded them.
In a sense, this prize was a damnable thing, for long after I had
become a professional writer I remembered the ease with
which I had composed the essay. And I was never again to ex-
perience that facility. But the visions I conjured up that day
have lived with me forever.

Now they possessed me, and I surrendered myself to them,
my glowing memories of Toledo, and I was reacting to them
in my sentimental way when I saw through the window of the
bus a sight that captured my imagination. Two young Indian
women wearing leather sandals, rough-cloth skirts and bright
shawls, and with their hair in swaying braids, were walking
along the road toward Toledo. Obviously, they were heading
for the Festival of Ixmiq, the site of my assignment, and the
soft rhythm of their movement, from the undulating braids
down to their slim ankles, reminded me of all the Indians I had
ever seen walking home from my father’s mines, and I wanted
to be with them as I had been forty years ago, and I found my-



Tue CacTus AND THE MAGUEY 3

self impulsively shouting in Spanish, “Halt the bus! Halt the
bus! I'll walk in from here.”

As the surprised driver ground down on his ancient brakes
and as they squealed back in protest, I looked hurriedly about
the bus in search of someone to whom I could entrust my bag
of cameras, and it may seem curious to a typical American
who might have a prejudiced view of Mexico, but I could hear
my Mexican mother saying: “In other parts of Mexico evil
men may steal now and then, but in Toledo we have only hon-
est people.” Deciding to rely on her judgment, I quickly
studied my fellow passengers to identify someone I could trust.

I saw in the rear an unusuval-looking fellow who was watch-
ing me with aloof but sardonic amusement. He was about
twenty-five years old, blond, quite handsome and dressed in
what young people called a Pachuca sweater, that is, a huge,
woolly, loose-woven affair that looked more like a shaggy tent
than an article of clothing. It was much favored by Los An-
geles beatniks who were infesting Mexico under one pretense
or another and had come to serve as a badge of distinction.
Even if the young man had not had his conspicuous blond hair
the Pachuca sweater would have assured me that he was an
American, for no self-respecting Mexican would have used this
sweater for other than its original purpose: to keep sheepherd-
ers warm in the mountain pastures.

“You want somebody ...” the young man asked, leaning
slightly forward.

“I wanted to hike into town.” For some unaccountable rea-
son I added, “The way I did when I was a boy.”

“Memories?” the young man asked with amusement. He
reached out with an indolent gesture to indicate that he was
willing to carry my case and assured me, “I'll sort of . . .” His
voice trailed off.

At this moment an older man seated behind me intercepted
me as I started passing the cameras back to the American
youth, and in excellent Spanish asked: “Aren’t you John Clay’s
son?”’

“1 am,” I replied in Spanish.

“I thought I recognized your father’s bearing. You want me
to look after the cameras?”

1 considered the question only for a fleeting moment, during
which I compared the undisciplined young American lounging
in the back in his ridiculous Pachuca sweater with the Mexican
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businessman in his conventional dark suit. In Spanish I said,
“I"d deem it an act of kindness if you took care of them for
me.” Thus the motion of my arm, originally directed toward
the young American in the backseat, was easily diverted in
flight, as it were, to the Mexican closer at hand. To the Amer-
ican I apologized: “He’ll know where to deposit them.”

The young man laughed-—insolently I thought. With three
chopping movements of his palm as if delivering karate blows,
he dismissed me.

“Where are you stopping?”’ the Mexican businessman asked.

“At the House of Tile,” I replied. “Please leave the cameras
with Don Anselmo.”

“He’s dead,” the man said simply. “His widow runs the
inn.”

“She knows me,” I replied, starting to dismount, but then I
realized that I was about to hike into the city with no camera
at all, and it occurred to me that if the event I was concerned
about did take place, I might profit from having some good
background shots of the festival to provide local color. So I
begged the disgusted bus driver to wait for an additional mo-
ment while I retrieved one of my rapid-fire Japanese cameras,
and with this slung around my neck I stepped down onto the
highway at Kilometer 303. The bus accelerated swiftly, leaving
a hazy trail of exhaust, and I was alone at four o’clock on an
April afternoon at the spot where, above any other in the
world, I wanted to be.

But I was not alone for long, for overtaking me with their
soft, resolute strides were the two Indian women on their way
to the fair, and as I stood somewhat bemused in the road they
nodded gravely and passed on. How magnificent they were,
those women coming down from the hills to grace the fiesta
that their ancestors had initiated more than four hundred years
before. They were a timeless part of the red earth of Mexico,
and of the restless motion of the earth. When they nodded to
me, their faces were impassive like the basalt statwes on Aztec
monuments, and yet their eyes glowed with the fire that had
consecrated this land. They were the Indians of Mexico, and
everything began and ended with them.

I remained motionless as they moved out of sight, held fast
1 think by a respectful unwillingness to add my ungainly
movements to the subdued ballet their soft motions had cre-
ated, but when the Indian women finally disappeared around
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the bend ahead, 1 shifted my camera strap and started slowly
along the path they had followed.

For the past two years my magazine had kept me working
in the trouble spots of Latin America. I had covered Vice Pres-
ident Nixon’s catastrophic tour of the arca and Fidel Castro’s
abominations in Cuba, and I was threatened with burnout. Ap-
parently the home office had become aware of the risk, for
Drummond, my editor, who seemed to keep an eye on every-
thing that happened in the world, sent me a telegram that he
felt sure would revive me:

Rumor tells me two Mexican matadors are heading for a
showdown in which one of them is likely to force the other
to such extremnes that it will be the same as murder. People
say Victoriano the filigreed dancer and Juan Gémez the bru-
tal Indian are natural enemies. They’re scheduled to compete
in a festival at Toledo. Didn’t you tell me you were born
there? Take a week off. Go there. Catch what you can, but
focus on the drama. Pick up camera gear from our office in
Mexico City and get powerful photos.

At first I was inclined to wire back “No thanks” because of
professional vanity. This was the casual kind of story I did not
like to fool around with; I was a writer and not a photographer.
If it had been an important story, the magazine would have
sent me a major photographer, and the fact that Drummond
hadn’t made me suspicious that the whole affair was his device
for giving me a vacation I needed without upsetting the home-
office accountants. I resented such trickery and had been about
to say so in a snippy cable from Havana when I was restrained
by a little lecture I gave myself: “Take it easy, Clay. There’s
every reason you should head for Toledo. As a bullfighting fan
you knew this boy Victoriano in Spain, and you’ve been casu-
ally following the career of Gémez for years. With a little
brushing up, you could tum out a pretty fair article. And forget
the photographer insuit. You do know how a Leica works, and
the new Japanese cameras can take pictures by themselves.”

But even as I reprimanded myself I knew there were other,
deeper reasons for accepting the assignment. 1 was gripped by
a memory of Mexico in the spring and the splendor of Toledo
and the Festival of Ixmig. So I took the job, because I wanted
to see my homeland again.
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If you had asked me: “Isn’t this a case of ordinary home-
sickness?” I'd have had to say: “A man fifty-two years old
doesn’t indulge in homesickness. This is far more basic.” I had
been born in Mexico in 1909 of an American father who had
also been born there. In 1938, when I was already a mature
man and married to a fine Mexican woman, Father and I had
been forced to quit the country. The Mexicans had stolen our
property and we could not stay. When my wife confronted the
thought of moving to Montgomery, Alabama, with me, she
couldn’t stomach such an exile and divorced me.

It was then that I became a writer, though not a real writer
like Scott Fitzgerald, who had also gone to Princeton; I was
more like Richard Halliburton, another Princetonian more my
age and type. I dabbled in travel books, never successfully, and
debased myself by writing as-told-to junk. My magazine found
me useful, because without a wife or children I could be dis-
patched on little notice to cover any hot subject that exploded
in Asia, Africa or South America.

It had been in January of this year, 1961, that I caught a
glimpse of the gray years that lay ahead of me. I had been in
Havana trying to explain Castro’s bewildering behavior during
his first two years after overthrowing Batista. In 1958 and *59
I'd been a strong Castro supporter, living with him in the
mountains, writing articles about him giving him moral support
as he marched toward the capital, and rejoicing with his
bearded ones as they captured Havana. After that it was all
downhill. He lied to me, said he had never been a communist,
swore he wanted peace with the United States and laughed at
me when I asked: “Fidel, why are you breaking diplomatic re-
lations with us?”

When my onetime hero revealed himself as such a liar and
a fraud, I had to evaluate myself, to see if I was any better.
What [ saw during those three bad days in Cuba did little to
reassure me. I had accomplished little. I'd written nothing that
would last. I had no wife or children, and I was confused as
to whether I was a Mexican or an American.

But as I stood beside the little concrete marker K. 303—
indicating the number of kilometers from Mexico City, about
one hundred and eighty miles—I felt the good heat of Toledo
upon me and suspected that 1 had done right in accepting the
assignment. And when I looked past the marker and at the
parched land I knew 1 had. I had always been fascinated by
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these cactus plants, with their burden of thick red dust, because
for me they were the truest product of the Mexican soil. Un-
forgiving, bitter and reluctant, they etched themselves against
the dark blue sky and stood like gaunt cathedrals. I loved their
awkward angularity, the fact that they offered no concession to
anyone, and that year after year they were the same. They
were very Mexican, these perpetual cactus bushes. Oftentimes
an Indian farmer would surround his little plot of land with
them, and then the goats had better beware. At first sight they
seemed worthless for anything excepi for functioning as impro-
vised fences, and yet it was they that gave character to the
land; without the cactus bushes this would not be Mexico.

One of my earliest fancies had been associated with these
unruly and forbidding plants. At about the age of six I devel-
oped the idea that my father was controlled by an unseen cac-
tus plant, had indeed sprung from one. He was an angular
man, and his sharp beard, when unshaved, resembled the
spines I had so often tested. He had both the ruggedness of the
cactus and its essential strength. I often thought of him as
standing solitary against the sky, the way the cactus did, and in
later years when the city of Toledo erected a granite monument
to him, that is how his statue stood. Like the cactus, my father
had a majestic beauty of his own, and it sprang directly from
his unyielding rectitude, for he was one of the best administra-
tors Mexico has ever known. When I was a senior at Princeton
with time to restudy my father’s famous book I realized that it,
even more than he, had a kinship with the cactus. It was sharp,
angular, lacking in flowery rhythms, but it achieved a local im-
mortality primarily because it did stand alone, like an isolated
cactus bush. It was a completely self-inspired book, like none
other that had ever been written about Mexico. And that was
the source of its greatness.

I studied the cactus for some time and wished that I had ab-
sorbed a little more of its unyielding vigor, just as I occasion-
ally wished that I had inherited more of my father’s relentless
probity, for I knew myself to be vacillating while he was al-
ways sure of where he stood. He lived in a simple world,
where categories were rigidly maintained without necessity for
explanation: for John Clay, Englishmen were demonstrably su-
perior to Americans, who were obviously better than Span-
iards, who were inberently better than Indians, who were
infinitely superior to Negroes. Banks were better than newspa-
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pers, Protestants than Catholics, Lee than Grant, and silver
much better than gold. Education was good and sex bad. Paved
roads were very good and an insecure water supply was an
abomination. Hardworking engineers saved the world and
soft-living writers corrupted it. Nevertheless, he is now remem-
bered as a writer, for his book, The Pyramid and the Cathe-
dral, constructed from the relentless dichotomies of good and
evil that he espoused, had somehow caught the inmost spirit of
Mexico.

I started hiking down the road, delightfully aware that after
a few hundred yards 1 would see opening before me the pros-
pect of Toledo with its shimmering towers, but as I walked I
noticed that in the field to my right the cactus plants had dis-
appeared, for the Indian farmer, whoever he was, had rooted
them out and replaced them with orderly rows of that amazing
plant, the maguey, and as I walked beside these dark green
shrubs, man-high and undulating in the sun, I recalled some-
thing my father had told me forty years ago. It could have
been in April as we walked that day along a patch of maguey,
for I remember that the sun was warm but not oppressive. He
stopped and poked at a twisting maguey with his cane and ob-
served, more to himself than to me: “A land is never occupied
until the cactus is rooted out and maguey planted.”

This was a surprising thing for my father to have said, for
to him drinking was an abomination, and it was from these
maguey plants, whose mysterious arms twisted about the land-
scape as if seeking to embrace it, that the Indians had centuries
ago learned to brew their intoxicating mezcal drink. I would
have expected my father to hate the maguey for that reason.
Instead, he reflected: “These are the plants that lend grace and
dignity to the land. They’re like dancers with beautiful hands.
Or like women. They're the better half of life.”

I remembered these curious comments when years later I
read his book at Princeton and came upon his remarkable evo-
cation of the cactus and the maguey as contrary symbols of the
Mexican spirit. Cactus was the inclination to war and destruc-
tion. In contrast, “maguey,” he had written in a much-quoted
passage, “has always been the symbol of peace and construc-
tion. From its bruised leaves our ancestors made the paper
upon which our records were transcribed; its dried leaves
formed the thatch for our homes; its fibers were the threads
that made clothing possible; its thorns were the pins and nee-
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dles our mothers used in bringing us to civilization; its white
roots provided the vegetables from which we gained suste-
nance; and its juice became our honey, our vinegar and after a
long while the wine that destroyed us with happiness and im-
mortal visions.” Cactus, my father wrote, was the spirit of the
lonely hunter; maguey was the inspiration of the artists who
had built the pyramids and decorated the cathedrals. One was
the male spirit so dominant in Mexican life; the other was the
female, the subtle conqueror who invariably triumphed in the
end. My father argued that it was not by accident that the In-
dian worked all his life fighting the cactus and received his
only respite from the sweet liquor of the maguey. He had also
written that if cactus was the visible spirit of earth’s hard core
that generated life, the twisting armns of maguey were the green
cradle of nature that made life bearable. He ended this compar-
ison with the passage that was later inscribed on his monu-
ment: “Where the cactus and the maguey meet, my heart is
entwined in the tangle of Mexico.”

Here, beside me now in central Mexico, the cactus and the
maguey met. For an instant, in these adjoining fields, the un-
yielding cactus and the wild, aspiring maguey stood side by
side, and in them my heart was entangled as my father’s had
been. I was an American citizen and had helped protect my
counfry in two wars, as a fighter pilot in World War II and as
a combat reporter in Korea, but my spiritual home had to be
here, for somehow these two plants had helped determine my
character.

I now faced some two hundred yards of steeply climbing
road, and the work of hiking became demanding, but I was
fortified by the assurance that in a few minutes I would once
more enjoy the sight that had tempted me to leave the relative
comfort of the bus. At last I approached the crest of the hill
where the road pursued a ledge between two reddish heights.
With my eyes half closed 1 walked the remaining yards until [
felt a fresh breeze greeting me from the other side of the pass.
I stopped, opened my eyes wide, and saw before me the vision
of my youth. It was the city of Toledo, the old mining city of
colonial days, its monuments intact, and it was the fairest sight
I had ever known.

To the north, just barely visible beyond the sloping edge of
the hill that helped form the pass in which I stood, rose the
gaunt and terrible pyramid of the Altomecs. Reddish brown in
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the sunlight, truncated sharply at the top, its tiers of steps
clearly outlined against the mass, it stood mutely as it had for
thirteen hundred years. It was enormous, brooding, mysterious.
It spoke to me now, as it had nearly half a century before when
I was a boy in its shadows, of fearful rites and death and the
terror that accompanied ancient life in Mexico. It was the most
westerly of the Mexican pyramids and had been erected in its
primitive form sometime in the seventh century by a shadowy
civilization known simply as the Drunken Builders, whose do-
main had been overrun in the year 1151 by one of Mexico’s
most savage tribes, the Altomecs, whom even the warlike Az-
tecs had feared. Through the centuries the gaunt old pyramid
had witnessed a succession of cultures and had undergone
complete resurfacing five separate times. In various rituals dur-
ing its nine hundred years of religious use, well over a million
men had been sacrificed on its altars, their blood running down
its steep flanks in rivulets.

There it was. There it was. With relief my eyes left the mon-
strous pile and looked straight down the road and over the in-
distinct roofs of the city to where the twin towers of the
cathedral rose against the deep blue of the western sky. How
subtly beautiful they were, those ancient towers built in 1640
by a Mexican bishop who had studied drawings from Spain
and had vainly tried to imagine what his ancestral Salamanca
had looked like and the spires of Zaragoza. The spires that he
built in Toledo were not soaring pinnacles but honest, sturdy
pillars of gray stone. Nestled between them, however, was the
most glorious fagade in all Mexico. It had been erected by an-
other bishop, in 1760, after the mines had begun to spew out
silver, and it was a masterpiece not of silvery gray stone but of
marble. Its manifold niches were decorated with the statues of
saints, and every aspect of it spoke of poetry and celestial mu-
sic.

From the hillside overlooking the city 1 could not see the
marvels of this fagade, but from the manner in which reflected
light shone from the ornaments, I knew that this gem of colo-
nial architecture continued to shed its radiance as it had when
I was a boy. Experts from New York and London had termed
our cathedral “the acknowledged masterpiece of churrigue-
resque design.” My mother said, “If angels wanted to build a
church of their own, they would have to copy ours.” My fa-
ther, who did not much like churrigueresque flamboyance, re-
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plied, “They might use it as a model for a wedding cake, but
hardly for a church.” In this matter I sided with my mother,
and although later I was to see such awe-inspiring cathedrals
as Chartres and Salisbury, I always thought that our cathedral
in Toledo was the most angelic I had ever seen. If I were a
Catholic, I would want my church to look like this. Flamboy-
ant it was. Gingerbready it was. But it was also an evocation
of the period when Mexico was secure, before the terrible rev-
olutions, and before the corroding doubts of the twentieth
century.

And then, off to the right, my eyes sought out what I had re-
ally come to see. From my earliest days at the mine [ had
known the pyramid as a monitory thing whose fierce ghostly
priests might torture me if I did not behave, and 1 had always
taken pleasure in the cathedral with its fairy-tale fagade, but
what had been intimately mine, a definite part of me, were the
Arches of Palafox. And there they were! Entering the city from
a northeasterly direction, this fantastic line of arches carried an
aqueduct from springs that rose beyond the pyramid. Upon the
arches depended the city’s water supply, and I recall that when
I first saw these graceful curves marching over the hills [
thought how providential it was that their stony legs were of
varied lengths so that they exactly accommodated themselves
to all the ups and downs of the rough terrain.

The arches are still the glory of Toledo, and even the most
jaded visitor who might be repelled by the pyramid or
alienated by a Catholic cathedral has to respond to the subtle
thythms of this aqueduct. Dominating the landscape, its top is
a bold line that is absolutely flat, but there is infinite variety in
the arches, which grow deep to traverse a valley or fade away
to nothing as the water channel rides directly across the crest
of a hill. As a boy I used to sit for hours watching the aque-
duct, which old Bishop Palafox had built in 1726, and it
seemed to me to have been divinely inspired not for the pur-
pose of providing water for our city but for that of linking the
pyramid and the cathedral.

I hiked down the road, keeping my eyes fixed on the slope
of hill that limited my vision to the right, and with each step
another of the bishop’s arches came into view until at last I
could see the whole magnificent sweep of the Arches of
Palafox; but it was not this spectacle that I was seeking. It was
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something that still lay hidden behind the hill, and I broke into
a run, so eager was I to see it again.

As the hill fell away the thing I sought came into view, and
I halted, in the middle of the ancient road where stout Cortés
had once halted to inspect what he sought. There it was, the
old, abandoned silver mine of Toledo. It stood perched against
a gray-brown hill, an assembly of roofless buildings, the rem-
nants of a place from which more than $800 million had been
dug when a single dollar was worth five today.

This was the Mineral de Toledo, that legendary hole in the
earth whose name had been more famous in imperial Spain
than that of Lima or any other city in the New World. In those
now shattered buildings I had been born and my father before
me. Up there my father had resisted General Gurza, the revo-
lutionary wild man who had come to capture the mines. The
precious seed bull Soldado had been sequestered in a cave in
a successful attempt to salvage the bloodline of the Palafox
ranch. Up there General Porfirio Dfaz, the benevolent old pres-
ident, had come in 1909 two years before he fled to exile,
driven out by General Gurza and his murderous gang.

The history of our mine had been the history of Mexico, and
it was appalling to see it in ruins. Of our Mineral de Toledo it
was said that half the wealth of Madrid had been dug by Indi-
ans from its deep mouth. Now it was empty, a scar in the
carth, but how warm its vacant buildings still seemed. I could
almost see, in the distance, my father marching erectly about
the property, supervising the excavation of the last ore.

This was Toledo! The pyramid, the cathedral, the arches,
and the mine. How deeply entwined my emotions were with
this place I did not appreciate till later in life, for when my fa-
ther took me with him to Alabama I quickly established myself
as an ordinary American. I'd already gone to college there,
then 1 served in the American armed forces and dated Amer-
ican girls, though I found none to marry. I worked for an
American publication, ate Southern cooking and forgot things
Mexican. But often, in moments of accidental reflection, I
caught powerful reminders that 1 had been born a Mexican, for
the sights and sounds and tastes of my childhood days were
deeply ingrained. I could not think of myself as only an Amer-
ican, for now, as I stood just west of K. 303 at the point where
all of Toledo first became visible, every object of importance
that I saw had been built by some ancestor of mine. The pyr-
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amid had been raised by one of my Indian forebears. It had
been refurbished in 1507 by another ancestor. The earnest
Spanish bishop who built the cathedral had had a daughter
who played a role in my lineage; the later bishop who had con-
structed the churrigueresque fagade had had a son; and the
great bishop who had built the aqueduct had sired fifteen chil-
dren, one of whom served as an ancestor. The Mineral, of
course, had been salvaged by my American grandfather after
the Civil War and had been operated in its final days by my fa-
ther. I could look nowhere without seeing the handiwork of
someone in my family, stretching back for more than a thou-
sand years, tied to the harsh red soil of Mexico. For nearly
sixty generations my ancestors had stood where 1 now stood
surveying the mountain-rimmed valley of Toledo, and invari-
ably they had found it gratifying. I recalled the letter my
grandfather had written to his young wife in Richmond in 1847
during the Mexican War while resting at this spot: “Colonel
Robert Lee has dispatched me on a scouting expedition to in-
spect the famous silver mines of Toledo, and I am now halted
in sight of this famous city. My guide is a resident, Captain
Palafox of the Mexican army, leading a troop of his soldiers
and mine, and [ must confess that looking down upon his city
I observe a sight as inviting as any I have seen in my own
country, and I trust that it shall be God’s will that as an out-
come of this present war these two lands be joined together.
When they are, I would not be unhappy to live in the area [ am
now overseeing, for in my opinion it could produce fine cot-
ton.” Years later, after the defeat of the South, my grandfather
would choose exile in Mexico, where he would be employed
as engineer for the mine owned by this young Mexican captain
who had brought him to Toledo. In time the son of that Amer-
ican lieutenant would marry the niece of that Mexican officer,
and they would be my parents. So, by the fortunes of war and
exile, ] became a Palafox of Toledo as well as a Clay of Rich-
mond.

I think it must have been at that moment when I renewed
my acquaintance with the grandeur of Toledo that I felt fully
the dissatisfaction with my own accomplishments that had
been dogging me for months. “Damn it, Clay, get yourself
straightened out. You have twenty more years, maybe thirty.
Make them count.” As soon as I uttered those last three words
I liked them, saw them as the challenge that had been building
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since my disillusionment in Havana, but how exactly to re-
spond I did not know. However, as ] resumed my march to-
ward Toledo T was buoyed by a reassuring thought: Where but
in his place of origin can man best find the important answers?

It was five in the evening of a quiet spring day when I en-
tered Toledo along the street I had so much treasured as a boy.
It was flanked by rows of brightly colored houses that crowded
each inch of space, so that I seemed to be passing down a can-
yon whose walls were alternately red and green and purple and
most of all a brilliant golden yellow. At one comner I could
look down another street of similar colors and see the clean
new building that replaced the shambles of shacks and warrens
that had served as the market when I was young, and I knew
that a few more steps would bring me to the central plaza of
Toledo, which was the essential heart of the city. One block
more . .. half a block .. . and then ... here I was, in the plaza
itself.

For a long time I studied it from where I stood, and to my
pleasure I found little changed. Directly on my right was the
historic blue-and-yellow hotel known as the House of Tile,
where [ would be staying. In the late sun it was more scintil-
lating than ever, each of the tiles that formed the facade flash-
ing like an individual mirror.

Along the north—south axis of the plaza, and fronting on the
Avenida Gral. Gurza, so inappropriately named to perpetuate
the memory of the rebellious general who had ravaged this part
of Mexico, stood the cathedral, its somber silvery-gray towers
flanking the delicate luxuriance of its central fagade. Not a
stone was out of place in this veritable poem of marble, and
old women passed through the side portals as they had been
doing since 1640.

Facing the cathedral, along the eastern edge of the plaza,
was the building that had occupied a curious place in the affec-
tions of those city residents who were so vociferously anticler-
ical during the revolutionary days that they refused to enter the
cathedral. Instead they revered this ancient building that had
been built in the 1500s by two ancestors of mine, a devout
Catholic bishop and his strong-willed Indian wife. Originally a
refuge for impoverished old women, later a nunnery of the
church, it had become in the 1860s the grandiose Imperial
Theater. lts reconstruction had been commissioned by the Aus-
trian Maximilian and his Belgian wife, Carlota, when they
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ruled Mexico as the emperor and empress and dedicated by
them with a performance of Bellini’s Norma. Rebuilt to
Maximilian’s specific plans, it represented his understanding of
the classical Greek style. In its new incarnation it remained a
magnificent building, chaste but royal, and had played a signif-
icant role in Mexican history. From its stage the ill-starred em-
peror had delivered his last address to his reluctant subjects. In
one of its dressing rooms he had spent two weeks of his im-
prisonment, and from its Athenian portals he had climbed into
the wagon that had carried him to the fusillade at Querétaro.
Later, the famous theater had been the scene of numerous con-
stitutional conventions at which the future of Mexico was ham-
mered out, and it was here that I heard my first opera as a very
young child, with Luisa Tetrazzini singing Aida.

But the biilding that gave the plaza a special distinction was
the low two-story colonial structure that ran the entire length
of the southern side. It had been built in 1544 by my ancestor
the first Bishop Palafox, and was in every respect one of the
masterpieces of Mexican architecture. Its total aspect epito-
mized that odd union of Spanish elegance and Indian strength
which marked the intellectual history of Mexico. I remember
my father’s telling me one day as we sat in the plaza facing
this dull-red structure, “When our first settlers landed at
Jamestown, this building was so old it needed new flooring. In
1607, when America started, our tenth viceroy was paying a
state visit to this Hall of Government.”

I remember interrupting my father and asking, “When you
say ‘our settlers,” which country do you mean?”

He replied, “It’s possible for a man to belong to two coun-
tries.”

“Al the same time?” I asked incredulously.

“Spiritually, yes,” he answered. “I’ve always considered the
old Hall of Government”—he pointed to it—"as the capital of
my second nation, just as Richmond has been the tragic capital
of my first.”

“But you never lived in Richmond. You told me you’ve
never seen it.”

“Any spot for which a man’s forebears have bled and died
will forever be his homeland. Remember that.”

Then, as I looked westward from the Hall, I noticed some-
thing that held my interest. On the wooden billboards outside
the local bullring had been pasted three copies of the flamboy-
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ant poster announcing the fights that would take place this
weekend. THE FESTIVAL OF 1xm1Q-61 shouted the bold black let-
ters, but what mesmerized me were the portraits of the two
contenders [ had come to photograph and write about. “Mano
a Mano!” the words said, meaning a deadly contest involving
two matadors. To the left was Victoriano, classically aloof; to
the right, Juan Gémez, the stocky Indian, hair hanging down
close to his eyes. Victoriano looked down at me as he had
when [ interviewed him in Spain, and Gémez could have
stepped out of the posters and introduced himself: “I'm Juan
Gdémez. You spoke to me once when I fought in Tijuana.” And
in that instant I realized that I was on an assignment that was
likely to become more complicated than I had supposed when
I lightly accepted it. This was Wednesday afternoon, almost
evening, and the three fights began on Friday, so I had tonight
and Thursday to clarify my thoughts on the matter.

I looked about for some secure point of reference, and at the
far opposite end of the plaza, standing near the House of Tile,
1 saw the guardian spirit of my city, the Indian Ixmig, who
lived in the sixth century after Christ, whom the travelers to
Toledo came to honor. Benign, swarthy in burnished bronze,
the wiry Indian gazed down upon me, and I felt content. As I
approached to tell him “Old man, I’ve come home,” a voice
called me from the terrace of tables at the House of Tile. It
was the stranger who had carried my cameras to the hotel and
he said, “Sefior Clay, the bag is safe with the Widow Mier y
Palafox.”

“Thank you, my good friend,” I called back.

“Would you like a beer?” he shouted jovially.

“Later,” I replied, for I wanted to be alone.

In English he cried: “I’ll give you 2 rain check.” Then he
laughed and added: “The statue you’re looking for is at the op-
posite comer.”

How well I remembered! It had been a sunny spring day in
1927 and the dedication of the statue had been delayed till I
could return from my interview at Princeton, where I would be
enrolling in the autumn. Father and [ were the only Clays in at-
tendance; the rest of the notables—including all who would be
making speeches—were Palafoxes, and since Father and I were
members of that extensive clan, the celebration was a family
affair. There was music, the firing of a salute, and a boisterous
tea afterward on the hotel veranda. The committee that had
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paid for the statue wanted Father to make a short speech of ac-
knowledgment, but he refused: “If they want to risk a statue
while I’'m still living, let them go ahead. But I'll have no part
of it. Suppose next year I commit a murder. Do they tear it
down?”

Now as I approached the statue I gasped, for my father, who
had been dead since 1945, was standing before me on that
pedestal. His stern gaze was turned away from the cathedral—
which was only proper, in view of his attitude toward
Catholics—and he looked across the plaza toward the Mineral
de Toledo. As I had seen him do so often in life, he held a
book in his left hand, with fingers thrust between its pages. His
clean-shaven face looked exactly as I remembered it, and it
seemed to me that if I were to call him, he would undoubtedly
reply.

The carving on the east face said simply JOHN cLAY
1882—-1945. Momentarily bewildered by what seemed like the
dead come to life, I moved cautiously around the statue. On
its northern face it carried in Spanish the title of Father’s
book: The Pyramid and the Cathedral. On the western side,
also in Spanish, was the well-known quotation “Where the
cactus and the maguey meet, my heart is entwined in the tan-
gle of Mexico.” Feeling my own heart equally entwined, I
slumped onto one of the exquisite blue-tile benches that lined
the plaza and studied this representation of my father as mem-
ories haunted me.

In 1943, after I had spent a tour bombing Japanese-held is-
lands in the far Pacific, I was granted leave for home rest in
Alabama, where I found that my father had rigged a darkroom
where he kept a white sheet hanging on the wall. Day after day
he projected his color slides onto this sheet and sat and con-
versed with his old friends long dead. I must confess that when
I heard about this I suspected that his mind was faltering, but
when I first sat with him and saw the big, superhuman-sized
photograph of the rancher Don Eduardo Palafox staring down
at me, his full lips almost bursting into speech, it seemed en-
tirely natural to greet him, so when Father cried: “Hey there,
Don Eduardo! Good times in the fighting days, eh?” I was not
surprised. Indeed, I almost expected Palafox to reply: “We
fooled Gurza and his bandits, didn’t we?”’ But when I watched
my father talking to his old friends who were no longer here,
I felt deep sorrow for a man who had gone into exile twice,
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each time from a land he loved. The first was when he spiri-
tually cut himself off from Virginia, the Clay homeland, and
from Richmond, the noble city he had never seen. The second
was when he fled Mexico and his legion of friends there. Dur-
ing that brief respite from war I-vowed that I would never al-
low myself to be exiled from any culture that had nourished
me, but now in Toledo, as I saluted my father, I felt as deeply
isolated as he had ever been. And I could visualize myself in
my late sixtics as forlorn and bereft as he had been.

My father’s exile from Mexico was self-imposed, of course,
and he knew he would always have been welcomed among the
Mexicans, but after what he called “that dark and evil day of
March 18, 1938,” he felt that no honest man could possibly
live in Mexico, so he left.

I was twenty-nine at the time, visiting him in Toledo on va-
cation from the magazine. | remember his coming into our
home at the Mineral, gasping for breath, and slumping into a
chair. “It can result only in war,” he mumbled in Spanish.
“Only in war.”

“What happened?” 1 asked.

“That madman, President Cirdenas,” he gasped.

“What’s he done now?”

“He’s expropriated the oil wells. We’d better pack.”

“You think ...”

“Think?” he roared at me from his chair. “Of course there’ll
be war. How else can President Roosevelt react?” Then, seeing
my unwillingness to believe that the United States would de-
clare war over some oil wells, he jumped up and cried, “Even
a damned fool like Roosevelt will recognize the necessity.”

My father had been reared in Southern traditions and was a
determined Democrat, but like most of his acquaintances from
the South—those gentle and confused people who frequented
our Mexican home in the winters—he despised his American
president, Roosevelt, almost as much as he did his Mexican
president, Cardenas. “How could two glorious nations like the
United States and Mexico get such utter incompetents at the
same time?” he would wail.

He waited vainly for Roosevelt to declare war or for some
patriot to assassinate Céirdenas, and when neither of these
events occurred he fell into a deep depression from which he
was never to recover. After giving the two errant presidents
eight months to come to their senses, he abruptly shut down
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the mine, packed all his personal belongings, and gave the
Mexico City newspapers a tempestuous interview in which he
said that as an honorable man he could not tolerate a nation
that expropriated personal property and, moreover, he predicted
the decline and fall of Mexico.

He never saw the country again, and when rumors reached
him that Mexico, instead of perishing, was yearly better off
than it had been the year before, he muttered ominously, “Just
wait!”

But his hatred was mainly directed at President Roosevelt,
possibly because there were in Alabama other old-timers who
enjoyed venting their anger against “that man” in Washington.
When in 1940 President Cardenas was required by the Mexi-
can constitution to retire, my father gave a small banquet at
which he said, “My good friends here in Alabama cannot ap-
preciate what a monster of red revolution we have had to suf-
fer in Mexico, but that monster is finished. Now we must bend
all our energies to the election of Mr. Willkie.”

When Roosevelt won, my father took to his bed for eight
days. Thereafter he never spoke the president’s name, calling
him simply him or that evil man. Frequently he would write to
me, “I cannot understand why God has not punished an evil
man who refused to protect the private property of this nation.”

When President Roosevelt called me to the White House to
decorate me for my work over Japan my father wrote: “It
would be highly appreciated in these quarters if you saw fit to
leave that medal elsewhere. Your picture naturally appeared in
the Alabama papers, from which I got some pleasure, but I
saved none of them because you were standing next to him. I
noticed with some satisfaction that he appears much older and
doubtless God will punish him for his iniquities.”

My father’s birthday occurred on April 12, and on that day
in 1945 T was again home in Alabama recuperating from the
banging up I’d suffered when we had to ditch at Iwo Jima, and
I was listening to the radio in my room when news came that
President Roosevelt had died. I ran down to my father's room
and said, “Did you hear? Roosevelt just died!”

He stared at me reproachfully and said, “You're just saying
that because it’s my birthday.”

Recalling his irascible nature, I had to smile, and his pres-
ence was so real that I bepan speaking to his statue: “How
strange it is, Father, that you who ignored English in college
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and read none of the great novels, who concentrated solely on
your engineering work, should have written a book of such
merit that they put up a statue of you. I, on the other hand,
studied all the great novels and always wanted to write but
have been able to accomplish nothing of value.”

A woman in the plaza, hearing me talking to myself, asked
if I was all right, and I said, “No, no es nada, gracias.” Then
rising and slowly picking my way through the winding, flower-
bordered paths of the plaza, I returned to my hotel.

But as [ was passing the statue of Ixmiq I saw a long,
cream-colored Chrysler speed up and grind its tires to a
screeching halt. It was driven by a tall young man wearing an
expensive vicufia coat about his shoulders as if it were a cape.
Something about his manner made me think that I had seen
him before, but his face was masked, and he was soon en-
gulfed by strollers who shouted the magic word “Matador!”

Immediately a crowd swarmed about the Chrysler, but those
in front were rudely tossed aside by a man with a firm jaw,
blue eyes and a shock of white hair. His arms must have been
powerful, for with ease he elbowed his way through the crowd.

“Veneno!” 1 shouted, for I had known him in Spain. In En-
glish his name meant poison, and he had proved himself to be
certainly that for any fighting bulls he encountered in the rings
of the world.

My use of his name startled him, and he turned in my direc-
tion. Recognizing me, he bellowed in the voice he had used to
help him dominate the bulls, “Sefior Clay! As always, you
bring us good fortune.”

Just then the slim driver from the front seat and two athletic
fellows from the rear seat sprang from the car. All were in
their late twenties and all were obviously bullfighters recog-
nized by the crowd, which started shouting their names:
“Victoriano! Chucho! Diego!” The four fighting Leals, cold-
blooded terrors of the bullrings, had arrived two days early to
rest up for the crucial fights that lay ahead.

I cried: “Victoriano! Over here for a press photo.” Turning
to see who had spoken, he saw his trusted acquaintance from
Madrid and gave me a friendly abrazo.

“Don Norman! You’ve come to see the fights!”

“And to write about you. To photograph you in your tri-
umph.”

Always alert to the value of publicity, he called: “Father!
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Chucho! Diego! Over here to assist Don Norman,” and with a
practiced eye he directed his father, white-haired Veneno, to
stand to his left, his brother Chucho slightly to the right, and
handsome Diego on a somewhat lower lexe! in front between
him and his father. It was a more effective tableau than I could
have arranged, and the four men kept their poses, even improv-
ing on them as I finished a roll of film with my high-speed
camera.

At the conclusion I yelled: “Hey, Chucho! Make like you’re
emptying the car.”

Obediently Chucho took the keys from the driver and
whipped open the trunk. The other three came around him and
I got a fine shot of the men and the car. Then I shouted,
“Chucho, we need a little action. Can you be handing him
something?”

Immediately Chucho grabbed a bag and started to hand it to
Victoriano, but the matador, obviously the star of the troupe,
had had enough. Tuming suddenly on his heel, he strode to-
ward me, his lithe body almost snakelike in its grace. Grabbing
me by the shoulder, he said, “Take no more pictures, Clay! It’s
pointless. I’'m not going to have a disaster in Toledo!”

“Victoriano!” shouted the white-haired old man, leaping
around the car to grab the younger man, and hissed: “Son,
never rough up a newspaperman!”

Victoriano repeated: “No more pictures. He’s a ghoul, hop-
ing I'll be gored so the pictures will make his story more in-
teresting.”

A crowd had gathered, captivated by the excitement of the
scene. A husky young workman shouted, “By God, it’s
Victoriano!” And instantly this fellow had the young man on
his shoulders. Immediately others rushed forward to support
the figure thus held aloft, and I returned to my camera, but be-
fore I could snap the shutter, the crowd had moved across the
road and onto the terrace of the hotel.

“Victoriano!” 1 shouted.

He turmmed and smiled professionally, knowing that this
would be a favorite shot. His two young companions, always
mindful that effective photography can make a matador, moved
in quickly and took their places by the husky young workman
who carried him, and the white-haired old man assumed a pose
that showed his craggy profile.

They formed a magnificent pyramid there in the dusk, the
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godlike young matador, his two rugged assistants and their
white-haired father resembling a centaur with a wreath of
flowers about his head. I knew I had an extraordinary shot, and
so did Victoriano, who twisted his head so that I could catch
a more favorable profile.

“Two more!” I pleaded, and the onlookers elbowed in, hop-
ing that 1 would take their picture as they mingled with the
four Leals.

When I finished, the man carrying Victoriano set him care-
fully down on the steps of the hotel, and the crowd swirled
into the hotel. I rewound my film and reloaded my camera.
The first of the duelists had arrived, the delicate fencer, but the
rowdy swordsman who thrashed about with his saber was still
to come. And from his plinth, the little Indian who had started
it all, Ixmiq of thirteen hundred years ago, pazed down approv-

ingly.
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seven, was considered by many the best matador in

Mexico and possibly the world. He was handsome,
graceful and a joy to the eye as he led the bull past his chest,
and I had come to Mexico to see him duel a stubborn, awk-
ward little Indian, perhaps to the death.

In this contest, which would be taking place in my home-
town, I could not be neutral. Victoriano I had known for some
years, Gomez I had only spoken to, and that briefly. But each
had made himself into a serious matador, worthy of respect
and the attention my magazine was willing to focus on them.

I had abandoned Toledo in my voluntary exile long before
Victoriano burst onto the taurine scene, but I'd heard rumors of
his successes in Mexico so that when I was sent to Spain to
write an in-depth article about who might succeed General
Franco when the aging dictator died and saw in the papers that
Victoriano Leal would be fighting in Madrid on Sunday, I
sought permission to interview him. He was told that T was an
American writer knowledgeable about bulifighting and that the
publicity my magazine might provide could be profitable to
him internationally.

When we met, he surprised me by saying: “I am eager to
speak with you. Your Emest Hemingway made many matadors
famous by writing about them in English. For me, maybe the
same.” But our interview would have been quite ordinary ex-
cept that at one point he asked, “Where did you learn such
good Spanish?”

“I was bom in a Mexican city you’ve probably heard of. To-
ledo of the silver mines.”

“Toledo! I’ve had some of my best afternoons in that
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plaza!” He paused, then said enthusiastically: “And I’ve taken
part in some great tientas at the Palafox ranch. Don Eduardo,
he’s like the old-time breeders.”

“Don Eduardo is my uncle.”

He drew back, studied me and asked carefully: “Don
Eduardo? You, a norteamericano? How?”

“My mother was a Palafox and 1 married Don Eduardo’s
niece. He’s not really my uncle, but it’s nearly the same.”

“A Palafox!” He shook his head in amazement, and from
then on we were friends.

I found myself quite intrigued by this young comer and had
a feeling he might one day be a big success. During some of
my free hours when I wasn’t working on my Franco story, [
hung around the bullring and picked up stories about
Victoriano and his brilliant bullfighting family. They were so
entertaining that I made notes on them in one of the little
books I always carry with me. Years later, when Drummond
cabled me in Cuba with my Toledo assignment, I was able to
dig the old notebook out of my trunk, reconstruct the key mo-
ments from Victoriano’s past, and cable it all to Drummond
before even leaving Havana.

To summarize the history of this brilliant young matador 1
can do no better than cite the essential passages 1 had so far
sent Drummond.

Sevilie, 1886. It was a hot, song-filled afternoon in the Sierpes,
that cramped alleyway that has always served as the heart of
Seville. In the small plaza that fronted a restaurant known for
the past three hundred years as the Arena, a wedding party was
under way celebrating the marriage of a matador, who had
gained local fame, and a popular flamenco dancer. All who
loved bullfighting were in attendance, but the guest of chief in-
terest was Don Luis Mazzantini, down from Madrid in honor
of the occasion, and those who were particularly addicted to
the art of running the bulls kept close to the majestic Italian,
hoping that he might speak to them.

Don Luis was a phenomenon, one of the most popular fight-
ers in Spain and the most unusual ever to have followed the
art. His father was an Italian lyric tenor who had fled the chaos
of his homeland to seek refuge in Spain, and his mother was
a well-born Spaniard. Don Luis inherited both a love of opera
and a passion for bullfighting. He had reached his twenties still
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torn between the desire to become a principal tenor at La Scala
opera house in Milan or to be a master bullfighter in Madrid.
After much vacillation he settled upon the latter. He was very
tall, finely built and quite bald. He was good in all aspects of
the fight, but in the difficult final act of killing he was one of
the best who ever lived. Out of the ring he manifested an in-
terest in liberal politics, the arts, high society and the company
of well-bred men and women. It was therefore extremety grat-
ifying that Don Luis had deigned to grace the wedding.

Toward seven in the evening, when the celebration had
calmed down somewhat, Don Luis announced with a flourish
of his ivory-headed cane: “The main reason I came to Seville
was to find an especially skilled peén to accompany me on my
grand tour of Mexico. I'm seeking a helper who’s superb with
the banderillas to show the Mexicans how this art ought to be
performed.”

He had hardly stopped speaking when a wiry, blue-eyed
young man leaped before him and said softly: “I am the man.”

Don Luis leaned back, clasped his manicured hands over his
cane and studied the intruder. He saw an insolence that he
liked, a quick movement that was essential, and an inherent
grace that sometimes came with a Sevillian bullfighter. “Your
name?”’ he asked.

“Bernardo Leal,” the young man replied.

“Your age?”

“Twenty-six.”

“If you’re twenty-six and any good, why haven’t I heard of
you?”

“Because you are from Madrid, Don Luis,” the young man
replied with quiet assurance. “In Seville everyone has heard of
me. There is no better banderillero.”

“You!” the Italian called imperiously to a youth pressing
forward to hear the conversation. “You are the bull.” And he
gave the lad two forks to serve as homs. Then he grabbed two
knives and threw them to Leal. “These are your banderillas.
Let me see you place a pair power-to-power.”

The wedding guests fell back to form a small ring that in-
cluded Mazzantini, who leaned forward in his chair. The “bull”
stood off to one side, pawing with his feet and lowering his
head with thumbs pressed against his temples, his forefingers
thrust forward like homs.

Bernardo Leal, knowing that his future depended upon this
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moment, tucked in his shirt and tightened his belt in order to
display his trim torso. Mazzantini marked this and approved:
“The young man is aware of his lithe figure. That’s good.” But
what the great Italian saw next was much better. Leal raised
his arms until they were extended full length above his head
and, arching his back, thrust his head and neck forward. Then,
with swaying body and mincing steps he started his approach
to the bull, and when it charged, snorting like a real animal,
Leal broke into a deft run, allowed the bull almost to gore him,
leaped into the air like a dancer, and came down with the two
knives exactly in the hump of the bull’s neck.

“;01€!” shouted the wedding guests, rewarding Leal with the
traditional cry of praise for a bullfighter who has done well.
Mazzantini made no sign of approval, but merely gave a new
command: “Now a pair shifting the body.”

Leal complied, gaining fresh olés. His examiner, somewhat
irritated by the intrusive enthusiasm of the crowd, commanded,
“From the barrier.”

This was one of the more difficult ways of placing the ban-
derillas, for the fighter had to stand close to the wooden barrier
while inciting the bull to charge directly at him. At the last
moment the man was supposed to swing clear, place the sticks
as the bull thundered past parallel to the barrier, and make his
escape from the horns by pressing himself back against the
boards.

“You,” Mazzantini shouted at some of the guests, “you be
the barrier.” Quickly the men formed a segment of circle
against which Leal took his position. The bull was pawing the
pavement and snorting, waiting for the incitement to charge,
when young Leal had an inspiration. Grasping the two knives
in his right hand, he raised them over his head, caught the free
end with his left, and made believe that he was bringing them
down forcefully over the imaginary barrier, thus breaking them
in two. Throwing away the invisible long ends, he displayed
the supposedly shortened sticks to the crowd. A great cheer
went up at this gesture, for placing short sticks against the bar-
rier was extremely perilous.

“Ho, bull, ho!” Leal cried, moving his hips to attract the an-
imal. The bull pawed again, snorted furiously, and charged at
his tormentor. With exquisite grace Leal threw his left hip to-
ward the face of the bull, then withdrew the lure and placed
the shortened sticks as the bull swept past.
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The crowd exploded with joy and even Mazzantini ap-
plauded politely: “Can you do these things with a real bull?”
Bernardo Leal replied, in the hearing of all the wedding guests,
“Like you, matador, I do my finest work only with real bulls.”

The tall Italian looked down at the would-be peén and said,
“You shall come with me to Mexico, and I suppose you will
never see Seville again, for if you play with real bulls in that
manner, sooner or later they must kill you.”

Toledo, 1891. Before I explain the significance of this unusual
day in the life of Victoriano Leal, who wasn’t even bom till
forty-two years later, | must explain why, in my reports to
Drummond in New York, 1 shied away from using Spanish
words in describing the specific acts of the bullfight. Since
Spanish was my first tongue, it would have been natural for
me to utilize Spanish words when attempting to describe any-
thing relating to the Spanish world. For example, when I was
trailing President Eisenhower through South America I found
myself repeatedly falling into using a Spanish vocabulary. For-
tunately, at the other end in New York I had a Spanish special-
ist who knew when to keep my words and when to translate
them, but in this bullfight story I could not rely upon such a
specialist. Drummond was in charge of features, like this duel
of the matadors, and he insisted that stories be kept as simple
as possible. I could therefore sympathize with his reactions
when he received the following copy from me:

Drummond, you might want to describe briefly old
Bernardo Leal’s initial appearance in Mexico City in 1886.
As banderillero in the cuadrilla of the espada Mazzantini,
Leal placed a great pair uno al sesgo, but the toro embisted
quickly from the medios, the banderillas dangling perfectly
from his morilla, and viciously lunged at Leal, who was al-
ready acknowledging the olés. The crowd gasped and this
warned him of the foro’s approach, so with four swift strides
he struck the estribo, vaulted over the barrera, and intended
landing nimbly in the callejon. But the toro was too quick,
and with his left cornupeta caught the banderillero in the
seat of his pants, lending him an additional impulse that
carried him clear over the tablas, landing him uninjured in
the tendidas, where he looked up in surprise to find himself
seated among the spectators, who applauded loudly. With
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perfect composure he bowed, then descended calmly to the
ruedo.

About two hours after filing this I received spirited reaction
from New York, and from the unusual time of its arrival I
knew that something had gone wrong. Before I opened the
message I thought, “Damn, they’re dragging me off this bull-
fight thing.” And I did not want to give up the story because
I was hooked on it. My earlier friendship with Victoriano and
my immersion in the taurine world now reminded me of the
exciting days of my youth when my father would say, “Let’s
see what’s happening at the bullring today,” and we would see
Luis Freg or Juan Silveti, or even the great Gaona, who was
Mexican and the best in the world. Bullfighting had been bred
into me. I was therefore relieved to read the telegram:

Your account of the grandfather’s being hoisted into the
stands by a mad bull makes fascinating reading. But why so
many Spanish words? Are you trying to impress a bunch of
beatniks in some San Diego pad? Cut the enchiladas. They
are pretentious and useless.

I restudied my dispatch about the grandfather’s debut in Mex-
ico City and had to confess that I had used rather more Span-
ish words than were required, but it was also true that I had
used some that could not be avoided if one wanted to narrate
accurately what [ was trying to describe: the moves of life and
death in a bullring. Accordingly [ wired back:

Thanks for your criticism regarding elimination of excessive
Spanish, which I confess can be a weakness, but Spanish
also produces accuracy, flavor, color, style and the essence
of Mexico. Therefore I shall continue to use it discreetly.

This time I received my answer even more quickly than be-
fore. The cable read:

I appreciate the thoughtfulness of your response regarding
Spanish and after restudying the problem must acknowledge
that philosophically you are entirely right. However if you
use one more Spanish word you are fired fired fired repeat
fired.
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So we worked out a rule that for this story, which had to be
read by people who knew neither Spanish nor bullfighting, I
would use only those words that had been adopted into En-
glish, as proved by any of the unabridged dictionaries of our
language. This rule, known as the Drummond Dictate, allowed
me a surprising amount of freedom, as I illustrated in my re-
port to New York:

I am much relieved to find that 1 am allowed to use almost
every essential word required to explain the various stages
of the fight, for this will enable me to write intelligibly. The
whole afternoon of three matadors facing six bulls, two each
in rotation, is not a fight but a corrida. The entire class of
men who do the fighting are roreros. (And although the
word foreador has been Englished, any Spaniard or Mexican
who used it would be laughed out of the room. It occurs
only in Carmen and must be left there.) The glamorous en-
trance of the toreros is the paseo. The bottom-rung men who
run the bull when he first enters are the pedns. In the first
major segment of each of the six fights the two men on
horseback who try to tire the bull by attacking him with
long, steel-tipped oaken lances are picadors. In the second
part the colorful sticks are banderillas to be placed in the
bull’s hump by banderilleros. (Yes, it’s in the English dic-
tionary, too.) In the third and most important segment the
star of the performance, the marador, performs alone in the
faena, a word that means “the job that has to be done”
Working with a dangerously small piece of red cloth, the
muleta, and the deadly sword, he displays both skill and
bravery. If he does well, including killing the bull in an hon-
orable way, he hears cries of “jOle!” Those who love bull-
fighting are aficionados. Thus the language of an alien sport,
legally banned in the United States and England, has insin-
uated itself into English.

To return to the story of what happened in the city of Toledo
that critical Sunday afternoon in 1891 at the final performance
in Mexico of the great Don Luis Mazzantini. He had chosen
our plaza for this emotional affair because he wanted to honor
his peén de confianza Bernardo Leal, who, some years earlier,
had quit working in Mazzantini’s troupe to become an appren-
tice matador on his own. Having done well, he was now eligi-
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ble to advance to full matador, but this required one of the
hallowed rites of bullfighting, the alternativa, or promotion, of-
ten translated as “taking the doctorate,” as if the aspirant were
now a full professor of the taurine art.

Bringing Leal into the ring with him, Mazzantini waited till
the first bull of the afternoon came storming out, one that he
would normally fight as the lead matador. Gravely he handed
Bernardo his sword, his muleta and his bull, embracing him
and whispering: “I've taught you what to do. Now do it,” and
with that act Leal became a full-fledged matador.

From contemporary accounts of that day I leamed that Leal
had performed so brilliantly that adoring Toledanos carried him
on their shoulders to his quarters, where, as always, he ex-
pected to find waiting for him in his hotel room the pair of
beautiful young women who had accompanied him from Mex-
ico City. Instead he was greeted by a stocky man of sixty who
had white muttonchop whiskers and steely blue eyes that
marked him as a Spaniard.

“Close the door,” he said icily to the matador, who obeyed,
thus shutting out a noisy entourage that included two valets.

“Who are you?” Leal asked uneasily, for the man might turn
out to be the father of some girl with whom the matador had
had an unfortunate relationship.

“Change into some proper clothes, then we’ll talk.”

When the handsome young matador reappeared in an expen-
sive gray countryman’s costume, with shoes of fine leather, a
broad-brimmed Spanish rancher’s hat and a thin cord tie, his
visitor rose, bowed and said, “You look like a true Spaniard.
Now, what I have to say I will say briefly. Matador, you waste
a noble Spanish life when you fill your rooms with cheap girls
like the ones I found here when I arrived.”

“Where are they?” Leal asked.

“They are gone, matador,” the visitor replied.

“Who are you?” Leal insisted, standing close to the gentle-
man.

“I am known as Don Alfonso,” the man said, fixing his pen-
etrating eyes on Leal’s, “but the name is a courtesy. Like you,
1 am a simple peasant who has prospered in Mexico.” He
laughed, then drew himself erect so that he was almost as tall
as the matador. “But also like you, I am a Spaniard.” He ham-
mered his fist into his palm and repeated, “I am a Spaniard.”

“What have you to do with me?” Leal pressed.
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“I have come to introduce you to your future wife,” Don
Alfonso replied.

Bernardo Leal did not laugh. Something in his visitor’s
grave manner inhibited him and he asked, “Where is the girl?"

And Don Alfonso replied with dignity, “In my house, for
she is my daughter” He paused, then added with intensity:
“You are a Spaniard, matador, and you must not allow your
precious blood to be lost among Mexicans.”

“Mexico is now my home,” Leal began, but whatever he
was about to say was cut off when his visitor grabbed him by
the back of the neck and thrust him toward the frameless mir-
ror that graced the barren hotel wall.

“Look at your eyes, son!” the determined old man cried.
“Look at your skin! Matador, you are a Spaniard. You are too
precious to be lost.”

He led Leal from the hotel and through the crowds that had
come to pay him homage. The girls who had accompanied him
from Mexico City fell back and the hangers-on that pursue all
matadors stood aside. Through the narrow cobbled streets of
Toledo, most gracious of the Mexican cities and the most
Spanish, went the two Spaniards until they came to a white
stone wall sixteen feet high on which had been pasted, some
days before, a garish red-and-yellow poster proclaiming the ar-
rival in Toledo of the famed Spanish matador Bernardo Leal.

“I tell them they must not place posters on my wall,” Don
Alfonso complained. “But with Mexicans what can you do?”

He led the way to a huge wooden gate studded with bronze
fittings, and after he had jangled the rope for a while, mutter-
ing as he did so, “These damned Mexicans!” a barefoot ser-
vant swung the heavy portal aside and Bemardo Leal entered
for the first time the spacious entrance chambers of his future
father-in-law.

He found himself in a corner of Spain. There were the solid
wooden trunks carved in Salamanca. Above them were crossed
Spanish swords from Seville. And in the patio beyond played
a handsomely carved stone fountain copied from one in the an-
cient city of Ronda. When Don Alfonso’s wife appeared the
young matador saw she was one of those large-boned, horsey
women so common in Spain, and he thought, It was she who
sent her husband to fetch me. But the tall Spanish woman had
the graciousness of her native land and immediately made
Bernardo feel at home.
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“This is a most unusual meeting,” she said softly, “but I saw
you twice in Mexico City and I thought, We Spaniards must
stick together.”

Quietly, Bernardo repeated what he had told her husband: “I
think of myself now as a Mexican.”

With equal control, but with much greater force, Don
Alfonso’s wife replied, “As you grow older, matador, believe
me, the heritage of your Spanish blood will come to the fore.”
She smiled, took Leal by the arm, and said, “Raquel is waiting
for us in there. You can appreciate that for her this is a difficult
moment.”

When the studded doors were swung back, the matador saw
standing by a heavy refectory table a girl of twenty-five or so,
tall like her mother, big-boned, possibly awkward, but obvi-
ously eager to be charming. She was neither beautiful nor ugly,
but when she left the massive leather chair upon which she had
been leaning, she moved forward with vigor and grace. “I saw
you at the bullfight today, matador,” she said quietly, “and you
were superb.”

“If I had seen you there, sefiorita, I should have dedicated
the first bull to you.”

“If I wear my best Spanish gown next Sunday, will you do
s0?”

“T shall be unable to do otherwise,” the matador replied.

It was a delightful dinner, candle-lit and opulent. In the
course of it Don Alfonso explained that he had come to Mex-
ico thirty-eight years ago and had made his fortune importing
goods from Liverpool. At first he had tried living in Mexico
City, but had found it oppressive and lacking in culture: “It’s
so damned Mexican!” Then he had come to Toledo and had
stumbled upon this old house that had been built by one of the
Palafox men. “Here I have been happy.”

“May I visit you during the coming week?’ Leal asked.

“We would be desolate if you did not,” Don Alfonso re-
plied.

“On Friday I must visit the Palafox bull ranch to supervise
the testing of some cows,” Leal explained. Then, tuming to
Raquel, he said, “I would be flattered beyond words if you
could accompany our party.”

“We will be most happy to accept,” the girl’s mother
quickly replied, having no intention of leaving her daughter
alone with any man prior to marriage. And after the pleasant
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visit to the ranch the young matador dallied in our city and it
became apparent that Raquel would marry him and that he
would move to Toledo and live in the big Spanish house.

Mexico City, 13 December 1903. As a matador’s wife, Doiia
Raquel was unusual in that she was willing to attend her hus-
band’s fights, and she was sitting in the old plaza in Mexico
City on the day in 1903 when Bemardo Leal gave a gallant
performance. Her eldest son, Justo, eleven at the time, was
with her in the seats by the barrier when her husband took the
second bull of the afternoon, a wiry, quick Palafox animal, and
dominated the beast pretty much as he wished.

Dofia Raquel feared all bulls and appreciated their lethal
power, but she was also fascinated by her husband’s poetic
grace, which no other fighter could match. There was some-
thing in the manner in which Bemardo worked that projected
a sensation of grave danger linked to exquisite art, and the ca-
pacity to accomplish this was rare. She thought proudly, Not
even Mazzantini displayed a finer grace than my husband, but
when Bernardo finally killed the Palafox beast she closed her
eyes and covered her ears as if in surrender to her hitherto re-
pressed fears.

Little Justo, a serious child dedicated to protecting his fa-
ther’s reputation, did not cover his ears at such moments but
stayed alert to catch the shouts of “Leal! Leal!” But on this af-
ternoon some of the rowdies seated in the sunny section ex-
pressed contempt for the size of the Palafox bull that Bemardo
had killed and instead of cheering the matador they jeered him
and continued to do so even when the other matador, a famous
Mexican, had started to fight the third bull. “Show him how a
real Mexican fights real bulls,” someone in the crowd shouted.

“Spaniards are always brave with little bulls,” another
added.

“Liar!” Justo screamed in a high childish treble. Bernardo,
leaning against the barrier, looked up at his son and laughed.

Sefiora Leal did not consider the incident amusing. “Justo!”
she whispered.

“I could cut their throats,” the boy muttered, not bothering
to watch the fight of the second matador.

Dofia Raquel slapped her son’s hand sharply and said, “No
more of that.”

“But Father can do it with big bulls, too,” her son protested,
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and breaking from his mother’s grasp he dashed to the iron
grillwork that separated the good seats from the inexpensive
and shouted: “Swine! My father can fight bulls as big as box-
cars.”

With much embarrassment Dofia Raquel recovered her son
and the incident might have ended there except that one of
Bemardo Leal’s partisans in the sunny section bellowed, “The
boy’s right! Leal is better than any Mexican!”

This challenge was calculated to launch a riot, and it did.
Soon the sunny section was a melee with men flying through
the air as they dived from the higher tiers to revenge them-
selves upon enemies seated below. Then, as quickly as it had
started, the riot ended, for from the caverns beneath the plaza
burst into sunlight the fourth bull of the afternoon, a huge
black Palafox animal that weighed more than half a ton. It was
intended for the Spaniard Leal.

From the sunny side a voice cried ominously, “Now we’ll
see what he can do with a real bull.”

“You watch!” young Justo shouted back. His mother did not
try to silence him, for she was struck with terror at the sight
of this monstrous animal.

As if he had vowed to support his son’s claims, Bernardo
fought the large bull with special grace and skill. He turned
and danced with the big cape used at the start of each fight un-
til the crowd sensed that with this big adversary he might even
surpass what he had accomplished with his first bull.

And then, at the height of Leal’s mastery, the bull suddenly
whipped upward with his saberlike left hom, caught Leal in
the groin, and threw him into the air. Even before he fell to
earth, men were already running into the ring to carry him to
the infirmary. But with devilish cunning the maddened bull
chopped upward at his victim, and before Leal could drop, the
bull’s powerful horns threw him back into the air four times,
revolving his body upon the hom tips as if he were a rag doll.

“Oh my God!” moaned Dona Raquel.

At last the bull flung the matador far away and onto the
sand, whereupon the pedns rushed toward him, but their move-
ment enraged the bull and he charged madly for them. When
they fled, his ugly little eyes saw not their swirling capes but
the red-stained body on the sand, and with homrifying accuracy
he drove his left horn at the inert matador. When the bull’s
horn first penetrated Bemnardo Leal’s throat, his wife fainted,



THE SPANIARD 35

and she was spared the ultimate horror of that day, but the boy
Justo kept his eyes grimly fixed upon each motion of the bull
and its effect on the man.

The Palafox ranch, 1933. Bernardo Leal left two sons, Justo,
born in 1892, and Anselmo, bom nine years later in 1901. The
boys grew up with their mother in the Spanish house in To-
ledo. They had blue eyes like their parents and fair skin, and
throughout their lives the lesson that would live with them
longest was not one acquired in school but the one that their
old grandfather Don Alfonso had taught them. Often he would
grab them by the back of the neck and thrust them before a
mirror: “Look at your eyes! Remember that you are Spanish.
When it comes time to marry, find some Spanish girl like your
mother.”

On the streets of Toledo, of course, the boys were Mexican,
but once inside the walled garden, whose doors were studded
with metal from Spain, they were inheritors of a Spanish tra-
dition. But they were also inheritors of another, more terrible
memory, and for this there was no cure, nor has there ever
been. In their playroom hung the poster of their father’s last
fight: [PONCIANO DfAZ AND BERNARDO LEAL WITH BULLS OF
paLAFox! In their mother’s room hung a replica of the mata-
dor’s last suit of lights, slim-waisted and elegant, while in an-
other room known as the chapel because of the silver retable,
at which Leal had worshiped before his fights, hung suspended
the head of the great Palafox bull that had killed their father.

It was from such memories and mementos that the Leal
boys, Justo and Anselmo, derived their obsession with the
bulls, but if the Revolution of 1910 had not erupted to break
the peaceful passage of days in Toledo, it is hardly likely that
egither boy would have followed the bulls as a profession. In
1911 General Gurza, the scourge of the north, led his undisci-
plined rabble into the fair old city, and for three days there was
terror. Priests were shot, young girls ravished, and buildings
bumed. On the evening of the second day four wild-riding
pistoleros from Durango rattled the gate at Don Alfonso’s big
Spanish house, broke their way in, and informed him, “Gen-
eral Gurza will use this house as his headquarters.”

*Get out, you rotten Mexican rabble!” the would-be grandee
thundered, his muttonchops bristling. These were the last
words he spoke, for the invaders instantly shot him, and pre-
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pared the way for their general. When Don Alfonso’s old
horse-faced Spanish wife, screaming, attacked the intruders,
they shot her, too. Then they raped the dead couple’s daughter
and cut the throat of Dofia Raquel, the matador’s widow. When
General Gurza and his men were finally driven from the city,
the old Spanish palace was a ruin, its walls knocked down and
its tapestries burned by Gurza’s drunken lieutenants.

Don Alfonso’s business had been failing, and when he died
the boys Justo and Anselmo were virtually destitute. But in-
stead of surrendering to despair, Justo, who was a husky nine-
teen at the time, looked upon his unexpected freedom as a
deliverance and at the invitation of the Palafoxes moved him-
self and his brother to the bull ranch, southwest of Toledo.
There he surprised everyone by becoming a master picador.
Astride a horse he had natural courage, and with his broad
shoulders and powerful arms he had no difficulty driving the
long iron-tipped pics deep into the bull’s neck muscles. He was
a fierce opponent of the bulls and one day a rancher warned,
“If you drive the pic so deeply, you may kill the bull.”

“I want to,” Justo growled.

“You fight that bull as if you hated him like some evil poi-
son,” the watcher observed.

“To me all bulls are poison,” Justo replied, and from that
day his name was Veneno, Poison. As Veneno he appeared in
the new plaza in Mexico City, and as Veneno, one of the most
famous picadors of his era, he accompanied the Mexican mat-
ador Luis Freg to Spain, where he enhanced his reputation.

In Spain Veneno became known as the fearless picador. He
would drive his blindfolded horse anywhere to encounter the
bull and worked from terrains that a lesser man would not
have dared to approach. He exhibited demonic hatred for the
bull, and on the days when four or five of his horses were
killed under him and he would be prone on the sand, with the
infuriated bull trampling him while trying to gore him, it
sometimes appeared as if Veneno wanted to fight the bull with
his bare hands. That he was not killed before the end of his
first season in Spain was a miracle.

All matadors breathed easier when Veneno was in their
troupe, for with his cruel, probing lance he punished a bull
more severely than any other picador. So during those years,
now termed the golden age of bullfighting, Veneno fought re-
peatedly for most of the giants: Joselito, Belmonte, Gaona.
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And he came to know as much about bulls as any man who
ever fought. The bullfight fans, knowing this, were apt to shout
when he rode into the plaza on some pathetic nag whose right
eye had been blindfolded so he could not see the bull about to
attack and shy away: “;Ol¢! Veneno! Kiil him with your pic.”
And this he tried to do. Twice in his career he succeeded in so
damaging a bull, his lance driving toward the vulnerable back-
bone itself, that the animal had to be returned to the corrals,
where it died. Normally such an act would have been con-
demned, but with Veneno it was different, for everyone knew
that he wanted to kill bulls to avenge his father.

His brother, Anselmo, never acquired the reputation that
Veneno enjoyed. Perhaps because he had been left at home in
Toledo on that dreadful afternoon when the bull tore away
most of his father’s head, he lacked the consuming compulsion
of Veneno and failed to attain that mastery of bulls that char-
acterized his brother. He became a minor matador, without
class, and moved inconspicuously from one Mexican plaza to
the next, brave perhaps but lacking fire. He also tried his luck
in Spain but was promptly identified by critics as one who
should leave the fighting of bulls to others. But he knew no
other occupation, so he continued, one of those semitragic men
who waste their lives on the periphery of an art that is cruel to
horses, bulls and people alike.

Anselmo’s only distinction arose from the fact that while on
his Spanish tour he contracted marriage with a beautiful girl
called Alicia from Seville, in the south. Her father took one
look at his son-in-law in the classic ring of Seville and ad-
vised: “Son, leave the bulls. They are not for you.”

“It is my profession,” Anselmo argued.

“I have a meat-packing plant near Cédiz,” the girl’s father
argued. “Work with me.”

“My brother and I follow the bulls,” Anselmo insisted
proudly. “It’s in our blood.”

“Is your brother married?” the meat-packer asked.

“NO."

“Why don't you introduce him to Alicia’s cousin?”

When Veneno came south with Belmonte to fight at Seville,
the introductions were made, a marriage was arranged, and
Veneno promptly had two sons in quick succession. In 1933
Anselmo also had a son, whom he named Victoriano Leal,
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hoping that the boy would achieve more victories than he had
accomplished.

Victoriano was less than a month old when the senior Leals
were invited to the Palafox ranch to participate in the testing of
some new cows that the ranch had recently purchased in an ef-
fort to strengthen the bloodlines and make the offspring bulls
more fierce in the fight. Anselmo did not relish these trips to
the ranch, for after the sack of their grandfather’s Spanish
house in Toledo, one of General Gurza's soldiers had turned up
with the head of the bull that had killed Bemardo Leal, and
Don Eduardo had purchased this grisly souvenir. Now it hung
prominently on a wall of the entertainment room at the ranch,
marked by a silver plaque that read: “Terremoto of Palafox.
This bull of 529 kilos killed the matador Bemardo Leal in
Mexico City 13 December 1903.” After more than half a cen-
tury the horns were still sharp as daggers and they terrified
Anselmo, but robust Veneno was in no way dismayed. Unlike
his brother, he appreciated every opportunity to fight Palafox
bulls, and even though on this day he would be limited to
cows, he would nevertheless have many chances to wound real
bulls, to assail them with an abbreviated pic and to feel them
recoil. If he could not deal with the grown bulls of Palafox
with a heavy pic he would not settle for punishing the young
cows with a light one.

So the brothers went by train from Mexico City to Toledo,
where Don Eduardo Palafox met them for the long drive to the
ranch quarters southwest of town. On the way he confided,
“The reason [ wanted you to attend this testing is that in addi-
tion to the new cows, I want you to see the new seed bull from
Spain. He is being delivered after the testing tomorrow.”

“Guadalquivir blood?” Veneno asked.

“Naturally,” Don Eduardo replied, and he proposed that they
join him in a copa at the long mahogany bar in the entertain-
ment room, but as the three men were about to sit down in
chairs built of bulls’ homns highly polished, interlocked to form
seats and backs, and then made comfortable by cushions of
tanned but uncut sheepskins, Anselmo found that the chair he
had chosen was one facing the great bull Terremoto, so that
whenever he looked up he found the bull that had killed his fa-
ther glaring at him' as if the animal was about to charge and
kill the son, too.

“I’ll take this seat,” Anselmo said, changing chairs, but
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Veneno noticed that even when his brother was safe with his
back to the wall, he kept tumning fearfully to look at the bull.
When Don Eduardo left the brothers to greet a movie actor
from Hollywood who had come to see the testing, Anselmo
reached for his brother’s hand and said hesitantly: “Veneno, if
anything should happen to me, promise that—"

“What can happen to either of us?” the valiant picador
asked contemptuously.

“He’s always in the ring.” The frightened man pointed over
his shoulder to Terremoto. “Always waiting.”

“I think only of live bulls,” Veneno replied with some sav-
agery. “You should too.”

“But if anything does happen, swear you'll raise my son as
if he were a Spaniard.”

“What could that mean?” Veneno laughed. “What in the
world do you do to a boy—"

“Make him dress neatly, speak properly ...” Anselmo’s
voice trailed off. “And when the time comes for him to
marry ...” Again he faltered, and then with a rush he said:
“Brother, we are strangers in an alien land. To me all Mexi-
cans are General Gurza.”

“You talk like a fool, brother.”

The testing that day was joyous, with the corral lined with
beautiful women, and the hot Toledo sun making the dust
golden as the furions cows kicked it aloft as they attacked the
horse bearing their tormentor Veneno. When he finished testing
the bravery of the cows with his sharp pic—for it was through
their mother’s line, not the seed bull’s, that fighting bulls
gained courage—he passed them along to the matadors, who
played them with capes, and as each animal left the cor-
ral, bleeding a little from the shoulders, where Veneno had
stabbed them, the foreman cried, “Number 131. Very brave!”
or “Number 132. Cautious, frightened of the horse.” The latter
would be raised for beef, for she would not be allowed to
serve as the mother of a Palafox bull.

When the testing was completed, Don Eduardo stepped into
the middle of the little ring and announced, “We are now go-
ing to show you our new seed bull from the ranch of
Guadalquivir, in Spain.”

The crowd applauded and from the cab of a truck a man
called, “You ready?”

“Bring him in!” Don Eduardo replied.
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The truck backed slowly toward a gate leading to the corral.
Dust rose from the wheels to envelop an enormous iron-
banded cage whose sides were solid oak. None of the specta-
tors could see into the cage, yet all were fascinated by it and
looked at nothing else as it slowly approached the corral en-
trance.

The dust must have irritated the great seed bull inside, for he
was at the end of a journey that had started in distant
Andalucia and had included trucks, boats, barges, trains and
now trucks again. With demonic force the unseen bull attacked
his prison, and the huge oaken box shivered and its iron bands
seemed to stretch. Everyone could hear the massive homs stab-
bing at the sides, and terror was palpable even in the sun. Men
who knew bulls looked at each other in apprehension, for no
matter how long one worked with these animals, one remained
awestruck by their raw power. Again the maddened bull
lunged at his cage, and again the huge box shook with his fury.
Inside was an animal that could lift a horse on his horns, rush
across the diameter of a plaza, and toss the horse over the bar-
rier. An accidental flick of those horns as they passed a mata-
dor could throw a man fifteen feet into the air, or gash his leg
from knee to thigh.

The unseen bull now started kicking the rear boards of the
cage and it became apparent why the cage was banded with
iron straps.

“We’ll need some men up there,” Don Eduardo cried, and
the Leal brothers leaped onto the platform that the truck was
approaching. The oaken cage would have to be edged over the
side of the truck lest there remain a gap between cage and cor-
ral in which the costly animal might break a leg. Timbers were
called for, and the edging process began, but when it was well
under way, and the cage was tipped ever so slightly to permit
movement, the bull inside became even more enraged at the
unexpected motion, and charged anew at his prison.

Unfortunately, he chose to strike the downhill side and be-
fore anyone could wam of the danger, the box tipped and
caught the matador Anselmo Leal between its sharp edge and
the stone wall of the corral. He gave one cry of terror, and then
the great unseen bull himself comrected the accident by lunging
at the opposite side of his box, which restored the box’s level
position.

Anselmo lived for four more years, but his chest had been



THE SPANIARD 41

crushed and he never again faced the bulls. Veneno supported
him with the good earnings he made as Mexico’s leading pic-
ador, and at Anselmo’s funeral in 1937 most of the leading
bullfight figures of Mexico and some from Spain attended.
This ineffectual matador, killed by a bull safely encased in a
cage, left only one wish, that he be buried in his wife’s city of
Seville, in southem Spain, but the dislocations of the Spanish
civil war prevented this, and he was sent to a grave in Puebla,
a city he had not liked.

Toledo, 1945. One of the most exciting afternoons in the life of
Victoriano Leal came when he was twelve years old, for on
that sunny afternoon in his home city of Toledo he dressed for
the first time in the suit of lights. He was a lean, handsome
boy, with a fair complexion, blue eyes and jet-black hair. In-
cluding the heavy blue-and-gold bullfighter’s suit, he weighed
only ninety pounds, but when he stepped into the Toledo plaza
with his ceremonial cape drawn about him, it was obvious to
everyone that he had at least the physical components of a
stylish matador. More than that, he had presence.

His cousins, Chucho and Diego, had been touring for some
time with their father and had gained some fame as the best of
the beginners. Chucho was sixteen and already a fine young
fighter, while Diego, two years younger, was capable with the
sticks. Their father, now in his fifties, naturally served as pic-
ador for the exhibitions, riding his horses with erect dignity
and punishing the bulls as severely as ever.

The old man, his hair now white, felt that from his three
sons, Chucho, Diego and Victoriano—he permitted no sepa-
rateness regarding his nephew, treating him as a son—he was
bound to find at least one worthy matador, and through that
boy’s achievements he would end his own bullfighting years
crowned with glory. He would continue to serve as picador for
as long as the years would let him, but he would be serving his
own son, and when he himself beat a bull almost to death so
that the subsequent part of the fight was easy, he would be ac-
complishing this not for some stranger but for his own child.

Therefore it was with both apprehension and joy that the
white-haired old picador watched his three boys line up for
the opening parade in Toledo. To the left, as the crowd faced
the youngsters, stood Chucho, the most experienced of the
fighters. To the right marched Diego, confident and handsome
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in his purple suit. And in the middle, as custom required, his
bullfighter’s hat in his hand, strode the beginner, twelve-year-
old Victoriano, wiry as a horseman’s whip, and at the boy’s
first step into the arena his father pasped and a premonition of
great force possessed him. “My God!” he cried as his horse
moved forward to follow the marching trio. “That middle one
is going to be greater than us all!”

It was a sensational day. The calves that customarily ap-
peared for boy matadors were missing that day. Since picadors
were being used, older animals had been purchased for the
fight, and these beasts would have been too much for most
such youthful troupes. Chucho, as if sensing the challenge of
his youngest brother, was both valiant and artistic. He had the
polished style of a Spanish fighter rather than the awkward
ruggedness of the typical Mexican beginner.

Diego, as always, placed the banderillas well, dancing away
from the little bulls with both excitement and skill. And as al-
ways, old Veneno hammered his pic into the animals just as far
as the risk of death would allow, leaving the beasts exhausted
and pliant for his sons.

But it was when little Victoriano faced his first formal ad-
versary that the crowd cheered with real excitement. They
recognized something different in his manner, a mixture of ar-
rogance and competence that captivated them. Years later in
Spain, when I knew Victoriano well, 1 asked him about his
first fight and he said, “You ask me how much I knew, a boy
of twelve, about my part in that first one? Norman, [ say with
all modesty, 1 knew everything. From childhood I'd studied
bulls and matador passes. From hours of study with Veneno in
bare rooms when he traveled to fights, I had become a master
of the big cape, more than average with the muleta. I made
myself do everything, banderillas, sword, how to bow to the
president up in his box, how to dedicate a bull to a pretty girl,
then turn and toss my hat over my shoulder for her to catch.
So in my first fight I was nervous—of course I was—but I was
not afraid, because I knew I was prepared.”

At this point in our discussion he hesitated, thought a long
time, and said, “Don’t use this, Norman, in your story, but in
that first fight I also knew something shameful, something
quite terrible. I knew that I looked like a matador, and my
brothers didn’t. They were too fat, not poetic in their moves.
They couldn’t march toward the bull properly, one foot before
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the other in a straight line, and when they stood in front of the
bull they couldn’t profile, their spine curved forward, their
neck and head pulled way back. They could not do these
things, but I could. The crowd knew it. I knew it. And I think
maybe they knew it.”

“How did that first one end?” I asked, and he said with no
arrogance: “The president awarded me an ear from my second
bull, and with it in my right hand I marched around the arena
drinking in the cheers ... and I’ve continued marching ever
since.”

“Is it true that a crowd of boys no bigger than yourself car-
ried you from the ring shouting ‘Torero! Torero!’?” and he
said: “They did.”

The effect of Victoriano’s first fight on his father was elec-
trifying. The old picador reacted as if he had seen a ghost; a
sense of terror seemed to overcome him and for three days he
brooded in silence, walking the streets of Toledo and allowing
his boys to practice by themselves.

Then he went to see Don Eduardo Palafox, who was loung-
ing at the House of Tile, and asked bluntly, “Did you see the
fights on Sunday?”

“They were very good,” the elderly rancher replied.

Veneno reached forward, grabbed Don Eduardo’s hands and
gasped pleadingly: “Tell me, sir. Was he as good as I
thought?”

“The little one?”

“Who else?”

The rancher looked at his friend, this ancient enemy of all
bulls who had mutilated so many Palafox animals for his mat-
adors, and said slowly, “I think that in young Victoriano you
have found what you’ve been looking for.”

As if thrown into the air by some powerful bull, the old pic-
ador leaped up, stormed about the tables, and cried, “I'm sure
of it, Don Eduardo! I watched that boy as if he were a vision.
He is already better than his father ever was. When I see him
face a bull I have the feeling I'm seeing his grandfather.”

The rancher remained seated, watching the white-haired pic-
ador, and when the latter’s excitement had subsided he ob-
served, “This boy will be far better than his grandfather.”

The words were those that Veneno had wanted to hear, yet
he was afraid to believe them. Falling into a chair and clutch-
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ing Don Eduardo’s hand, he pleaded: “Did you see this for
yourself or are you merely feeding my hopes?”

“I saw it,” Don Eduardo assured him. Then he asked briskly,
“Now tell me, where do the boys fight next?”

“Zacatecas, on Sunday.”

“I will watch them on that day,” Don Eduardo replied, and
it was on Sunday, 11 March 1945, in the dusty, mountain town
of Zacatecas, where the bullring clings to the side of a hill, that
Veneno Leal made his big decision. After the fight he strode,
in his heavy picador’s costume, to where Don Eduardo Palafox
sat and asked the rancher bluntly, “Do you still believe in the
boy?”

“Like you,” the rancher replied, “I hold to my belief more
strongly than before.”

“Thank you, Don Eduardo,” the powerful old picador re-
plied, wringing his friend’s hand. “You have made up my
mind.”

“Victoriano did it,” the rancher said gravely, and the two
men separated.

In the barren hotel room in Zacatecas, as the exciting Sun-
day came to a close, Veneno assembled his three sons and said
forcefully, “Tonight we begin our campaign.”

“For what?” Chucho asked. He’d had a good afternoon and
was pleased.

“For wealth. For fame,” the old fighter said simply. “For a
place like Belmonte’s.”

A hush fell over the excited boys, who had been jabbering
about the day’s adventures. Never before had their father spo-
ken of bullfighting in that way. Staring at Chucho, he said:
“Son, today you were adequate. I was proud of you. But you
will never have a matador’s body. Already you show signs of
too much fat.” With compassion he watched as these harsh
truths paralyzed his older boy, then added: “Starting today you
will train yourself to be the best peén bullfighting has ever
had. You will master every subtle twist of the art, every trick
in running the bull. But, above all, be ready each moment to
rush in and save your brother when the bull knocks him down.
Save his life with your own if necessary.”

Chucho, who could still hear the cheers of the Zacatecas
crowd, swallowed his anger, folded his hands resolutely in his
lap and looked at his chubby brother Diego, thinking: “I'm
twice as good as him. Stand by to protect him? That's crazy.”
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But then he heard his father saying: “Diego, you’re already
too stocky. You’ll never be a matador. But you have style with
the banderillas. That will be your job. Learn to break the sticks
across your knee and place the real short ones. The crowds
love that.”

Now he turned to his youngest son and said: *“Victoriano,
you shall be the matador, the great figure,” and the bleak room
fell silent.

It was several years after this crucial night before I came to
know Victoriano, but as I queried him in Madrid about this de-
cision in Zacatecas he remembered each moment, each syllable
that was said, each look on his brothers’ faces: “When my fa-
ther picked me I thought I might faint. When I was four play-
ing with a pointed stick and a napkin, I dreamed of being a
matador. I walked like one, tilted my head like the pictures of
Gaona. But I feared that Chucho and maybe even Diego would
go ahead of me, so when I heard my father say “You shall be
the matador,” I was afraid to make a sound. All I could do was
look at my brothers. Chucho’s shoulders drooped. Diego
shrugged as if to say: If I'm to be the banderillero—maybe I
knew all along. But I could feel myself standing a little
straighter, my chin out just a bit. And in the silence I could
hear people cheering—frenzied cheers.

“But it was Father speaking again, in a wild, powerful voice
I'd never heard before. ‘We will be the Leals!’ he shouted as
if a spirit possessed him. ‘Victoriano will be our matador.
Diego will be the stick man like no other. You, Chucho, will
be the man who cares for all details. And I will beat the bulls.’
A fury came upon him that night. My brothers and me, we’d
never before seen him like this, for up to now he’d nursed his
dreams in silence, but on this night, he let himself go to reveal
his vision.”

Fourteen years later Victoriano shivered as he told me what
happened next: “Like a madman he raised his powerful right
arm, the one he used to hold the pic, and shouted so they could
hear him in the hall, ‘I will grind the bulls down to the sand.
Their knees will buckle and they will fall back. You'll see
blood running down their withers and we will destroy them.
The four of us, one team! We will destroy them and men shall
say of us, ‘Those Leals, they know how to fight bulls!" ”

¥ k¥
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Seville, 1959. In 1952 Victoriano Leal had entered the huge
plaza in Mexico City to become a full-fledged matador. He
was only nineteen at the time, and no boy ever had a less com-
plicated road to the ultimate heights of this difficult art. At
twelve he faced his first bull in Toledo. On the following Sun-
day in Zacatecas three of the most gifted bullfighters in Mex-
ico dedicated their lives to making him preeminent. Two years
later, at the age of fourteen, he became a novice with such sen-
sational publicity that he then earned more than many mata-
dors.

He moved from plaza to plaza like a young king, protected
in public by Veneno and in the ring by his two skilled brothers.
By the time he took his doctorate, in the largest plaza in the
world, he was an accomplished fighter, master of all wicks. His
particular gift was an excellence with the cape that none of his
contemporaries could equal. To watch him unfurl his ara-
besques before a massive black enemy was to see, in the words
of the critic Leén Ledesma, “a young god sculpturing sun-
light.”

He was also capable with the banderillas, although with
markedly difficult beasts he requested his brother Diego to as-
sume the job; and with the red muleta at the end of the fight
he could be exquisite. Again, on bulls that Veneno warned him
were apt to be difficult, he forswore exhibitionistic passes and
went about the business of killing in a workmanlike manner.
He was never good with the sword, veering off to one side at
the final moment, but he was competent, and his haunting skill
in the earlier portions of the fight encouraged his adherents to
overlook his defects at the end.

When I first met Victoriano in Spain he surprised me, as I
said, by allowing me to ask more questions than he permitted
other newsmen, and when I asked about this he explained,
“We’re both Toledanos, you and me. But you're also an Amer-
ican, big New York magazine. I want North America to know
about the Leals, London too, Argentina.”

This emboldened me to ask, “Why do you always refer to
the Leals, never to Victoriano?” and he replied: “Without the
others I’d not be here today.” And from a desk in the spacious
room of the house he had purchased for his family he pro-
duced a well-thumbed photograph album in which he showed
me an almost terrifying series of shots taken by bold camera-
men who had sometimes dashed into the ring while some mas-
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sive bull was trying to gore Victoriano while he lay flat on his
back in the sand. In each photograph his life was clearly being
saved by one or another of the Leals.

“Tijuana, last year. That’s Chucho leading the bull away
while he stands almost on me. Very brave, that time.”

Of another shot he said: “Nuevo Laredo, this year. Chucho
couldn’t get to me, but roly-poly Diego came in. Look at him,
the horns right in his belly, but he twirled away and took the
bull with him.”

At the next photograph I started laughing because it showed
a tremendous bull standing right over the matador, horns
poised to pin him to the ground, and Veneno, the picador, des-
perately grabbing the bull by the tail and, with bulging mus-
cles, literally hauling the great beast backward and away from
his imperiled son. Gravely Victoriano said: “It does look
funny, but if our father had not been so brave and so strong,
I wouldn’t be showing you these shots. We’re the Leals. Look
at us in the ring,” and he continued to flick the pages, permit-
ting me to stop him now and then to study the way his three
family members united to help him and, at times, to keep him
alive.

“The early newspaper accounts,” I said when he closed the
album, “all say that at the beginning, even when you were thir-
teen and fourteen, you killed with skill and courage—one of
the things that helped make you famous. Now the same writers
say you're only adequate. What happened? Some incident like
one of those?’ and I pointed to the album.

For the first time since I had met him he laughed, and
through the following years I would not often see him do this,
for he was a young man of gravity. “You're clever, Norman.
Yes, it was a photograph, but not one of these. When I look at
these, as we just did, I think, ‘There I am, flat on the ground.
One puncture from those horns and I'm dead. But it’s the job
of the others to save me, so I lie very still, but with my eyes
wide open so that as soon as they lead the bull away, I can
jump up and run to safety.’ ” He laughed again. “But of
course, | take my sword and my muleta with me if I can, be-
cause it’s still my responsibility to kill that damned bull.”

“What photograph was it that made the difference?” He left
the room, taking the album with him, and returned in a mo-
ment with a framed photograph taken by Cano, the noted tau-
rine photographer in Madrid. It showed Victoriano in 1953
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completing a perfect kill of a huge Miura bull, the most dan-
gerous breed in the world. Right over the hom the matador
was reaching, his knuckles touching the hairy skin, a remark-
able kill. But the angle at which it was shot focused not on
Victoriano but on the immensity of the bull. It was a stupen-
dous animal, the acme of his breed.

For some moments the matador sat staring at the picture,
then said softly: “When I got back in my room in Madrid and
saw this photograph I said: ‘It couldn’t be. No man could do
that, in that way, to that bull.’ ” Laughing nervously, he said:
“Each year the bulls of the mind grow bigger.”

When years later [ sent Drummond an evaluation of Victoriano
that summarized the above facts, he wired back: “Why use the
phrase ‘veering off to one side at the final moment’? Why not
use the classic ‘at the moment of truth he chokes’?” I replied
in a rather long telegram, which I hoped would settle this and
other Drummond inquiries that had begun to irritate:

I must make it clear that I will withdraw from this bullfight
enterprise if your stylists jazz up my story with scenes in
which the matadors quake with fear and pray with parched
lips to the Virgin of the Macarena just before entering the
plaza. I have studied this thing at close quarters for some
time and this heroic fear that American authors love to write
about is an orgasm of their imagination and not what goes
on at all. I've spoken to Victoriano about this a couple of
times, and here’s a man who knows as much about fear as
anyone. After all, his father and grandfather were killed by
bulls and he was in the arena once himself when another
matador was wiped out. This boy knows. He prays. He car-
ries a silver altar wherever he goes. He wears three gold
charms, St. Sebastian, St. Teresa, St. Francis, the last be-
cause good old Francis loved animals and is needed to inter-
cede for bullfighters on the day of judgment. He is nervous
as hell before a fight, sweats a lot although he’s skinny, and
has to urinate more often than any matador I’ve ever seen,
but the quaking fear of the novelists simply ain’t there. In
the course of discussing fear he used a great phrase that you
might lift: “If a matador is left alone from one o’clock to
four on Sunday afternoon, the bulls of the mind grow
larger.”” 1 think that about summarizes it. He tells me that be-
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fore the first serious goring fear can sometimes be remote,
but after that no man can fool himself. He knows a bull can
kill. He knows that if he goes out often enough, the bulls are
bound to hit him, and seriously. But in these days, with pen-
icillin and the sulfas, very few men are killed in the bullring.
It is much safer, statistically, to be a matador than to drive
racing cars at Indianapolis, markedly safer than to engage in
prizefighting, and has about the same risk as playing Amer-
ican football. In one period of ten years, out of 189 full mat-
adors who fought a total of 150,000 bulls only two were
killed. But many were seriously wounded and a few were
permanently crippled. From talking at length with Victoriano
on this I would say that the pre-fight fear of the matador is
about the same as the pre—World Series fear of a man like
Mickey Mantle facing Sandy Koufax, with this difference,
that if Mantle messes things up all he has to face is the jeers
of the crowd and a restless night before the game next day,
but if the matador slips he may lose a leg or his life. Now,
as to this moment-of-truth bit, I positively refuse to let you
use the phrase. I’ve never heard any real torero use it, and
I understand it isn’t much used by anybody else these days,
and for one damned good reason. Bear with me and be sure
your writers digest this. In the old days when the phrase
originated, the early parts of a fight were pretty sickly af-
fairs, frankly. I'm sending you old-time photographs of
Mazzantini, Lagartijo, Guerrita and Bombita. I want your
crowd to study the distance these heroes kept between them-
selves and the bull. Look at that dilly of Guerrita about to
make a pass with five—count ’em—five peéns ringing him
with their capes. If the bull wanted to hurt Guerrita he had
to fight his way past that whole gang. Look also at the great
Mazzantini make a pass with the cloth. He was so far away,
the bull couldn’t even smell him. So it was through all the
fight. But now look at that stupendous photograph of
Mazzantini killing. On his toes, all his weight on the sword,
right over the homs. One chop of that bull’s homs, and
Mazzantini goes to the hospital, maybe permanently. That
was indeed the moment of truth. And it was called that be-
cause all that had gone before was exhibition with the bull
in one ballpark and the man in another. But at the moment
of the actual kill the matador had to lay his life on the line.
Today things are exactly reversed. I'm sending you five
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photographs that our boy Victoriano selected for me to send
you as a summary of what he is like. It’s a surprisingly
frank assessment and what he said when he explained them
was even more so. Number 1: “Look at the size of this
beast! Weighs about twelve hundred pounds and he’s two
inches from my chest.” Number 2: “This is cape work when
the bull first comes out. This is my version of a pass made
famous by our Mexican hero Gaona. Cape flashing way
over my head. This time the horns, two inches from my
back.” Number 3: “I'm in the faena at the end, working
with the little muleta low in the left hand. The pase narural.
Sometimes I fail to do even one, with a stubborn bull. On
this day, I remember it clearly, I did five.” Number 4: “If
you publish your story, please use this one. Fourteen hun-

‘dred pounds, Concha y Sierra in Seville. See if you could

wedge a postage stamp between this hom and my chest.”
Number 5: “But to be honest I suppose you ought to show
this one, too. This is that big bull in Seville again, wonderful
animal, deserved better. But I kill the way I can, this time
off to one side. When Chucho saw this photo he said, ‘You
were in Puebla and the bull in Guadalajara.’” And I asked
him, “Would you have been any closer?” and he said, ‘I tell
the girls I would have been.” And then we both laughed.”
I really think he wanted me to use Number 5, bad as it
makes him look, because he takes bullfighting seriously. If
you do use it, print alongside that stupendous photograph of
Mazzantini practically throwing himself right onto the homs
and you will understand that in today’s fighting there is in
the final death of the bull no moment of truth. That is a
thing of the past, so I don’t want your phrasemakers clutter-
ing up my story with words that simply don’t apply any-
more.

And yet, in the very moment of sending this telegram, I had to
admit to myself that there were occasions when decisions of
the gravest moral consequence had to be made in the bullring,
and such moments did indeed involve the essence of truth. The
fact that they so infrequently involved the incident of killing
simply meant that their focus had changed. As I filed the mes-
sage I remembered the critical afternoon in Seville.

Victoriano, now a matador of dazzling accomplishment, had

triumphed throughout Mexico and had come to Spain to certify
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his reputation, for without excellent performances in Seville
and Madrid a Mexican bullfighter always remains in the sec-
ond category, no matter how big he went over in Monterrey or
Tijuana. The time had come for Victoriano to submit himself
to the first of these acid tests, and he arrived in Seville with his
family on Friday afternoon. Veneno, as usual, decided where
the troupe should stay, in what rooms, and what food they
would eat. He also engaged a Gypsy from Triana to handle the
swords and capes during the fight, and a retired matador to
help dress Victoriano in the suit of lights. Then Veneno, who
loved this hustle and bustle of bullfighting, led his three sons
to the historic Café Arena in the Sierpes. They were barely
seated when an ancient man in his eighties approached them
and said in a high whining voice, “You are Victoriano Leal,
the famous Mexican fighter, and you are Veneno, the best of
the picadors, but I'll wager you can’t guess who I am.” He
stood back, a thin shadow of a man, and waited for the Leals
to speak.

“Somebody I know?” Veneno asked, for he was in a good
mood and willing to play games.

“You never saw me before, but your father did.”

Veneno leaned forward. “You knew Bemardo?”

“Did he ever tell you about the afternoon he sat at this very
table with the great Mazzantini?” the bright-eyed old man
cackled.

Veneno dropped his hands into his lap and studied the café.
“Was it here that Mazzantini engaged my father for his
troupe?”

“Of course!” the old man cried with delight. “Now can you
guess ...”

Veneno turned away from the visitor and said to his sons,
“The books all tell about that afternoon. A wedding. A few
drinks in the sun. Then Mazzantini proposed this trip to Mex-
ico. It all happened here.” In wonder the old picador studied
the plaza from which his father had emigrated to Mexico.

The old man, standing on shaky legs, whispered, “So now
can you guess who I am?”

Veneno studied the man and suggested: “In 1886 you must
have been ... how old ... sixteen?”’

“I was fourteen,” the old man replied, bursting with excite-
ment. “I was a lively boy of fourteen. Doesn’t that tell you?’

A grin came over Veneno’s creased face and he clapped the
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old Sevillian on the shoulders: “I know very well who you
are.” Crying “Ready!” Veneno jumped to his feet, grabbed two
knives and handed the old man two forks. Then, despite his
bulk, he tried to simulate the agility of his father as he had
been in the distant past. The old man cackled with joy and,
pawing the ground with his broken sandals, charged with fee-
ble steps, puffed past the picador, who stabbed him gently in
the shoulder, and ran clumsily into a chair.

“;OE?” shouted the crowd that had gathered with news that
the bullfighters had arrived.

With a sweep of his arms, Veneno helped the withered old
man to his feet, sat him down at a table, and shouted to the
waiters, “Drinks for all!” and a circle of admirers formed
around the matador, watching everything he did. Victoriano
fell into a kind of trance, blotting out the noise around him,
for, as he explained to me later when describing this day that
had changed his life and his career, “l1 was overwhelmed by a
kind of vision in which I saw my grandfather fighting his bulls
in grand style and my poor father fighting his abominably—
that was before he was killed by the bull in the box—and I
swore a silent oath, ‘I will fight like my grandfather, bravely,
alone. I will not depend upon my family to do the dirty work.’
And that boast, which I took seriously, accounted for the disas-
ter that overtook me that Sunday in Seville.

“But even as I was making this promise to fight bulls in my
own style, not Veneno’s, he was shouting to the café crowd
that was pressing on me: ‘How wonderful it is to be in Sierpes
and to know that on Sunday the Leals will bring glory to Se-
ville,” and when the crowd drew even closer so that I was al-
most smothered, he bellowed: ‘Men of Seville, wish us well,”
and when they did he embraced the little old man who had
awakened these memories and promised, ‘On Sunday at half
past four, old man, you will meet us at the hotel and you will
ride to the plaza with the matador, for in the past you brought
our family good luck.” ”

When they were in their rooms, free at last of the admirers,
Veneno told his sons, “Here it is different. It is in Seville,
above all other cities in the world, that a matador has got to
prove himself. They tell me the bulls of Guadalquivir are good
and big. On Sunday they shall see us triumph.” His sons nod-
ded and the family retired, but toward two in the morning
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Victoriano rose and dressed, and Veneno, who missed little,
whispered from his bed, “What is it, son?”

“I’m going to walk in the city,” the matador replied.

“I’ll dress,” Veneno offered.

“No, stay,” his son replied, and he slipped from the room to
find the freedom he rarely knew in these days of constant ad-
ulation. Walking slowly and with no adoring fans at his heels,
he roamed the silent streets his grandfather had known before
he departed for Mexico. This was the city of Belmonte and
Joselito, two of the greatest, the first a suicide in his late years,
the second dead in his youth at the homs of a bull. At the im-
mense cathedral, one of the largest in the world, he found an
unlocked side door and entered that vast cavern of aisles and
altars waiting in silence for the throngs that would gather on
Sunday momning. Kneeling at the gate of one of the many side
chapels, he prayed: “Virgin Mary, help me to keep the promise
I made myself tonight in the café. Help me to be a man of
honor like my grandfather.” Remaining on his knees, he could
hear nothing, either within the cathedral or without, but then a
bird that had taken refuge there but could not find an exit flew
down one of the aisles and the matador said, “Bring me good
fortune, little bird,” and then he went back to the hotel.

It was therefore with heightened emotion that Victoriano
rode to the plaza on Sunday, the old man gabbing at his elbow,
and when he saw the austerely beautiful bullring, builder and
destroyer of reputations, he crossed himself with extra fervor,
kissing the fingernail of his right thumb. “Virgin Mary, help
me to succeed,” he prayed.

Guadalquivir bulls are, by some accident of breeding,
among the most deadly in Spain, and through the years they
have killed almost as many matadors as the Miuras; yet they
have also been the bulls most likely to provide the matador
with dramatic opportunities for triumph, as if the bulls were
saying to their human adversaries: “Triumph or die.”

That afternoon Victoriano triumphed, but it was a triumph
mostly of the spirit and not of the right arm. True, he fought
exceptionally well and cut one ear from his first Guadalquivir
and one from his second, so that the reputation he had carried
from Mexico was confirmed. But his more importaat victory
involved his father, Veneno, as the opponent. Up to this time
the old picador had masterminded all his son’s fights. While
Victoriano was occupied with his opening cape work, Veneno



54 MEXICO

obviously had to remain astride his horse in the corrals, unable
cither to watch the progress of the fight or to direct his son’s
next moves, but once the cape work ended and the bugles
sounded, the old man would spur his horse into the plaza and
from then on instruct his son in tactics. There was, of course,
a second brief interlude while the picadors were retiring from
the ring, but as soon as Veneno dismounted, he would dash
back into the alleyway, from where he called out instructions
to his son.

And even during the opening passages, when Veneno had to
remain in the comrals, he would exercise his will through the
person of his older son, Chucho, who inconspicuously advised
Victoriano what to do. So in a very real sense, Victoriano
rarely took any action in the ring that was not supervised by
other members of his family, and he had become a kind of
fighting machine, competent, cool and conditioned. But in Se-
ville this changed.

Before the entrance of the second bull, a typical fierce
Guadalquivir, Veneno instructed Chucho, “I size up this bull as
dangerous. Keep Victoriano away. He’s already cut an ear and
the papers will have to say so. Let this bull have its own way.”

So while the old picador waited, Chucho advised Victoriano,
“Diego and I will handle this one. You stay back.”

But the young matador had tasted the thrill of triumph in Se-
ville, and was determined to cap his first performance with an
even better display, so after Chucho had run the bull in the pre-
liminary investigations, he, Victoriano, leaped forward with his
cape and executed four extremely dangerous passes that
launched the fight on a high emotional keel.

Veneno, listening astride his horse in the corrals, knew by
the gasping olés that his son was disobeying his instructions,
and when after the first series of triumphant shouts he heard
another series begin, only to end with a collective agonized
gasp, he dropped from his horse and ran to an aperture in time
to see Victoriano sprawled on the ground, his pants ripped,
with a savage Guadalquivir trying to kill him. By some miracle
Chucho got hold of the bull’s tail and by brute force restrained
the animal from further attacks on his brother. Diego lifted
Victoriano from the sand and was about to inspect the wound
when the matador shoved him aside, grabbed his fallen cape,
and dashed forward to meet the bull again. Veneno, transfixed
with fear, stayed at his peephole to watch his son launch a sec-
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ond series of superb passes. Blood was coming from his right
leg, but not in gushes.

“Thank God!” the old picador whispered as he remounted.

When he rode into the ring he was as lead picador required
by custom to ride counterclockwise along the barrier, but he
did so at unaccustomed speed in order to reach Victoriano, to
whom he cried, “Make no further close passes with this buil.
He’s not reliable. He hooks.”

Victoriano, looking up at the austere white-haired figure on
the horse, said with unprecedented independence, “I'm the
matador. I'll bring you the bull.” And with deft, dancing steps
he led the wild animal into range of the pic, whereupon
Veneno leaned with furious vigor on his lance, driving the steel
shaft so deeply into the bull’s back that the Seville men began
to shout, “Swine, dog, butcher! Are you trying to kill the
bull?” One infuriated spectator began to throw something at
Veneno, but police rushed up to intercept him. The crowd con-
tinued hurling insults at the white-haired picador, who now
swung his horse across the bull’s path of escape, thus giving
himself opportunity for an even deeper thrust of the lance.

“T will kill this bull,” he muttered, bearing down with all the
force of his ironlike body. His left foot broke loose from its
stirrup, but he pressed on. The bull’s left horn, wet with
Victoriano’s blood, drove against the metal that encased
Veneno’s right leg, and the picador, seeing his son’s blood,
drove the lance deeper and deeper. A gush of crimson spurted
out along the sides of the pole to which the steel tip was fixed,
but still the infuriated old man pressed on.

He was interrupted in his unbridled attack on the bull by his
own son. Daringly, Victoriano swept into position between the
horse’s head and the bull’s, and with his cape close to his
knees led the bull away until he found a chance to furl the
cape spectacularly over his shoulders, teasing the bull away
into a series of majestic passes, slow, sweet and marvelous to
the eye. Veneno, watching the evil manner in which the bull
hooked to the left, prayed.

The dazzling passes ended, a breathless and perfect creation
that brought the audience to its feet with ecstatic cries. A man
could attend a dozen fights and not see a series of passes like
this. One such performance once a season kept a fighter’s rep-
utation alive.

The final portion of the fight threatened to be a typical
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Victoriano retreat from the excellence of his cape work, and
Chucho, mindful of how this bull hooked at the man and not
the cloth, issued directions, “Three passes and kill him, or he’ll
kill you.” But Victoriano felt that the moment had come when
he must declare his independence from his family’s domina-
tion, so after giving the mandatory three passes to prove he
was a real matador, he proceeded to try a fourth and a fifth,
but a Guadalquivir bull is not like others and this one knocked
him down and might have killed him had not the Leal brothers
swept in with their whirling capes to lead the bull away.

Veneno, rushing in from where the horses were kept, tried to
prevent his son from attempting to kill, for it was obvious that
the bull had brought blood to the matador’s other leg and he
could be excused if he allowed himself to be carried from the
arena, leaving the bull to the other matadors. But on this day
Victoriano refused that honorable escape, for he was after a
greater honor, the kind for which his grandfather had been dis-
tinguished. Grabbing sword and muleta, he ignored the warn-
ings of the three other Leals, marched directly to the bull, and
dispatched him with the kind of perfect thrust he had used
years ago when starting in his profession.

It was masterly. The bull dropped almost instantly. The
crowd cheered and demanded that he march around the arena
as they applauded, but when he started to do so, the pain from
his wounds caused him to weave, so the three other Leals
caught him, lifted him in the air and took him to the infirmary,
where his wounds were cauterized.

He was brought home by his two brothers, followed by a
crowd of cheering men who stormed into the hotel room where
Veneno sat, solemn and sjlent. As soon as the matador was
placed on the bed, smiling and flushed with triumph, Veneno
cried to the mob: “Get out!” One man, who hoped to get a
photograph of himself and the matador, tarried, and felt the
picador’s powerful arms close about him, throwing him into
the hall. And then Veneno said to Chucho and Diego: “Get
out!” He had not spoken to them in this manner for many
years, and they hesitated, whereupon their father with frighten-
ing deliberation grabbed each in turn and threw him into the
hallway. “What are you going to do?’ Chucho cried.

“] am going to explain what it means to be a matador,” the
old man said. He slammed the door shut and locked it.

In the next ten minutes the awed crowd in the hall heard



THE SPANIARD 57

voices and the sound of smashing fumniture. Then there was
only Veneno’s terrible voice rasping in short sentences: “We
created yon.” ... “You will not destroy our chances.” ...
“You will fight as we direct.” After a long time there came a
sound of running water. And then silence.

That night Chucho and Diego slept with friends, for it was
apparent that the door was not going to be opened. Next morn-
ing Victoriano Leal limped down Sierpes to the little plaza of
the Café Arena. His left leg was stff from the bull’s sharp
hom thrust. One of his eyes was closed and black, and his nose
was seriously distended as if it might be broken. But he was
a matador. He knew at last what discipline meant, but he also
knew that he had faced a major test of manhood and failed.

Mexico City, 1960. The Leals returned from Spain the most fa-
mous bullfighting family in the world. They worked together
with a cohesion that was almost frightening. Veneno handled
contracts and struck extortionate deals, but as he pointed out;
“When the Leals fight, the crowds come.” Chucho and Diego
now performed almost automatically in the ring because of
their perfection in their respective arts, while the old picador
continued to blast the power out of even the most difficult
bulls. Victoriano, of course, was the disciplined matador, a po-
etic evocation of all that the school of Seville stood for. The
critic Ledn Ledesma, who had traveled to Spain to observe the
young man’s triumphs in that country, reported back to Mex-
ico: “This golden youth, the creation of a notable taurine fam-
ily, has gained all the laurels Spain has to offer, and if we seek
the reason it is because he is a complete matador: at once the
essence of lyric poetry and the soul of harsh self-control.” Un-
derstandably, his countrymen were excited about his return,
and when his inaugural fight was announced one Monday, by
noon on Tuesday all the fifty-five thousand tickets for Plaza
México had been sold.

I did not see the fight, but I did a good deal of reading about
it and talked with many who had seen it. Preliminary publicity,
of course, had featured the fact that Victoriano Leal, El
Triunfador de Esparia, would kill three “noble and exemplary
buils of Palafox,” but no mention was made of who the second
man would be, and there was no flurry of excitement when it
was subsequently announced that the program was to be com-
pleted by the routine Mexican hack Juan Gémez.
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Since Gémez had been a matador longer than Victoriano, he
was entitled to fight first, and with his initial enemy accom-
plished nothing, as usual. Leal, inspired by the huge crowd that
had come to greet him as one who had upheld Mexico’s rep-
utation throughout Spain, was brilliant with the cape, fine with
the banderilla and poetic with the muleta. If he had killed well,
he would surely have won ears and tail and possibly a hoof,
too, for his performance was emotionally charged, and no one
begrudged him the two ears he carried in triumph three times
around the ring while the band played the frenzied Mexican
music known as the diana.

The trouble started when Victoriano completed his third turn
and, accompanied by Chucho and Diego, who picked up the
flowers that were thrown at him, moved to the middle of the
plaza to acknowledge the continuing cheers. Intoxicated by his
magnificent triumph, he succumbed to an urge to glorify him-
self. Handing the two ears to his brothers, he raised his index
fingers: “I am number one.”

The crowd roared its confirmation of his claim, but the ef-
fect was dampened by the unexpected intrusion of Juan
Gomez, who, in his faded blue suit with its tarnished decora-
tions, left the barrier where he should have stayed and shuffled
awkwardly to share the middle of the arena. Stopping three
feet from Victoriano as the younger matador started to leave
the ring, G6mez waited till his opponent had passed, then
raised himself on tiptoe, leaned far over imaginary horns, and
drove his right palm, as if it were his sword, home. Then,
sneering at Victoriano’s back, he raised his own forefingers in
the air and shouted, “I am the real nimero uno!” and when
cushions began to rain down on him, he maintained his posi-
tion, his wizened face staring up at the mob, his fingers still
aloft, his cracked voice still crying, “I’'m ndmero uno!”

A silence fell upon the arena, for this was not an idle ges-
ture. By making it, the bowlegged Indian matador Juan Gémez
stripped all the glitter from the afternoon. Victoriano’s manip-
ulations of the cape, the dandy’s work of placing the banderi-
1las just so, the slow, beautiful movements with the cloth, and
the semi-adequate kill at the end—all these were swept away.
Juan Gémez, a little Altomec Indian, ignored the triumphant
one from Spain and looked across the arena toward the door
behind which the four remaining bulls of Palafox hid in dark-
ness. Pointing solemnly to the fateful gate from which his next
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enemy would soon burst into the arena, he profiled again with
his right arm extended forward as if it were a sword, and
seemed to be boasting, Thus will I kill my bull! And the crowd
waited.

The third Palafox bull of the aftenoon weighed thirteen
hundred pounds, had a vicious chop to the right, and charged
like a fire engine for two thirds of his run, then stopped ab-
ruptly to seek his man. With this deadly opponent, Juan
Gomez made only four cape passes, but they were close, slow,
pure and brimming with emotion. They contained not a single
flourish, but they caught at the throats of fifty-five thousand
people, and anything Victoriano Leal had accomplished that af-
termoon was cheapened.

According to his habit, the bowlegged little Indian did not
place his own sticks, for he lacked the grace for this part of the
fight, but his pedns did acceptably, and when the time came
for his work with the muleta, he moved slowly, keeping very
close to the dangerous bull. With a minimum of passes, the
sturdy fighter chopped his huge enemy down to manageable
proportions. “His work,” wrote Ledesma the next day, “was
filled to the brim with classic agony. We waited in silence for
the bull to kill him.”

Close, close to death the ugly little man worked, his eyes
staring with deadly antagonism at the huge bull.

Then came the time for the kill. So far there had been no
embellishments to delight the eye, no arabesques to tease the
brain. There had been only a bandy-legged little Indian with
dark skin and hair in his eyes playing with life and death
against a bull that was obviously intent on ending the game a
winner. Now the aching sense of tragedy was to be heightened,
for the man seemed hardly tall enough to reach over the homs
to kill this huge bull.

But with his left hand he lowered the red cloth, dangling it
before his right knee, and with his right hand he clutched the
long, point-dipping sword as if it were an extension of his
body. He stood perilously close to the bull, and for an agoniz-
ing moment of suspense the two adversaries remained motion-
less. Then deftly, and with exquisite judgment, Gémez flicked
the cloth, lured the bull just slightly to one side, took two
quick steps, and almost leaped onto the horns. Slowly the tip
of the sword found the true entrance. The desperate brown
hand pushed on the sword. Slowly it went in . . . in ... in. Bull
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and man formed a single paralyzed unit. It seemed as if min-
utes had passed, but still the man and the homs were one. And
then the brown hand flattened itself against the bull’s dying
neck, the sword blade completely vanished, and the man’s
palm came away covered with blood.

The moment passed. The bull staggered on a few feet to cer-
tain death and the man slipped off the flank in a kind of numb
ecstasy. The picture of immortality was broken and from the
vast concrete bowl came the sound of breath being released.
For two or three seconds there were no olés and no cheers.

His head low toward the sand and not in easy triumph, Juan
Gémez mechanically withdrew his sword and slowly marched
toward the spot where he must make his traditional report to
the president. But before he reached there, the stormy response
of the crowd broke over him, cheers such as he had not heard
for many years. The music blared and flowers were beginning
to cover the sand. Humbly the little Indian bowed to the pres-
ident, acknowledging his authority. Then, putting his sword in
his left hand, he tumed to face the crowd and raised his right
index finger.

A riot started. The partisans of Victoriano refused to think
that one lucky kill entitled this man with a trivial history to
dispute the championship with an acknowledged master, who
had triumphed in Spain. But this time the tough little Indian
was not left alone with only a few supporters in the cheap
seats on the sunny side. Many spectators, reviewing in their
minds what they had seen that afternoon, must have concluded
that there was something more to bullfighting than dancing
gestures and poetic passages. There was, in all honesty, a na-
ked moment when man and bull stood equal, with all nonsense
gone. This was a fight of life and death, a summary of all we
know of man’s dark passage, and it deserved a certain dignity.
This dignity could not be observed in a hundred afternoons of
Victoriano Leal, but this damned little Indian had somehow re-
minded the plaza of the very essence of bullfighting and life.
And now the cheering was more evenly divided.

That night Leén Ledesma wrote for The Bullfight:

The gauntlet has been thrown down. Rarely has a matador
of Victoriano Leal’s proven stature been so frontally insulted
as after the third bull, when Juan Gémez made fun of him,
suggesting to the crowd that Leal knew nothing of the es-
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sence of the fight. And rarely has a boastful gesture such as
that of Gémez been so immediately backed up by a per-
formance that must have exceeded even his wildest hopes.

The most graceful fighter of our age has been made to look
inconsequential by a man who has hitherto shown little but
bravery. As we saw this afternoon, the insulting actions of
GOmez drove Victoriano to prodigies of effort, and he in
turn made Gémez extend himself to ridiculous acts with the
fifth bull. T frankly do not like to see a matador take the
hom of a maddened bull between his teeth, defying the an-
imal to kill him, but apparently the public loved this rococo
gesture of Gémez, for the plaza exploded with cheers and
awarded him two ears, in this critic’s opinion one more than
he deserved.

Yesterday Juan Gémez triumphed. He stole Leal’s reception
for himself and made the intended hero of the aftermoon
look pompous. I am sure that Victoriano will not tolerate
this indignity, and thus each man will drive the other to
more dangerous exploits, and in the end, unless sanity pre-
vails, we shall see one of these matadors goad the other to
a display that must end in death.

It was this impending murder that I had been sent to Mexico
to cover, and in the nine weeks that had passed since
Ledesma’s first delineation of the struggle, the two matadors
had fought together eight times. The perceived wisdom in
Mexico was that Victoriano would be the victor because he
would be supported in a crisis by the cunning of his father,
Veneno, and the skill of his brothers, whereas Gémez couid
rely solely on his own courage.

I did not buy this easy generalization. 1 feared that
Victoriano was not a complete man, was allowed no mind of
his own, whereas Gémez was ferociously self-directed and a
veteran of both tiumph and despair. But as twilight fell I re-
alized that I knew Victoriano but not Gémez and would have
to find out more about this stubborn little Indian.
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port on the background of Juan Gémez, [ was distracted

by the noisy approach of men whose appearances re-
minded me that I had come not only to observe a series of
bullfights but also to attend a festival honoring Ixmiq, the
founder of Toledo. They were a group of nine musicians
dressed in brown suede suits with silver ornaments and flow-
ing green ties, oversized tan sombreros and high-heeled cow-
boy boots. All were grave of face, especially the three who
wore long mustaches, and as they marched slowly toward me
they played a rhythmic Mexican music that from the days of
my childhood had always evoked visions of festival. They
were a band of mariachis from Guadalajara, the home of this
uniquely Mexican art, and they had come to earn money at the
Festival of Ixmig.

What lively music the mariachis played! The tempo was al-
ways fast, and when they sang, the words were full of anguish
over love or lost dreams. Besides conventional instruments like
guitars, violins and a deep-voiced mandolin, which looked like
a bass fiddle, there was also a gourdlike rasp and castanets.
They produced a pleasant sound marked by a heavy unbroken
beat that gave the music an identifiable Mexican cast. When
the leader saw me he stopped his men abruptly, came over,
bowed low, and announced in English, “For our American
friend, ‘Cielito Lindo,” " and before 1 could stop them, the ma-
riachis galloped mechanically into this song that I was sure
they could not like. It was music for tourists, hammered out in
tourist fashion.

At the noisy conclusion the leader tucked his violin under
his arm, bowed again and announced, “Another fine song for
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BEFORE 1 COULD get to my typewriter to start my re-
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the norteamericano, ‘San Antonio Rose,” ” by this flattery hop-
ing to win a few dollars from me. Again the mariachis ground
out what they thought I wanted, but before they had reached
the first chorus I raised my hand and shouted in rapid Spanish,
“Stop that garbage! I want ‘Guadalajara’!”

The stolid-faced musicians gaped and the leader asked in
Spanish, “You know ‘Guadalajara’?”

“Why not?” I snapped. “I’'m one of you.”

The mariachis grinned and the leader apologized: “We
thought you were only a norteamericano.” I winced at this pe-
jorative term but said nothing, because I knew that proud Mex-
icans liked to remind visitors from the north, “Everyone on
this continent is an americano, you're a norteamericano. Don’t
rob us of our name by stealing it for yourselves.”

He beat the air twice with his violin bow and the mariachis
began to sing, “ ‘Guadalajara, Guadalajara!’ ” They pro-
nounced the name Mexican style, which lent the cry an added
poignancy: “Wath-a-la-cara.” Into this name the singers poured
their love of land that was so powerful a force in Mexico, and
children who had not yet seen that city of the west paused to
hear the sweet song.

The voices gave way to trumpeters who blared out the basic
thythm. Abruptly the trumpets stopped and the troupe sang
with unabashed sentimentality, * “Wath-a-la-cara!” " In close
harmony four voices sobbed in conclusion: “How beautiful
was that spring in Wath-a-la-cara.” A series of minor chords
leaped from the strings, while the trumpets danced in furious
arabesques above the melodic line, and the song ended in a
bath of Mexican emotion. From the terrace of the hotel across
the street two travelers from Guadalajara cheered.

The mariachis gathered about me, asking for their fee, but I
deferred payment: “You didn’t finish ‘San Antonio Rose,” so
you owe me one more song. I’d like to hear ‘The Ballad of
General Gurza."”

The mariachis stopped smiling, and the leader stepped for-
ward deferentially: “Does the sefior norteamericano really wish
to hear this song?”

“T asked for it.”

“Does the sefior know—well—perhaps the words—"

“T know the words,” I said firmly. “Because I'm also a
Mexican. Years ago I used to sing this song up at the mines.”
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The mariachis relaxed and one asked, “Didn’t your Ameri-
can father spank you for singing such a song?”

“He did.” -

The mariachis made a place for me within their circle, and
the strings ripped out seven quick chords, followed by camp-
fire ttumpet calls, whereupon three voices, and mine, began the
galloping chant:

“In the year 1916

President Wilson sent his Yankees
Into the state of Chihuahua

To punish our valiant General Gurza.

“Valiant, valiant General Gurza!
Let me ride with you.

I am young,

But I can fight the americanos.

“Up and down the highways of Durango
The americanos sought our valiant leader.
Never did they catch him,

But in the evenings he assaulted them.

“Valiant, valiant General Gurza!
Let me fight with you.

I am young,

But I can shoot the americanos.”

The ballad had many verses detailing the courage of General
Gurza as he evaded the troops of President Wilson—
pronounced Veel-son in our song—and ended with a typical
Mexican conclusion, involving muted trumpet calls and the
promise that whenever Mexico was in danger from the Yan-
kees, valiant General Gurza would rise from his grave in the
mountains of Chihuahua and lead his ghostly armies to defeat
the enemy. Solemnly we chanted the last chorus:

“Valiant, valiant General Gurza!
Let me die with you.

1 am young,

But my heart aches for Mexico.”

The song died away in a crash of oumpet flourishes that
would have stopped dead any of President Wilson’s Yankees,
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and I shook hands with the leader of the mariachis. “Those
days are gone.” I laughed. They bowed and would accept no
money, even though I explained that another man had given
me some for them.

“No,” the leader insisted. “This time we have welcomed
you home. Next time we charge you double.”

I bowed and said, “Valiant, valiant General Gurza. Always
a valiant bandit.”

The mariachis laughed at my insult to their national hero
and cried, “A valiant bandit,” and they resumed their counter-
clockwise march around the square, leaving me with my mem-
ories of the brutal General Gurza. I felt shivery, as [ had as a
boy when I heard that name mentioned with terror by my
mother, who had seen her relatives slain by Gurza. Seeking
companionship, I crossed the paved street that separated the
statue of Ixmiq from the House of Tile, whose blue-and-yellow
facade reflected the last light of day.

In Mexico some buildings are faced with blue tile and they
seem cold. Others are fronted with brown-and-yellow tile, and
these are garish. But a few, like this hotel, are covered with tile
of flowered design in which the leaves are blue and the petals
yellow, and that combination yields both warmth and dignity.
My hotel had such decoration, and it warmed the heart and ex-
tended a welcome to all travelers.

The first Bishop Palafox, who erected the building, did it, he
said, as a tribute to his Indian wife, “as fine a helper as any
man ever had.” It was a lovely building, rather small and inti-
mate in style, and we Palafoxes felt that it was a worthy sym-
bol of both his love and the remarkable qualities of his wife.
For almost four hundred years it had served as a kind of rural
hotel and in this century it had become the prestigious place
for visitors to stay. During the bullfight season, it was obliga-
tory housing for matadors and their troupes.

A classic building of two low stories, it was decorated with
bas-reliefs of the saints who protected Toledo. Its fagade had
originally been of dark stone, but one of the later Bishop
Palafoxes had imported blue-and-yellow tile from Spain and
redone the face with style. Now the original brownstone saints
looked out through frames of colorful tile.

For some happy reason the first Bishop Palafox had made
the front of his convent not flat but concave, thus producing at
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the north end of the square an extended open terrace, which
for the last fifty years had been filled with white restaurant ta-
bles and wire-backed chairs. During mealtime the tables were
covered with red checkered cloths; the rest of the time they
stood bare, inviting all who wished to drink.

When I entered the terrace I looked to the left flanking wall
and saw, with some satisfaction, that the broken tiles along that
side had not been repaired. As a boy I had been stood against
those broken tiles week after week to measure my growth, and
I remember the day when my head finally reached the line of
holes that had caused the tiles to crack. Looking at the tiles
now, it seemed impossible that I could ever have been so
small. To see these broken tiles was an assurance that things
were not going to change in Toledo.

I tapped on one of the white tables and from the heavily
carved doorway of the hotel came a large woman of about
sixty wearing a black dress and many combs. When she recog-
nized me she cried, “Sefior Clay! I was so happy when I re-
ceived your cable.”

“Is the room available?”

“Like always,” she said, pointing over her shoulder. “With
your cameras in place.”

I rubbed my hands and asked, “Is the menu the same?”

The ample woman, known as the Widow Palafox now that
her husband, one of the less successful Palafoxes, was dead,
disappeared into the hotel and returned with a menu that had
become a feature of Mexico. For many years at each Festival
of Ixmiq Dofia Carmen had been accustomed to serving a tra-
ditional Spanish menu so as to help her guests be in the proper
mood for the bullfights. Visitors who had once tasted her food
during the festival would sometimes come from Mexico
City during the fair expressly to enjoy her traditional Spanish
feast while lounging on the terrace and listening to the maria-
chis.

Now the Widow Palafox handed me the menu and I saw
that it had not changed. For sixteen pesos, about $1.30, the
guest was entitled to five huge courses, each to be selected
from many options, but by custom visitors to the festival al-
ways included the four special dishes: fish soup of Seville,
lima beans and ham hocks of Asturias, and the paella of Valen-
cia, followed by a light caramelized vanilla custard known as
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flan that provided a fine complement to the heavy Spanish din-
ner.

Looking at the menu made my mouth water, and I realized
with some dismay that it was now only seven o’clock and that
the tables would not be set for two more hours, since dinner
was not served before nine. I was about to go upstairs to my
room, which held extraordinary memories, when I was saved
by a loud shout from the plaza and I turned to see one of my
father’s closest friends darting between taxicabs to overtake
me. It was Don Eduardo Palafox, a rich relative of the widow
who ran the hotel, the present owner of the Palafox bull ranch
and a kind of uncle of mine.

Don Eduardo was now in his mid-sixties, a big, round, bald-
headed man with a thin patrician upper lip and a very full
lower one, which produced a somewhat puckish appearance.
Deep lines radiated from the corners of his eyes while others
crisscrossed his ample forehead. He was a happy man and one
who was deceptively agile, for although he must have weighed
about two hundred and fifty pounds, he now dodged in and out
of traffic like an athlete and approached me without being out
of breath. “Nephew!” he cried warmly in English. “You made
it back to the fair.”’

“Your bulls fighting?” I asked.

“How would they dare to overlook me?” He laughed, point-
ing to a bright poster on the opposite side of the hotel: “The
Traditional Festival of Ixmiq. Hand to Hand. Victoriano Leal,
the Triumphant One from Spain, and Juan Gémez, Both from
This State!!!! Bulls of San Mateo, Torrecillas and Palafox.”
The names of the secondary matadors who would also appear
during the festival were listed, along with the names of the
peéns and picadors.

“Tell me, Norman,” Don Eduardo suggested in Spanish,
pulling me down to sit at one of the white tables, “What do
you think is going to happen between Leal and Gémez?”

“Simple,” 1 replied. “One of them will goad the other to his
death.”

“That’s what Ledesma wrote,” Don Eduardo mused. “Then
you count this a real competition, not just something the news-
papers have invented?”

“Haven’t you seen them fight together?” I asked.

“No, and that’s a pity. My bulls have been appearing in the
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northern plazas, and, as you know, I like to go along with them
whenever possible.”

“They been any good?” I asked.

Don Eduardo smiled expansively as he ordered beer. “This
year the bulls of Palafox have been superb.”

“And those for the fair?” I pressed.

“Wonderful,” he assured me.

I have been attending bullfights for about forty years and
throughout that time a good 95 percent of the bulls have turned
out to be cowardly, dangerous and weak in the knees; never-
theless, before every fight those connected with the business
assured the world that the next day’s bulls would prove truly
splendid. Like all ranchers, Don Eduardo enjoyed being de-
scribed by the press as scrupulous, which implied that when he
tested his young bulls and cows, the cowardly ones were
turned into beef and not allowed to contaminate the bullrings.

In money matters he was indeed scrupulous. In all human
affairs, as my family had cause to know, he was scrupulous,
and in politics he had enjoyed preferential treatment by many
different governments because of his scrupulousness; but in the
raising of bulls for the plazas of Mexico he was, like everyone
else in the business, a common crook. So when he assured me
that in the plazas to the north his bulls had been outstanding,
I translated this to mean: “Out of every six I sent, perhaps one
gave a reasonably decent fight. The other five were cowardly,
dangerous and weak in the knees.”

Now Don Eduardo began reciting the bull breeder’s standard
complaint: the matadors who work his bulls are never able to
get out of them the great performances of which all Palafox
bulls are capable. As I drank his beer 1 began to ignore his
complaints and to think of the powerful family of which he
was the present head and I a proud though minor part.

As I tuned away from him momentarily to study the plaza,
where the evening lights were coming on to make the area a
postcard portrait of classical Mexico, I remembered that every-
thing I saw in this stately place had been built by an ancestor
of mine, one or another of the five bishops Palafox.

I had never before been much interested in the Palafoxes as
a clan, being satisfied to know that my mother had been a
member, a fact of which she had been inordinately proud. Be-
cause she was such a splendid woman I might have become
engrossed in family matters had I not married a Palafox, who
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divorced me. With her departure I lost interest, but now, in this
gray period of indecision when I was trying to restructure my
life, I found that I was intensely concerned about my varied in-
heritances and wanted to pursue questions I had previously ig-
nored.

“Uncle Eduardo, didn’t 1 hear you mention last time I was
here that there had been two branches of the Palafoxes?”

And he proceeded to remind me of things I must have
known as a boy but had ignored at the time. “Still are. In the
1520s two brothers came to Mexico to help Cortés—one a
pricst, the other a soldier. Each of them had many children.
Their descendants’ behavior was strange, for the men in the
line started by the priest married only Indian women, the sol-
dier’s men married only pure-blooded Spanish wives. So,
many of the Palafoxes you see today can be quite dark-
skinned, but the soldier’s line look like typical people from
Spain. I'm from that line.” He obviously took pride in that
pure-blooded ancestry and reminded me that my mother and
my wife were also from that branch.

Then he waved the open palm of his right hand back and
forth across his face to indicate that he was wiping out such
distinctions and said happily, “Anyway, in our family a boy
calls any Palafox older than himself uncle. You’re one of us,
Norman, that’s what counts.”

“Is all this written down somewhere?”

“Only up here,” he said, tapping his head, but then he added
brightly, “But in the little museum I’ve put together in one of
the old church buildings up the street, there are paintings and
things that tell some of the story.”

“You ought to write it down, before it’s lost.”

He laughed and tapped me on the knee. “You’re the writer
in the family.”

I thought, Would anyone have enough time and daring to
unravel the complex story of this family that had played such
a vital role in the history of Toledo? And images of compelling
power flashed through my mind of the murders and buming I
myself had seen as a boy, the crises at the Mineral, and I
thought, If one boy in a space of ten or fifteen years saw so
much, how much did my ancestors witness in this plaza, at the
Mineral, the pyramid? and I felt engulfed by the grand sweep
of history.
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As from a distance I heard Don Eduardo’s cheerful voice:
“Well, what do you say?”

“About what?”

“I asked if you would like to join me.”

“Where?”

“You haven’t heard a word I’ve been saying.”

“I’'m sorry, Uncle.”

“I invited you to the Tournament of Flowers.”

“Is that being held tonight?”

“Yes. Always on the Wednesday. It opens the fiesta. And I
want you to be one of the judges.”

I leaned back in my chair with a feeling of distinct pleasure
and said, “Father never missed the Tournament. I'd enjoy it
and we can dine afterwards.”

“Precisely,” Don Eduardo agreed, and he and I cut across
the plaza to the Imperial Theater, where a distinguished crowd
of Toledo citizens, many in evening dress, were gathering for
the annual Tournament of Flowers. With the easy grace that
comes from years of wielding authority, Don Eduardo intro-
duced me to many who had known my father and then led me
backstage past a dozen men dressed in black and so obviously
nervous that they had to be the contestants whom I was to help
judge. Don Eduardo ignored them and took me to a small
room where three judges sat, looking ill at ease. When the
head of the Palafox family appeared they rose and bowed
stiffly.

“I can never remember your names,” Don Eduardo said with
the polite contempt wealthy Mexicans have for everyone else.
“This is my nephew, the son of John Clay, our author.”

The three judges—a dentist, a professor and a self-educated
poet—nodded and Don Eduardo announced abruptly, “Sefor
Clay is going to be one of our judges.”

It became apparent that the professor, Dr. Ruiz Meléndez,
did not intend to allow Don Eduardo to ride roughshod over
him this year. Pointedly he asked, “Does the norteamericano
know Spanish?”

Don Edvardo was impatient and brushed off the inquiry:
“Better than [ do.”

Professor Ruiz seemed ready to combat every position Don
Eduardo took: “For judging pretty girls in the United States no
Spanish is necessary, but what we shall be doing this evening

. well, the cultural honor of Toledo is involved.”
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“Professor,” Don Eduardo interrupted bluntly, “my nephew
knows more about the cultural honor of Toledo than you will
ever know. Now let’s get on with the Tournament.”

Ruiz Meléndez refused to surrender to Don Eduardo. “I am
not convinced that your nephew is the kind of man we require
for the task at hand,” he said coldly and I thought: He’s right,
but if he had spoken like that in the old days, some Palafox
would have shot him. But these were new days and Don
Eduardo laughed good-naturedly.

“You’re right, Professor,” he chuckled. “We Palafoxes are
all idiots when it comes to culture, but we’ll have you good
men to help us out.” Then taking me by the hand he headed
for the stage with the command, “Come on, you idiot.” The
dentist and the poet smiled discreetly, but the professor re-
mained irritated.

We filed onto the stage of the blue-and-gold theater and I
was moved by the sight of the platform on which Emperor
Maximilian had behaved with such gallantry at the end of his
lite. The audience, filling all seats, applauded genteelly as Don
Eduardo raised his hand for silence and said, “We are the
judges tonight. Four of us you already know.” He took a piece
of paper from his pocket and read, “Dr. Beltrdn, our learned
dentist, Luis Solis the poet, and Professor Ruiz Meléndez. I
have no right to be here myself, being a rancher, but I came
along in case any livestock had to be judged.” There was em-
barrassed laughter at this, and I saw Professor Ruiz wince.
“And this stranger,” Don Eduardo concluded, “is really no
stranger at all. He’s John Clay’s boy, and we’re lucky to have
him with us tonight because he’s a famous writer himself.” I
cringed when he said this, for I knew I was at best a journey-
man scribbler, at worst a hack. And now he clapped his hands,
and shouted gruffly: “Come on. Let’s get going.”

We judges took our seats on a dais to the side, our feet rest-
ing on red carpeting, and when we were settled, from the
wings came sixteen charming young ladies, dressed in white
evening gowns and carrying floral bouquets. At first I thought:
Damn! This year it’s degenerated into some local beauty con-
test; but obviously this was not the case, for from another en-
rance appeared a2 gorgeous young woman, tall, stately and
with a remarkable grace of movement. An orchestra struck up
a coronation march, and she was escorted by the sixteen at-
tendants to a throne that was suddenly revealed at the rear.
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There the mayor of Toledo cried: “I crown you Queen
Cristina!” and the stage was set. )

Lights were lowered, save for a spot that was kept focused
on the queen, and from the wings appeared the first contestant,
a rather handsome young man in evening dress who seemed
very nervous until he found a place to stand half facing the au-
dience, half facing the judges. Then he swallowed, clenched
his hands behind his back, and began to recite three of the
sonnets he had composed during the past year.

This was Toledo’s Tournament of Flowers, the annual
competition of poets from all parts of Mexico, and as the
first contender recited, the mellifluous sound of his soft
Spanish drifting out across the audience, I surrendered my-
self to a joy I had not known for thirty years. In the United
States no one would think of having a competition of poets,
for what our best poets write tends to be obscure and diffi-
cult, and, moreover, our citizens would be embarrassed to
judge or to listen to a group of poets. But in Toledo, where
the music of Spanish verse filled the air to the delight of all,
poetry was again what it had been throughout history: queen
of the verbal arts.

The young man’s name was Gonzales, and his sonnets dealt
with a day in the country and his reflections on the unhappy
fact that tomorrow he would have to go back to work in an of-
fice where the lark that he kept hidden inside his coat would
find it difficult to sing.

“Do you have larks in Mexico?” I whispered to Don
Eduardo.

“Who cares?” He shrugged.

The next poet was a beetle-browed older man named
Aquiles Aguilar, and he had composed a Miltonic ode to Prin-
cess Cristina, which he delivered with fire and imagination.
Turning his back abruptly on the audience, he faced the beau-
tiful girl and poured forth a surprisingly impassioned explana-
tion of what a man who is no longer young thinks when he
looks at a girl of twenty. Then, flinging his arms into the air,
Sefior Aguilar wheeled about to stare at the audience and cried
in a voice trembling with emotion:

“If tomorrow I must walk where dust chokes me,
I shall sing, ‘Last night I saw a girl among roses.” ”



THE RANCHER 73

The audience cheered, and it was obvious that Sefior Aguilar
was going to stand rather high with the judges, too, for Don
Eduardo was clapping heartily and I suspected that he would
more or less decide who the winner was to be. As Aguilar took
additional bows I thought: He’s going to be hard to beat, but
so far the sonnets get my vote. But I suspected I might have
trouble with my confreres.

The other poets came on, some with hesitant voices, which
to me gave a certain poignancy and weight to their poems, and
some with a degree of self-assurance that was unjustified by
the quality of their compositions, but as I listened to a Sefior
Garcia Ramos deliver an elegy for a dead child, it suddenly oc-
curred to me that all the poets in this contest were of the Span-
ish type, or people of very light complexion. Stealing furtive
glances at the people in the audience, 1 saw that all of them
were Spanish looking, too. By this 1 don’t mean that they
seemed to belong to Spain or to have pure Spanish blood, but
that they were the inheritors of the Spanish aristocracy that had
ruled Mexico openly from 1523 to 1810 and sumreptitiously
from 1810 to the present. Among all the contestants and
throughout the darkened theater there was not one Indian such
as I had seen along the road that afternoon. It was as if Mexico
were divided into two nations: the Indians, who worked the
fields and the markets, and the Spanish, who ruled from the
halls of government.

I tumed my attention to the poetry and tried in vain to dis-
cover a single allusion to the Indians’ side of life, and none ap-
peared. The dead child that Sefior—I looked down at my
program—Garcia Ramos was lamenting had blue eyes and a
fair complexion. The imaginary bird that young Sefior
Gonzales had kept hidden in his imaginary coat was from
Spain. The beauty queen that Sefior Aguilar had saluted was a
fair Spanish girl.

This discovery led me to study surreptitiously the seventeen
girls onstage and I satisfied myself that they were all tall and
fair of skin, and were beauties who could have come from
Castile and Andalusia.

“Where,” I asked myself, “are the beautiful Indian girls I
saw on the road today at Kilometer 303? Where are the young
women with dark skin that the succession of Palafox bishops
had always found so enchanting?”

I looked at my four fellow judges, and each of them was



14 MEXICO

Spanish, too, but when I had satisfied myself that tonight’s
Tournament of Flowers had been set up to represent only one
half of Mexican life, the final contestant appeared, a short,
dark, hard-looking Altomec Indian. No one could mistake this
poet’s genesis, and when, in beginning his recitation, he
flashed his left arm, I saw that it lacked a hand, as if he were
among the dispossessed. Like his person, his poem was differ-
ent. It dealt with his ancestors who had built the pyramid and
their ritual dances at the time of harvest. At first I couldn’t
catch what he was driving at, but after about five minutes of
astonishingly powerful imagery, he arrived at the bitter climax:

“Where is our harvest now?
You, with the medals on your chest,
Where have you hidden our harvest?”

The passages that followed were unpleasantly strident and
wholly inappropriate for the predominantly Spanish audience,
and yet they had a fiery eloquence that held the listeners’ at-
tention against their will and kept the audience transfixed with
the questions that the Indians of Mexico have been asking for
a thousand years.

I was quite unprepared for the ending of the poem, for after
a forceful philosophical passage, the one-handed Indian began
to dance up and down on one foot, mimicking the harvest
dance of his ancestors. His motion never became obtrusive, nor
was it out of place, considering the words that accompanied it,
but it underlined one fact: that if all the preceding contestants
had been unmistakably Spanish, this one was just as unmistak-
ably Indian. While chanting the final stanza he continued his
little Altomec dance and, like me, the audience must have
thought that he had been carried away by his own words. But
this was not the case, for suddenly he stopped, stood motion-
less on the stage, his mutilated left arm close to his side, and
concluded his poem:

“T am waiting for the harvest
For which I have danced so long.”

He bowed gravely and left the stage. The applause was cau-
tious, to say the least, and he was not recalled for a second
round, but now I knew who was going to get my vote.
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When the judges convened it was clear that Don Eduardo
intended handing down his decision quickly, as his family had
been doing for generations, and it was equally clear that Pro-
fessor Ruiz Meléndez had no intention of letting the soi-disant
Count Palafox get away with it. “Well,” Don Eduardo said ex-
pansively, “it’s quite obvious from the applause that Aguilar
was the winner with his fine tribute to our princess. Didn’t you
think Princess Cristina looked lovely? And certainly the man
with the elegy was second, because he showed real feeling.
Now, about the third ...”

“Excuse me,” Professor Ruiz interrupted. “I propose that we
ballot on these matters.”

“We never vote,” Don Eduardo explained. “We’ll just talk it
over for a few minutes. Who did you like for third place, Pro-
fessor Ruiz?” It was obvious that Don Eduardo was deter-
mined to be gracious.

The professor resumed his comment by saying, “So I have
prepared some ballots—"

Don Eduardo brushed him aside. “Ballots are ridiculous in
a case like this. You, Clay, didn’t you agree that Aguilar—"

Trying to maintain control, Professor Ruiz observed, “I
hardly think it proper for an American visitor to speak first and
to influence judges of a contest that has great importance for
Mexican culture.” ‘

“Now, that’s a damned insulting—Professor Ruiz, as chair-
man of this committee I demand—"

“Are you chairman?” the professor asked.

“Aren’t 17’ Don Eduardo asked, showing no resentment. He
had usually been chairman of whatever committee there was in
Toledo and he had naturally assumed that such was the case
tonight.

“No,” Professor Ruiz snapped. “I am.”

“You are?” Don Eduardo replied with frank astonishment
but with no rancor. “Well, in that case, Mr. Chairman, I think
that you owe our visitor an apology.”

Professor Ruiz bowed. “I agree. Sefior Clay, I am sorry. In
fact, now that things have been straightened out, I withdraw
my objection. Since you are our guest, you have first choice.”

I found myself damning Don Eduardo for having projected
me into a position where I had either to lie and name my sec-
ond choice as the winner or insult my Spanish friends by sta-
ting frankly that I preferred the Indian. To save myself I said,
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“You are indeed most gracious, Professor Ruiz, but I agree
with you that I ought not speak first in an affair so close to the
heart of Mexicans.”

“You are a charming guest,” the chairman acknowledged,
“pbut I insist upon knowing your choice.”

I swallowed hard, looked away from Don Eduardo, and said
firmly, “I preferred . . .” And then I couldn’t think of the Indi-
an’s name and ended lamely, “. .. the Indian with one hand.”

Don Eduardo exploded. “But good God, Norman! It was
never intended that the prize should go to one of them. We had
him on the program only because he’s a local boy.”

“I liked his poem,” I repeated stubbornly.

“I should have left you at the hotel,” the rancher snapped
with disgust. “Well, anyway, the rest of us know that
Aguilar—"

Professor Ruiz Meléndez astonished me by saying abruptly,
“1 agree with Sefior Clay. The man with one hand was clearly
the winner.”

“Now, wait a minute!” Don Eduardo protested. “If we are
stupid enough to name him for first prize it will be an insult
to our city. For as long as I can remember, the Festival of
Ixmiq has been divided up so that the cultured people win all
the prizes indoors while the Indians win everything outdoors.
I insist—"

“Who was your choice, Dr. Beltran?” the chairman inter-
rupted.

“I much preferred Sefior Aguilar and his ode to Princess
Cristina.” It was interesting to me that these men spoke of the
young girl as if she really were a princess, as if the make-
believe of the festival had entered their minds as well as their
imaginations.

“Then it’s up to you, Sefior Solis,” the chairman said.

“Now look, Solis,” Don Eduardo interrupted. “You’re a poet
and you know that the poetry prize has always been reserved
for—"

“Don Eduardo!” Professor Ruiz snapped. “Please allow the
gentleman to speak his own mind.”

In a soft, conciliatory voice the little poet said, “1 liked
Aguilar and the ode.”

“Good!” Don Eduardo shouted. “Aguilar first, the elegy sec-
ond, and if you want to put the one-handed Indian third, it’s all
right with me.” He reached for the door that led back to the
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stage where he was prepared to announce his decision, but
Professor Ruiz, now very red in the face, halted him.

“I will announce the winners,” the doctor said icily, “and we
have not yet decided on second and third place.”

“How many are in favor of the elegy for second place?”
Don Eduardo blustered. “Good. That’s three, and that means
he’s in second place. The Indian can be third.”

“Don Eduardo,” Professor Ruiz said, trying not to shout,
“that is no way to decide second place. It ignores completely
the fact that the Indian won two nominations for first—"

“But the elegy just got three votes for second. You heard it.
Me, Beltrdn and Solis.”

“Do you mean . ..” the professor spluttered and Sefior Solis
spoke up softly: “I believe that Don Eduardo is right. This is
not the year to give the young intruder second place. If we ac-
cord him third position, it will be an adequate gesture.”

“My view entirely,” Don Eduardo agreed affably. Then,
clapping Beltrdn on the back, he suggested: “And yours, too,
1 should think.”

“Mine t0o0,” Beltrdn said. He liked Don Eduardo. In fact, he
liked all the Palafoxes and hoped to get to know them better.

“What do you think?” Professor Ruiz asked me.

I was disgusted by my uncle’s steamroller tactics and saw
no reason for hiding that fact, so I said: “To deny this man first
place is an error, but to rob him of second is a disgrace.”

“Now, wait a minute!” Don Eduardo cried. “You’re an
American and you don’t understand the peculiarities of our sit-
vation. You have no right to butt into Mexican problems. It
simply isn’t right—"

“Do you think it’s right to pervert a judgment for the rea-
sons you're giving?” I snapped.

“Maybe not right.” Don Eduardo laughed. “But expedient.”
He opened the door to the stage, and before I could even reach
my seat he was announcing to the expectant audience: “The
judges have agreed unanimously that the winner of the Tourna-
ment of Flowers is Sefior Aquiles Aguilar for his inspired . . .”
The cheering audience drowned out his last words.

A few minutes later Don Eduardo had his arm about me,
leading me back to the House of Tile and saying, “You saw for
yourself! The one-handed fellow was pleased as punch to get
recognition in third position. Just as it should have been, be-
cause what you don’t know is that if we had forced him into
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first place he would have been embarrassed.” Without a bit of
resentment for my having fought him in the committee, Don
Eduardo sat himself beside me and shouted to the Widow
Palafox: “Carmen! Carmen! Two of your best dinners.”

As we sat down at the table I reached for one of Dofia Car-
men’s crisp peasant rolls and said, as she handed us the menus:
“Same as always, and I’'m glad nothing’s changed.”

She corrected me: “One thing’s changed.” And with a
pudgy finger she pointed at a warning printed in English: *“Be-
cause of the unusual consumption of bread during the Festival
of Ixmiq, there will be a charge of fifty centavos for each roll.”

I looked up with surprise. The whole idea of dining at the
House of Tile was that since 1910 the menu during the fair had
not changed—you sat on the terrace and ate what you had al-
ways eaten. But now there was a charge for the bread. “What's
happened?” I asked with some dismay.

“The norteamericanos happened, that’s what happened,”
Dofia Carmen snorted.

“What do you mean?” I countered.

“In the old days, when no one had heard of our festival, de-
cent Mexicans, homesick for Spain, came here and ate in a de-
cent manner,” she explained. “Then fools wrote about us in
your magazine, with photographs of the food, and now each
year we get many norteamericanos.”

“Why should that increase the price of bread?” I asked.

“We’re glad to get the norteamericanos,” she assured me.
“They behave well and spend money, and I have many friends
among the tourists, people who come back year after year. But
they do create a problem with the bread.”

“What problem?”’ I asked with irritation.

“When a Mexican comes,” she explained, “he eats one roll,
and we take this into account in our price, which you must ad-
mit is reasonable.”

“No complaint,” I said. “In the States a meal like this would
cost twice as much.”

“So I'm told,” she nodded. “But here is the trouble. Appar-
ently in the States there is no bread. Because whenever an
American sits at this table he does just what you have done.
He sees the basket of rolls, grabs one, and says, ‘I haven’t
tasted bread like this since I was a boy.” And he eats not one
roll but four and kills my whole budget.”

I felt self-conscious, sitting there with a half-eaten roll in my
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hand, but I knew that what she said was true. In civilized
America we no longer had bread; we had something sanitized
and puffy that no self-respecting man would want to eat. I re-
member working on an article that our magazine ran some
years back in which four scientists claimed that our bread was
not only a sad travesty of what the staff of life should be, but
that it was actually poisonous as well. I seem to recall that
when boys in my class at Lawrenceville forced rats to eat it,
either the rats died or their hair fell out.

But here in the peasant culture of Mexico there was still
bread made from the simple ground wheat of the countryside,
filled with impurities and flavor, and when we Americans
tasted it after many years of chewing paste, we devoured it like
starving pigs. “Look!” Dofia Carmen said as two tourists who
had come to the fair sat down at a nearby table. The woman
looked about her and said: “Isn’t this a charming plaza? Listen
to the music!” But her husband cried: “Oh boy! Look at that
bread!” He was well on his way to consuming his third roll be-
fore the meal even started.

“So now we have to charge,” Dofia Carmen said, shrugging
her shoulders.

*“Put me down for three. I love your soup and your rice, but
what I really came for was your bread.”

“And look at that one in the comer,” Dofia Carmen muttered
in disgust. She pointed to one of the tables where an American
sat wolfing down the rolls, and I saw that it was the blond
young man from the bus, still dressed in his outsized, rumpled
Pachuca sweater.

“I don’t think he’s hungry for bread,” I told Dofia Carmen.
“I think he’s just hungry.”

“Do you suppose he has money?” the proprietress asked.

“If he doesn’t, Don Eduardo will pay,” I assured her.

“I like to see young people eat,” my uncle said. Then he
added: “Looks like we’re going to have music,” and he was
cormrect, for the tourist couple at the next table had summoned
a mariachi band to play for them during the meal, but they had
called a band quite different from the flashily dressed and
somewhat mechanical musicians we’d heard earlier. This was
a group of Altomec peasants who had come down from Du-
rango to see the fair and to pick up what pennies they could
by offering themselves as mariachis. They had no uniforms, no
big hats, not even shoes. Nor did they have the customary in-
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struments of the real mariachis. There were only six—a bass
drummer, a snare drummer, two clarinet players, a huge guitar-
ist and a tall, thin man with an extremely sad face and a dented
trumpet. They looked an epitome of the real Mexico, and on
their faded blue pants and wom sandals there was dust.

“What shall we play for you, sefior?” I heard the bass drum-
mer ask in Spanish.

“We don’t know,” the husband replied in English.

The leader shrugged his shoulders, consulted with his com-
panions, and told them in Spanish: “ ‘Cielito Lindo’ and ‘San
Antonio Rose’ for the norteamericanos,” and I thought: This is
going to be pretty bad, so I said to Don Eduardo, “I'd better
speak to them.”

I went to the other table and asked in English, “Excuse me,
but could I be of help with the mariachis?”

“You might tell them to play some real Mexican music.”

“If you would permit me.”

“Oh, please do!” the wife pleaded. “We don’t want to hear
American music on our first visit in Toledo.”

“] thought you wouldn’t,” I said. I then turned to the mari-
achis and said in Spanish: “These visitors love the music of
Mexico. Please play only the real songs of your country.”

“Like what?” the leader asked suspiciously.

I gave some examples of wonderful songs rarely heard, end-
ing with: “And you might give them a battle cry like “The Bal-
lad of General Gurza.” ”

The men’s eyes lighted up with pleasure—all, that is, except
those of the tall, sad trumpeter, who merely fingered the valves
on his instrument, as if warming up. I bowed to the tourists
and returned to Don Eduardo.

With two quick waves of his drumstick, the leader started
the music, but I was not prepared for what followed, for in the
first blaring passages of a robust folk dance the lean trumpeter
unioosed a cascade of purity such as I have rarely heard
matched in any orchestra. He played passionately, his hollow
cheeks distended with air, his thin lips wedged against the
mouthpiece, and his tongue ripping out triple and sextuple pas-
sages. He was truly a heavenly trumpeter, lost in some Du-
rango village, and whenever he rested it was to gain fresh
strength for some new display of virtuosity. He never smiled,
and always seemed removed from the simple realities.
Throughout the time of the Festival of Ixmiq I saw him only
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as a disembodied talent who mysteriously produced music of
the angels. In the nights to come I would often hear his
tongue-splitting rhythms echoing in various parts of the plaza,
and no one could confuse him with the other mariachis. His
companions seemed to recognize this, for when during a song
the time came for him to rest, they merely limped through their
part of the music, waiting till his liquid trumpet sound ex-
ploded once more behind them, and then they would play with
added spirit. Now, as they wound through the final passages of
the vigorous dance, 1 sat back contented.

“I’ve never heard a better trumpeter,” I told Don Eduardo.

“I've often thought,” the old rancher mused as we waited
for our soup, “that a lot of people from other parts of the
world are going to be surprised when they enter heaven and
find that God entertains himself with mariachi music.” But
then he suddenly scowled, as the new selection began. He
asked abruptly: “Did you tell them to play that?”

“T did,” I confessed.

“You have a curious taste. To sing of General Gurza in this
place.” And he pointed to the broken tiles on the wall in back
of where the mariachis stood, the tiles against which I had
been measured as a boy. Having rebuked me, Don Eduardo fell
silent and I could tell that he was recalling his encounters with
the murderous general who had been the scourge of Toledo.
And T recalled my own experiences.

General Gurza had come roaring into Toledo on one of his
periodic raids to rob the city’s citizens. I was at the Mineral
when Gurza led a detachment to the mines in a search for sil-
ver, and I was sure they were going to shoot us. Father whis-
pered: “Stay very still. Say nothing,” and we watched as Gurza
and his men overlooked several tons of black ore from which
silver could be extracted. They ransacked our quarters, and had
the calf been sequestered there according to the original plan,
both he and we would have been shot.

At the end of the search, General Gurza assembled our fam-
ily and I remember standing in front of my mother, hoping to
protect her, and I could feel her legs trembling. The general
was not my idea of a general at all, for he certainly did not
look like any of my tin soldiers, with brightly colored uniforms
and colored bands across their chests. General Gurza was a big
man, both taller and heavier than my father. He had a round
face with a black mustache, and wore a huge sombrero and
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silver-studded chaps. He carried a shotgun. And on his hips
were two pistols, while crossing his chest was a bandolier, with
here and there a cartridge missing.

He nudged me in the stomach with his rifle and asked:
“When you grow up will you fight for the Revolution?” I said,
“T don’t know what a revolution is. But I'm going to fight
against you and help my mother.”

General Gurza laughed, poked the gun deeper into my stom-
ach, and said, “When you grow up you’ll know better.” He
then made a short speech in which he said that he had found
what he had come for. He whistled sharply without moving his
lips, and from our stables four of his men approached leading
one of our miners with his hands tied and a rope around his
neck. “This is what we are going to do with all our enemies,”
he said. And without further ado the four soldiers threw the
rope over a beam projecting from the cloisters and hanged the
man. Because our cloisters were not high, the man’s feet were
never far from the ground, and he seemed to dance in our
faces. I could feel my mother’s knees start to give way behind
me and I cried: “Mother’s going to fall down.” My father
leaped to catch her, but General Gurza got there first and,
dropping his gun, he carried her to a table. When she opened
her eyes she expected to see my father but instead looked di-
rectly into the eyes of the general. His black mustache must
have been only a few inches from her face, and she began to
scream.

This angered the general particularly because he thought that
she must be an American, since she was married to one. He
slapped her, then laughed and said: “We don’t hurt
norteamericanos—if they remain neutral.” He then directed my
father to come to him, and with the dead miner’s body swing-
ing between them, the two men discussed how the silver from
the Mineral was to be delivered to the general’s forces and
what records were to be kept. I remember how the interview
ended. General Gurza said: “You understand, Mr. Clay, that if
any of this silver falls into the hands of Carranza we shall have
to shoot you?”

My father replied: “But I thought you were fighting for
Carranza.”

General Gurza scowled and said, “That was last month.
Now he’s our enemy. No silver to him.”

“I understand,” my father said, and the two men shook
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hands as if they were bankers. But when the time came to
leave, some of Gurza’s men saw the dangling body and were
apparently infuriated by the sight, for they began shooting at it
from horseback, and many of the shots went wild, ricocheting
down our cloisters. All the way back to the gate the men kept
up their wild shooting, and when they had ridden safely down
the hill, my father systematically inspected all the workers to
be sure none were hurt, then gave orders to cut down the dead
man and bury him. When the others were busy with this task,
he and T went cautiously to the cave below the slag heap and
satisfied ourselves that Soldado was safe. Father directed me to
give the calf some hay, and we left the animal content and cat-
ing.

Well, I thought now, sitting on the terrace of the House of
Tile, that was a rare peaceful moment in a turbulent past.

“Where were you in those years?’ I asked Don Eduardo,
who was attacking his soup.

“What do you mean, ‘those years’?” he asked without look-
ing up. He loved food.

“I was thinking of the years when we hid Soldado from the
Gurza troops,” I explained.

He put his spoon down, thought a moment, and said, “That
would have been 1916 to about 1919, I guess. I was hiding out
in Mexico City, working like the devil with Carranza to keep
control of my lands. I didn’t succeed.”

Laughing at his own incompetence, he said, “In 1536 we
Palafoxes were granted a quarter of a million choice acres and
by 1580 this had grown, by thefts from Church and state, to a
third of a million. By 1740, due to shrewd management and
further thefts from everyone in sight, our holdings had in-
creased to over a million acres and the labor of nearly a hun-
dred and twenty thousand Indians, who were for all practical
purposes our slaves.” At this point in the narration he sighed.

“In the 1810 War of Independence, of course, the Conde de
Palafox sided with the Spaniards, so that when relative peace
came he was penalized by the victorious Mexicans, who took
back half his vast holdings.”

In the 1860s the Palafoxes guessed wrong again and sup-
ported the Austrian usurper, Emperor Maximilian, as did all
decent people, and when the rabble shot him to restore Mexi-
can independence, they also shot the then conde, whereupon
the Palafox holdings fell to about two hundred and fifty thou-
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sand acres. In the Revolution of 1916, as we have seen, Don
Eduardo came out strongly against General Gurza and lost an-
other hundred and fifty thousand. Finally, in 1936, the family
guessed wrong again and fought President Cédrdenas, who had
the land courts legally divest the Palafoxes of most of their re-
maining acreage.

“As a result of always being on the wrong side,” Don
Eduardo concluded, “our once-vast Palafox dominion now
consists of nine thousand arid acres of bull ranch in a corner
of our state, the skeletons of a few haciendas that General
Gurza gutted, and the abandoned Mineral.”

But if the Palafoxes invariably guessed wrong about the ad-
vantageous political affiliation, thereby losing their land, they
displayed canny judgment where investments were concerned,
thereby maintaining their family security. With the business
acumen that had always marked the Spanish branch of the
family the Palafoxes had invested in railroads, in French mer-
cantile companies, and more recently in Swiss and American
pharmaceutical corporations, so that while their land holdings
were steadily diminishing, their equity in the business wealth
of the world rose comfortably. In 1961 the family was at least
as wealthy as it had ever been, and with this wealth the mem-
bers had been able to buy favor with whatever administration
was in power, regardless of its politics.

But the principal fame of the family derived from the fact
that old Don Eduardo Palafox, who under a better system of
government would have inherited the title conde, raised the
best bulls in Mexico and probably the best anywhere in the
world except Spain. It was not unusual for Cardinal Palafox,
while on church duty in other parts of Latin America or the
United States, to be greeted with the enthusiastic comment “I
saw your bulls in Mexico City and they were tremendous.”

The young bull Soldado, who had survived for three months
in our cave as my responsibility, turned out to be one of the
memorable seed bulls of history, and his offspring accounted
for much of the glory accruing to the name Palafox. On the
last day of the fair we would see his latest descendants, and I
looked across to the white wall where the poster blared the
news: “The Traditional Festival of Ixmiq. Bulls of Palafox.”

I said, “Don Eduardo, when your first bull comes out on
Sunday, I am going to salute him like a grandson. After all, he
sprang from my cave.”
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The big rancher laughed and leaned back, wiping the Valen-
cian rice from his heavy underlip. “Do you know why I like
bullfighting so much?’ he asked.

“Because you make a fortune on the bad bulls you sell,” I
suggested.

He chuckled and said: “You know I lose money raising
those damned animals. We all do. But I like the essential battle
of life. In this city my people have been fighting through four
centuries. Not one of the buildings you can see from here was
erected except after some shattering fight. No one wanted the
cathedral there, or the new fagade, or the expensive theater. No
one except some Palafox. What happened to the Miers? Dofia
Carmen’s family? They owned more land than we did, but
when General Gurza approached, they quit like chickens of no
strain.” He paused and picked at a tooth with his little finger.
‘When he had dislodged a bit of clam he said, “We have fought
the Altomecs in the hills, and the king in Madrid, and the pope
in Rome, and General Gurza in Mexico City. I fought Presi-
dent Cirdenas through every court in Mexico, but we still
parted good friends. Do you know what Cardenas said when
he confirmed the decision of the land courts that confiscated
our acres? He said, ‘Don Eduardo, I think you are the father
of your best bulls.” In a sense, I am.”

“T’1l bet that on Sunday five of your six animals will be dis-
graceful.”

“Accepted, but remember that if only one is good, he’s the
one that’ll be remembered.” He laughed, then grew sober.
“Here comes the matador now,” he said.

I turned to see what had captured his attention, and watched
a beat-up black Cadillac, about six years old, come speeding
into the plaza and stop abruptly with protesting brakes before
the terrace where we sat. At the wheel was a gnome-like man
of about fifty, a black fedora jammed over his eyes and a cigar
stuck between his teeth. Sharing the front seat with him were
two middle-aged bullfighters who looked like gangsters.
Quickly the three jumped out and started untying ropes that
had kept bundles secure on top of the Cadillac on its trip from
Mexico City. One of the men paused to open the rear door
nearest me, and from it stepped a flashily dressed, attractive
young woman, followed by a smallish, tense, very dark man in
his early thirties. As soon as he appeared, a crowd gathered
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while keeping at a respectful distance, and little boys began
calling to others, “It’s Juan Gémez!”

The crowd increased and some youth who had seen many
movies gave a low wolf whistle, at which the girl smiled.
G6mez, the matador, with no emotion on his face, forced a
passageway through the crowd and went into the hotel. As he
passed my table he looked at Don Eduardo and stopped to em-
brace him.

“May the bulls be good,” the matador said.

“May you have much luck,” the rancher replied.

Then Gémez disappeared, while the gnome-like man super-
vised the unloading of the costumes, the swords, the lances and
the odd leather baskets in which the matador’s hats were car-
ried. Gémez was now among us, and Don Eduardo observed,
as the mariachis paraded about the square, their trumpeters fill-
ing the night with the music of Mexico, “Tonight they sleep
under one roof, Victoriano and Gémez. Do you think they’ll be
valiant on Friday?”

“People who saw them fight in Puebla say they almost
made you forget Manolete,” | replied.

“May their luck be good,” the old rancher said. He crossed
himself, kissed his thumb, and threw the benediction over his
shoulder and into the House of Tile, where the two matadors
were resting.
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THE INDIAN

and all day Thursday in a forced explosion of energy I had

not displayed since my all-night cramming for exams at
Princeton. Consulting experts, borrowing their newspaper clip-
pings regarding memorable fights, and even conducting hurried
interviews with Juan Gémez and his manager, 1 was able to
construct a mental image of the bowlegged Indian. Then, when
I had my room organized as a workstation, my typewriter on
a table away from the sun, my pile of white paper neatly
within reach and fresh carbons at hand, I plunged into the task
of grinding out the type of story that New York treasured:
good guy versus bad, all-white versus all-black, premonitions
of ragedy to come, plus a general breathlessness to keep the
story line galloping ahead. As the pages piled up, I was not un-
happy with what I was accomplishing, for I took professional
pride in my ability to write quickly and accurately while fitting
my data into the patterns that Drummond liked.

ISPENT WEDNESDAY night after the poetry competition

What we have in the three-day festival that starts tomorrow,
Friday, is a Spanish celebration dating back about two hun-
dred years but based upon Indian ritnals almost two thou-
sand years old. It’s appropriate, therefore, that our
protagonists should represent almost ideally the two historic
strains of Mexican history: the ancient Indian, the recent
Spanish.

The Spaniard I’ve already given you in detail: slim, tall,
blue-eyed and with exceptional poetry of movement. You
have my photos of him that I’ve caught in other plazas and
carlier in Spain and they show the charismatic Victoriano,

87
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but use those that emphasize his elegant style. I haven’t sent
you too much on Gémez yet, but he’s different, a grubby lit-
tle Indian peasant with no elegance whatever, only a brutal
determination to get the job done and a willingness to risk
his life in doing it. Fortunately for us, he looks like what he
is: awkward, a stumnpy little guy with a head of dark hair en-
croaching on his eyebrows, and legs that are decidedly
bowed. Taciturn, moody, afraid of the press, he is not a like-
able matador. ’

So I see Ixmig-61 as a duel between the two faces of Mex-
ico, the Spaniard versus the Indian. Also: sunlight versus
shadow, hero versus villain, beauty versus ugliness—and,
above all, a young man protected by three extremely canny
bullfight operators versus an older fellow assisted by a
beat-up codger who poses as a manager but who really uses
Goémez as a last-chance meal ticket, and a brassy dame who
believes Gémez will help her become a flamenco entertainer
in Spain but who will drop him instantly if something better
comes along.

As I pushed my chair back to stare out the window at the
plaza, I was not entirely happy with my facile comparison of
the two matadors, for I suspected that in stressing their obvious
differences I was missing essentials. A few days earlier I had
telegraphed New York a brief report on Gémez and their re-
sponse proved that the home office had adopted my simplifica-
tion, because the art editor had cabled me: “Be sure get moody
shot Gomez working bull deep in shadows.” Drummond him-
self cabled: “Essential you provide us with numerous incidents
that show good guy in peril and bad guy momentarily trium-
phant.” In our shop Victoriano had become certified as the
good guy.

Thus, through words and photographs we were prejudging
an event that had not yet happened, and I could detect in the
communications reaching me from New York evidence that the
editors had become emotionally involved in this duel between
the matadors. Late Thursday afternoon, a few hours after drop-
ping off my latest dispatch at the cable office, I was startled by
a messenger who brought to my room an urgent cable from
Drummond that asked: “Highbrow philosophizing aside, which
matador do you think is likely to die?”
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Sitting at my desk, I stared at my typewriter and grumbled:
They’re forcing me to make a prediction I'm not capable of
making. Then as I blinked and restudied the cable I realized
that it did not represent a business query. It was a personal
question from Drummond as a man, not an editor, one who
had become caught up in the struggle between Victoriano and
Goémez and after a long day at work and a cocktail at some bar
or bistro had shot me an honest inquiry. I was not required to
answer, and yet as [ sat there, my head resting on my hands as
dusk fell and my room grew dark, I found that I wanted to
give him an answer.

“It’s the Spaniard who will die,” I said aloud, and I could
see the culmination of this insane contest. Juan Gémez, the re-
lentless little Indian, would continue to fight the bulls with in-
creasing valor, “tickling their tonsils with his elbows,” as the
bullfighters described it, and he would goad Victoriano into ex-
ecuting more and more arabesques until the final afternoon of
the festival when in the lengthening shadows a bull would sud-
denly hook to the left, and Victoriano would hang suspended
for a long forty seconds, after which he would be dead.

And then I must have lost all sense of morality because I
found myself praying, “Dear God, if he has to die, let it be
now, at the height of the festival, with the bands playing and
not at the end of the fight but at the beginning, while the light
is still good, so that the camera can catch the full detail as he
dangles from the horn.”

I regained my senses. “Jesus Christ!” I gasped. “What am [
saying?’ But before my self-disgust could drive the grisly
prayer from my mind I had to admit that what I had prayed for
was what I actually wanted. If Victoriano was doomed, let the
swift homn thrust come at the Festival of Ixmiq, early in the af-
ternoon on a sunny day when the light was good—not for the
photographers, but for this photographer, me. “If there’s to be
a story, let it be a good one, a classic of the bullring. Let me
write a story that cuts right to the heart of the bullring, at the
heart of Mexico itself. Purged of all nonsense. Just the bare
truth.”

But as I shifted my gaze from my desk I could see Drum-
mond working at his own desk in New York and thinking ex-
actly the way I had been thinking in Mexico. I could picture
him unwilling to leave the office and breaking out a bottle of
porter while he arranged imaginary headlines and calculated: If
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one of them has to die, as Clay claims, let it be the one who
makes the best story for us. And he would be juggling the
copy and the photographs I'd not yet sent him, because the
events had not yet happened, and I could hear him assuring
himself: We can’t go wrong playing Victoriano as the doomed
hero, young and handsome, hounded to his death by the evil
little man . . . that’s not bad. Pictures here and here. Left page
we’ll use that great shot of him being carried in glory out of
the ring in Mexico City with the girls throwing flowers at him.
Facing page the same golden face but this time held aloft by
a bull’s hom. The black horn coming right out of his chest.
Then on the inside pages the eight flashbacks of the family his-
tory, with that stupendous thing of his grandfather pinned to
the sand by the bull’s hom through his head. Those old-time
photopraphs always carry a wallop. It isn't till pages five and
six that we get our first shot of the bowlegged little Mexican
who caused it all.

As soon as he thinks of the bowlegged little Mexican, he
would be faced with a crucial editorial problem, and I could
see him brushing his dummy aside and asking: But how do we
play it if it isn’t Victoriano who dies but the little Mexican? It
was at this point that he would wire me for my opinion. He
was now facing up to his problem and I had no doubt he
would come up with one of the noble-sounding phrases for
which he was famous: “And thus we see why it is that men
fight bulls and sometimes die on their homns.”

I could feel myself becoming irritated at all this speculation,
but as an obedient field worker I would continue to send him
all the instructive information I could find on Gémez, trusting
that something 1 said would illuminate the story—however it
came out. But as I brooded about my work so far, I realized
that nothing I had said about G6mez had represented the real
man. I had been using him simply as if he were the Indian half
of Mexico counterpoised against the Spanish component. I had
been describing him as darkness opposed to light, as fate im-
periling the exquisite. I had set up in my mind a phony precon-
ception of what was going to happen—the death of Victoriano
Leal—and this act had determined my observations of G6mez.
I had been describing a man only as he functioned in the life
and death of another, and this was wrong.

All the books I had ever read about Mexico, and the thesis
1 had written at Princeton about my homeland, had been
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flawed by a fatal weakness. Spaniards had spoken of the coun-
try as it affected Spain’s quest for Catholics and bars of silver.
Americans like my father had explained how it looked from
the American point of view. In his The Pyramid and the Ca-
thedral he had tried to reassure the American reader that, after
all, Mexico was a reasonably decent place because in many re-
spects it was almost up to American standards. But of Mexico
as a unique land, with its own promise and its own problems,
no one had written. And least of all the Mexicans themselves.
For anyone in this land who took up his pen did so either as
a Spanish apologist, or as an Indian, or as an anti-American, or
as a pro-Russian. But as a Mexican? Never.

Since truth to a Mexican and to an American almost always
differed, I now realized that everything I had so far written
about the matador Juan Gémez had been constructed strictly
from the point of view of an American writing about an Indian
who was about to cause the death of a Spaniard. Now I was
wide awake, and as sleep was impossible, on that quiet Thurs-
day evening after I had filed my report, I left the House of Tile
to walk in the plaza. There, gazing at the contrasting Spanish
and Indian structures in the silvery moonlight, I said to myself:
Forget your personal hang-ups, forget your desire for the per-
fect headline that sells magazines—if you were forced to de-
scribe Juan Gémez as he actually is, in relation to no one else,
to no symbols, how would you do it?

Finding no easy answer, I sat on one of the benches that
lined the plaza and stared alternately at the cathedral of Bishop
Palafox and at the pyramid of the ancient Drunken Builders
while struggling to reach some understanding of this stolid In-
dian matador. Out of the grubby incidents I had heard about
his career I recalled one incident in particular that seemed to
epitomize the hardships he constantly had to confront. It in-
volved a frantic midnight auto trip from Acapulco to Mexico
City.

About three years ago, before his competition with
Victoriano Leal had provided him with real money, Juan
G6mez was a full-fledged matador, but with a chaotic past, a
dismal present and a rather limited future. He had accom-
plished little, was beset by leeches who kept him poor, and had
no logical reason to expect his luck to change. He fought about
six times a year and at fees that barely kept him from starva-
tion. He could not afford to maintain a regular troupe of his
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own, as affluent matadors did, but was forced to rely upon any
picadors or pedns he could get cheap and sought to ingratiate
himself with the unions by accepting whomever they sent.

He had picked up a striking-looking girl named Lucha
Gonzilez, a strident singer who also tried to dance and was
reasonably good with the castanets. When he managed to find
a bullfight, he contributed to their upkeep, but much of the
time he was forced to rely upon the modest amounts of money
she earned from her engagements. Lucha, whose name was the
accepted abbreviation for one of the most popular girl’s names
in Mexico, Marfa de la Luz (Virgin Mary of the Light), was
about two inches taller than her matador, a fact that he was
never able to forget. One day she saw in an American maga-
zine an advertisement for elevator shoes and the promise
“Now you can be taller than she is.” She could not read En-
glish, of course, but she caught the idea conveyed by the pic-
ture and had a friend write a letter to New York, sending the
twenty dollars that she had saved. It had not been easy to mea-
sure her matador’s feet, but one night when he was asleep she
had pulled away the covers and made on paper a rough outline
of his feet.

When the shoes arrived and she handed them to Gémez he
noticed the exaggerated heels, trickily camouflaged, and began
to laugh. But, actually, his vanity was wounded and thereafter
he never loved Lucha as much as he had before.

At the time I'm speaking of, G6mez had been awarded a
third-rate contract for a fight in Acapulco, with bulls that were
not acceptable for the big ring in Mexico City. He had been of-
fered $750 for the afternoon, but of this amount he had to pay
$110 for his troupe, $88 for travel and hotel bills, and a kick-
back of $150 to the impresario. Laundry, care for his suit, and
$44 for bribing the newspaper critics meant that he earned, for
an afternoon of fighting dangerous bulls, about $300, most of
which he had to spend at the cafés to create an illusion that he
was an important matador. It is true that for some of his fights
he earned considerably more, but for the past four years he had
kept for himself less than two thousand dollars a year, out of
which he had had to pay for five months in the hospital.

In fact, his Acapulco engagement would have been finan-
cially disastrous had it not been for Lucha, who by persistent
phone calls had forced one of the big American hotels to sign
her on as an entertainer for a two-week period. As so often be-
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fore, her eamings enabled the matador to live, and when the
fight was over Lucha kept on singing while her matador in his
high-heeled shoes strutted aimlessly about the cafés.

His work in the Acapulco bullring had not been impressive,
for the animals were atrocious, but he had been at least as
good as the other matadors and patently braver, so that during
the long week after the fight he won a good deal of favorable
comment in the cafés, especially since he was spending what
remained of his earnings on drinks for the parasites that clung
to him. At midnight on a Saturday, six days after his appear-
ance in the ring, considerable excitement was caused by a man
who ran from café to café crying, “Phone call for the matador!
Impresario in Mexico City calling urgently.”

Lucha herself had told me about that night in Acapulco. I'd
been working on a story about illegal Mexican immigrants in
San Antonio, Texas, and chanced to see a newspaper item
about a Sunday bullfight across the border in Nuevo Laredo.
Since it was only a two-hour drive south, I decided to go be-
cause I'd heard that this Mexican matador Juan Gémez was a
real bulldog and I was eager to see what he could do.

After the fight, in which he performed well, I sought him
out, showed him my credentials and asked if we could talk.
His manager, a tough character with a long cigar, grabbed my
card, studied it and nodded, whereupon Gémez led me to a
café overlooking the Rio Grande. The featured entertainer was
an ersatz flamenco singer-dancer who joined us at our table.
“This is my friend, Lucha Gonzilez,” the matador said, but she
corrected him: “I'm his manager. Cigarro here thinks he is, but
I’'m boss.” And when we got around to tatking about that night
in Acapulco she proved that she was boss, for she dominated
the conversation.

“I’'m singing one of my best songs when this man rushes up
shouting ‘Telephone for Juan Gémez! Impresario in Mexico
City! Needs him for the fight tomorrow!” So I jump off the
stage and run to help the man find Juan. I'm thinking: My
God! Mexico City! The big plaza!”

As we talked she looked lovingly at her matador and said:
“I find him in that big café by the ocean, wearing that check-
ered suit I got him in Mexico City, a string tie, his Andalusian
hat and the polished shoes from New York. A proper-looking
matador. When the messenger shouts ‘G6émez! The impresario
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in Mexico City wants you for a fight! Tomomrow! On our
phone!” a change comes over Juan.”

She paused, smiled at Juan again and said as if recalling a
fairy tale: “He was so handsome when he rose, straightened
his jacket and walked through the streets to the telephone with
men behind us shouting to others: ‘Gémez, called to Mexico
City for a big fight tomorrow!” I was proud to be walking with
him, and when we reached the phone the news was exciting:
‘We're in trouble, Gémez. All tickets have been sold for to-
morrow’s fight. We were supposed to have the hero from Ven-
ezuela. But his plane was grounded in Bogotd, no way he can
get here. Can you rush right up here and be ready to fight at
four?”

Now Gémez interrupted: “I told him: ‘T’ll be there,” and he
said: ‘Matador, you’ve saved the honor of Mexico.” ”

“But tell him what the pig said when I asked him about
the fee,” Lucha cried, and Gémez fell silent, so she spoke: “He
told Juan, “We’ll arrange that later,” but he was helpful about
the trip: ‘If you drive out of Acapulco right away, say by one
o'clock, you have less than two hundred miles to go. That
should put you here by seven, easy. Then you can catch some
sleep, Cigarro can select your bulls at noon, you get a little
more sleep and you’ll be bright-eyed for the fight at four.”

Lucha, who had been listening in, could not accept this eva-
sion. Grabbing the phone, she said: “Sefior Irizaba, how much
for Gémez?” and when the suave voice of the impresario as-
sured her: “We’ll settle that later,” she exploded, and as she
talked I had a chance to study this forceful, crudely handsome
woman. In her thirties, she had obviously trailed. from one
nightciub to another through most of Mexico and even in the
American border towns. Now, stuck in Nuevo Laredo in a
fifth-rate joint, she recalled that night in Acapulco, and despite
the mournful tale she was about to relate her sense of comedy
made her chuckle.

“Now it seems funny. Then it was a fight, real bad,” and she
explained how, when the call from Mexico City ended she had
wamed GOmez: “That man is a liar. He’s using you. For you
there will be no fight in the capital tomorrow.”

“You heard him, Lucha,” Gémez had argued. “The Venezo-
lano is stranded in Bogota. Irizaba has to find someone—with
a strong reputation.”

The proud woman lowered her voice as she told me: “In
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those days my man here had no reputation, strong or weak. So
I knew it was a lie on Irizaba’s part. He was calling Juan sim-
ply to have him on hand if the matador he really wanted,
someone much better known, couldn’t come.” But again she
laughed as she touched my arm: “When Juan left the phone
and the men in the café asked how much he would be getting
for the fight, he told them ‘Three thousand dollars,” but they
must have known it would have been more like six hundred,
and there he was, likely to get nothing.”

At this parading of his shame, Gémez winced, and as Lucha
continued in her energetic way I caught a glimpse of the bull-
fighter’s life. As a woman who had engineered her own café
appearances, she knew how unreliable Mexican managers of
such places could be, and she’d had a few bad experiences in
the States, too, so she had told Juan firmly: “You cannot drive
to Mexico City this time of night. For nothing.”

He had said: “But there’s a chance. If I could have a big day
in the capital-—"

“You’ll have no day—none—not with that worm Irizaba.”

She told me: “We continued the argument for nearly half an
hour, didn’t we, Juan?” He nodded: “It was bitter. She knew I
had no chance, and maybe I knew it, too. But that’s what a
matador is, a man who takes chances.”

“How did it end?” I asked, and they both spoke at once,
each giving the other credit for decent behavior in what had
become a brawl, but in the end Gémez had issued an ultima-
twm: “In fifteen minutes Cigarro and 1 leave for the capital.
Come with us or stay here, you choose.”

Realizing that her man meant what he said, she had tempo-
rized: “Let me sing my next set. You know we live on my
singing and I can’t just walk out—"

“I'll wait,” he had replied, and that night, at a quarter to
two, with Cigarro at the wheel and Lucha and Gémez trying to
sleep in the backseat, the Cadillac roared out of the seaside re-
sort, entered the mountains and drove due north toward the
capital. From time to time the rear-seat passengers awakened
to watch Cigarro speed through some sleeping village at sev-
enty miles an hour or scatter a flock of chickens sleeping on
the warm pavement—through Iguala, famous in Mexican his-
tory for its role in revolutions; through Taxco, with its old
buildings of great beauty; and into Cuernavaca, with its exquis-
ite residences occupied by rich American tourists.
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As they finished the treacherous trip through the mountains
and reached the platean on which Mexico City rested, Cigarro
had slowed to a halt: “Juan, I'm tired. You like to drive?” but
Lucha objected: “He needs sleep.” She climbed into the front
seat to take the wheel and guided the old car into the outskirts
of Mexico City and then along its crowded strects. Passing
cafés in which she had sung, she started humming one of her
favorite songs and made her way to a cheap hotel. There she
argued with the custodian that since it was now seven in the
morning, she would expect to pay only for the coming day. At
seven-thirty Cigarro and his matador were asleep, so she drove
on to an all-night café where the patrons remembered her and
there she joined in a few songs.

At half after eleven she was back in the hotel, bringing
Goémez hot water for shaving and at ten to twelve she had both
him and Cigarro ready for noontime events at the arena.

Unlike most matadors, who were superstitious to an inca-
pacitating degrec and who refused ever to look at their bulls
until the animals burst into the arena for the final fight, Juan
Go6mez insisted upon being present at the midday selection of
the beasts. He had felt, even as a boy, that he could never learn
enough about the animals and felt there was always the possi-
bility that at the noon choosing he might detect some charac-
teristic in his beast that would enable him to produce a great
fight. The only weakness in this theory was that he rarely pro-
duced a superb afternoon, while men who never saw their bulls
sometimes did.

But when the matador and his entourage entered the corrals
where the bulls would be assigned to each matador, Lucha was
shocked, for she saw immediately that not only were the rep-
resentatives of the other two fighters for that day present, but
also the men who were to have served the Venezuelan visitor,
plus the agents of four other well-known matadors, each with
a more glittering reputation than Juan Gémez.

She felt sick. “The bastards!” she muttered. “Oh, those
filthy bastards!”

Goémez, trying to protect the slim hope that he would be
chosen for the fight, tried to silence her lest she destroy the
chances he never had, but she brushed him aside, elbowed her
way through the crowd of men inspecting the six placid bulls
in the corrals, located the impresario Irizaba, a tall, corpulent
man in his sixties whose left eye twitched, and began scream-
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ing at him: “You stinking son-of-a-bitch! Bringing all these
men here for no purpose. You swine!”

Her fury was so great and her attempts to claw at Irizaba be-
came so ferocious that he ordered two of his helpers to restrain
her while he fled to the security of his upstairs office over-
looking the corrals, but he did not escape unscathed, for as he
retreated, Lucha, though held firmly in the grip of two strong
men, succeeded in giving him a painful kick.

Agents for the other disappointed matadors, thinking to pro-
tect whatever chances Gémez might have for fighting in the
capital, dragged Lucha away, and when she was safely outside
the plaza, they returned to Gomez and said: “If you ever want
to fight here, apologize to Irizaba. He’ll understand. Just say
the woman got out of control.” He said: “No one can step on
her toes. I learned and so did he,” and he pointed to Cigarro
standing by the corrals.

Throwing Lucha out of the plaza solved nothing. Still
steaming mad over what had been done to Gémez, she found
another entrance and rushed up the stairs to Irizaba’s office,
where she broke open his door and shouted at him: “We drove
all night. So did those three others. Are you going to pay us
for our trouble?”’

Irizaba was terrified of her. He kept moving about behind
his big desk to protect himself. She would have tomn him apart.

“How did it end?” I asked, and G6mez deferred to Lucha,
who said: “The fat one told me: “What I’m willing to do, since
the matadors are already here, I'll give each of you two
seats—free, you understand—for the fight,’ and he pushed two
of them at me.” '

“What did you do?” I asked, and she said bitterly: “Didn’t
even touch them. Saw the location and flicked them away with
my fingernail, told him: ‘You would! Cheap seats way up
there. For a full matador. How shameful. You give us good
seats down there, or—’

“Did he?” I asked.

“He knew he had to.”

“And did you take them? I'd have thought—"

Gomez responded: “Of course we took them. A matador can
never see enough bulls. Always something different. That's
how he learns.” Then he told me something I did not know:
“And quite a few times in bullfight history some matador just
watching in the stands has stepped in, with no cape, to handle
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a bull who has leaped in among the crowd. We save lives, be-
cause with bulls you can never be sure.”

Bullfighting is an ugly business. For a few lucky men it offers
a life of brilliance if they are either brave enough or canny
enough to dominate it. But for most it is a sad, bitter, dirty ex-
istence that lasts only a few years and that leaves men either
maimed or emotionally scarred for the rest of their lives. Here
is the story, as I heard it from Juan Gémez and his friends, of
how he became committed to this dismal world.

Even now I could hear his soft voice with its heavy Indian
accent as he spoke reluctantly of his early years: “I was bomn
in a small mud hut near a village beyond the pyramid.
Altomec Indians, no land of our own. Father, always white cot-
ton pants, you know the kind, rope for a belt, very thin shirt,
front ends tucked over the rope, back ends flapped across
skinny bottom.” He said that for some years his stolid father
had fought in the armies of General Gurza, hoping to win for
his family a better life, but all he had gained from this excur-
sion into the revolution was an additional cotton shirt. He had
been present at the second sacking of Toledo, but while the
more prudent of Gurza’s men were stripping the cathedral he
had been trying unsuccessfully to rape a nineteen-year-old girl.
He had thus missed his one chance to profit from the Revolu-
tion, for the other soldiers got the cathedral’s rich silver
omaments.

In the month of Juan’s birth the Gémez family was over-
taken by retribution, for a large group of conservatives, banded
together by priests and calling themselves Cristeros—Men of
Christ—swept over much of Toledo state sacking villages and
murdering everyone suspected of having served with General
Gurza. One evening at sunset the Cristeros came roaring in
from the plains of central Mexico and in an act of supreme
irony shot Juan’s father.

I say this was ironic because in those last wild and evil
years that plagued Mexico, when good men were driven to
murder, the peasant Gémez had taken into his home a Catholic
priest who would otherwise have been assassinated by the old
remnants of Gurza’s rebellious army, and for three years the
Goémez family had hidden this priest, dressing him as an ordi-
nary workman and allowing him, at great peril to themselves,
to conduct Mass in their mud hut. It was surprising that Gomez
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had done this, for he had been a vigorous if ineffectual revo-
lutionary who had at one time hated priests, but he explained
his action simply: “I am tired of killing. Priests should not be
killed.”

The matador said of his father: “When he was raping and
tearing down churches, God watched over him. But when he
repented and protected a priest in our home, God killed him.
He sent men who shouted, ‘Long live Christ the King!’ as they
murdered and burned, and they shot him.”

The Widow GOmez was left with two sons, Raiil, aged five,
and Juan, aged one month. The priest stayed with them for
several months to help till the fields that the dead man had
worked for others, and for some time the boys grew up think-
ing he was their father. But when the Cristeros departed, some
old Gurza partisans reported the priest’s existence in the vil-
lage, and govemment forces, strongly anti-Catholic, came to
find him and perhaps shoot him, but by the time they arrived
Father L6pez had been wammed and had escaped. I can speak
with some authority about these particular matters, because
when Father Lépez fled from the village in northwest Toledo
state, he was taken in by my family at the mine, and I remem-
ber that he occupied a room next to mine. Father Lopez said
that it was a miracle that he, a hunted priest, should have been
saved first by a soldier from General Gurza’s armies and next
by a Protestant who feared Catholics. My father, who had res-
cued Padre Lépez after a midnight ride in an old Ford car,
growled that there the similarity ended, “because you are not
welcome to conduct any Masses in this house.” Nevertheless,
the redoubtable priest did hold secret Masses in what was
called the bull-cave, and to them came the workmen at the
mines, even though some were known to be spies for the rev-
olutionists.

How the Widow Goémez, now left with two sons and no
man to help her, survived, the matador never told me, but in
those dreadful years it was not uncommon for half the women
of a village to be widowed. Husbands who had supported the
revolution were killed by the Cristeros, and those good men
who were ‘suspected of being Catholics were shot by the rev-
olutionists. Take my own typical case. Before I was fourteen I
had seen the city of Toledo occupied four different times and
burned twice. I had seen not less than twenty men hanged and
numerous others shot, and later I had watched some of the
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most gentle men and women I had ever known rise up in the
Cristero movement and strike back with murderous fury. That
was the Mexico of my youth, and it was the Mexico in which
Juan G6émez grew up with his widowed mother.

The boy had one year of education. Then the village school
was bumned by the Cristeros, and he roamed the countryside
earning what pennies he could. Of these years he told me: “I
could sign my name but I couldn’t read. Still have trouble with
big words. But a kind neighbor told me: ‘Go down to Toledo
and find the Palafox ranch. They hire boys.’ So I walked
south, with one pair of pants and one shirt. Cold day in Janu-
ary when I walked through the big gate. Didn’t even know it
was a place where they raised fighting bulls. Never seen one.”

At the small stone bullring inside the ranch many automo-
biles were parked and a crowd of ragged boys like himself
milled about. “What’s happening?” he asked. A boy said: “La
tienta,” and when he asked “What’s that?” the boy said in as-
tonishment: “If you don’t know, why are you here?’ He said:
“To get a job,” and the boy said impatiently: “Armillita is test-
ing the cows.”

“Who’s Armillita?” he asked.

Staring at him in amazement, they pushed him from the
gate, deeming him unworthy of being allowed to enter if he
did not even know who Ammillita was. A few moments later
the gate was opened from inside and a big round man whom
he later knew as Don Eduardo Palafox appeared. “‘Let the boys
in,” he commanded, and the men who had been keeping the
ragamuffins out now graciously admitted them.

“Sit over there,” a gruff man ordered, “and if one of you
dares to jump into the ring, his throat will be cut.”

At this moment a red gate on the far side of the little ring
swung open and for the first time Juan G6mez watched an an-
imal charge into an arena. A flush of excitement swept over
him as he saw a tall Indian walk up to the fighting animal and
begin to dominate it with his red-and-yellow cape. In his mo-
tions there was not only grace but discipline in how he con-
trolled his body as he suspensefully evaded the animal’s horns.

“Is that Armillita?’ he whispered to the other boys. Their
looks of contempt satisfied him that it was, but he still did not
know who Ammillita was. So he selected an intense-looking
boy at his right, older than the rest, and asked: “Who is
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Armillita?’ And the boy replied without taking his eyes off the
matador, “The best.”

This did not satisfy Juan, who asked further: “Does he al-
ways fight bulls?”

The boys almost interrupted the testing of the animals with
their wild shouts. “That’s not a bull, you idiot!” one cried. “He
can’t tell a bull from a cow!”

The interruption had attracted Armillita’s attention, and
when the time came for a rest he pointed to the boy at Juan’s
right and asked: “Want to try?” In a flash the boy leaped the
low barrier, ran to the matador and grabbed a cape. Then, with
the tall professional at his back, he approached the two-year-
old cow. The other boys sat silent as their companion walked
slowly and with the exaggerated posture adopted by
matadors—head back, torso arched—marched toward the wait-
ing animal. Suddenly there was a charge of black fury as the
tormented cow sought something she could hook into, but the
boy anticipated her motion and with some skill led her into his
cape.

“;0lé!” shouted the crowd that had come to see the testing.
This inspired the boy and four more times he led the cow past
his belt, leaning into her flanks as she sped by. On the sixth
pass he dropped the end of the cape, which he had been hold-
ing in his left hand, gave a pirouette and sent the animal chas-
ing the end of the sculptured cloth as it etched an arc across
the sand.

“7OI€!” the crowd called again, and the boy was sent back to
his perch with a nod of approval from Armillita himself. Obvi-
ously, the young man had been practicing for many months and
obviously he was intending to be a bullfighter. The other boys
treated him with respect. He did not return to sit alongside Juan
Go6mez, but sat apart, flushed with excitement.

Toward the end of the afterncon Don Eduardo Palafox,
whom the boys near Juan identified as the owner of the ranch,
announced that he intended testing a three-year-old bull that he
was planning to assign to the cows as a seed bull, and he was
requesting the two matadors to try this animal to see if he had
the courage required of any bull chosen for this important pur-
pose. The crowd murmured its pleasure, for many testings
would go by without the rancher’s throwing out a real bull for
the matadors. Such an event was equally significant to the
owner of the bull, for it represented a substantial gamble. A



102 MEXICO

three-year-old fighting bull worth more than a thousand dollars
in an arena was being thrown into the trial ring, and if the an-
imal proved himself inadequate for seed purposes there was no
alternative for an honorable rancher but to destroy him, for the
bull could never be sold to fight in another ring. At three a bull
had such capacity to learn, and could remember so long, that
if he were tested today and allowed at some future date to go
into a real fight, he would remember what to do and he would
almost surely kill the matador.

There was, of course, onc altenative that a disappointed
rancher could adopt if he was wholly unscrupulous: he could
lie about the bull, deny that it had ever been tested, and sell it
to one of the inconsequential plazas, where third- and fourth-
rate matadors would have to battle it, at enormous risk. No
ranchers were completely honest—Don Eduardo, for example,
repeatedly lied about the ages of his bulls and was often guilty,
just before the weighing in, of feeding them salted grain so
they would drink an abnormal amount of water, which would
illegally inflate their weight—but those ranchers with scruples
refused to send out once-fought bulls, and Don Eduardo had
never done so. Furthermore, even if he had been so inclined
he could hardly risk it now, for to throw out a real bull in the
presence of Armillita and the other matador meant that the
testing had to be honest; too many informed people were pres-
ent to watch the progress of the bull and what happened to him
in the event he proved cowardly. Therefore, when Don
Eduardo announced the testing of a potential seed bull there
was honest excitement, for he was gambling a thousand dol-
lars.

The pleasant informality that had marked the testing of the
young cows was now gone. Serious men on larger horses
tested their pics against the stonework. Those with capes
moved into carefully studied positions and Armillita stood well
behind a barrier, biting the edge of his cape with his teeth. The
cows were dismissed. A bull was about to appear.

“It was at this point,” Gémez told me, *I realized the bull
had been led into a cage directly beneath where I was sitting.
I could feel the force of the bull as it charged against its
prison. The wood I was sitting on trembled, and the other boys
pressed their eyes to cracks to sec the animal that had such
power. I didn’t. I allowed the messages sent by the homs as
they smashed into the timbers to pass into my body. I felt a
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new, strange power. The world was shaking. Then from a spot
just below me the bull thundered into the plaza.”

He was a handsome young animal of about six hundred
pounds. His black horms were wide and sharp. His tail was
sleek, with a tangle of brambles at the tip, and his flanks were
marked with blood from minor scratches he had inflicted on
himself while fighting the sides of his cage. He was a real bull,
and with a mighty rush he charged at the various bits of cloth
that the fighters flashed at him in planned sequence from one
safe spot after another, so that all could inspect his qualities.

After he had made six such charges, throwing his left foot
in the air as he tried to wample and hook at the same time,
Armillita moved into the arena and with his cape began a se-
ries of exquisite passes that showed the bull off to great advan-
tage. It looked as if the animal would be as good as everyone
had hoped.

At this point Armillita withdrew and allowed the junior mat-
ador to try his luck, and with him, too, the bull was excellent.
Then came a surprise, for Armillita motioned to the boy in the
stands and said, “Now try a real bull.” Nimbly the tense young
man leaped down to a part of the ring well away from where
the bull was charging the barrier. Taking a cape that hung from
an inside wall, he started the traditional march of the matador
toward the enemy, his feet moving cautiously, his hands jerk-
ing the cape in rhythms to attract the bull, and his husky, fear-
filled voice calling, “Eh, bull! Eh, come here!”

The young bull charged and Juan saw that the boy froze into
position, held his hands low, and somehow took the bull past.
The crowd shouted its pleasure and the boy tried again, but
this time the wary bull turned too soon and caught the young
fighter with the flat of his left horn, tossing him far to one
side. Instantly two things happened. The bull, having found his
target, wheeled abruptly, reversed his direction and came thun-
dering back at the fallen boy. But the trained matadors, antic-
ipating this, nimbly interposed themselves and with their
flashing capes lured the bull away.

This was the first time Juan had seen anybody knocked
down by a bull and he was impressed with three things: the
power of the bull, whose sudden flick of a hom could send a
human being sprawling; the deftness with which the real mat-
adors slipped in to lead the animal where they wanted it; and
the courage with which the fallen boy leaped to his feet, recov-



104 MEXICO

ered his cape and continued fighting the bull as if nothing had
happened. This awe-inspiring sequence of events affected Juan
Goémez so profoundly that, without realizing he had done so,
he at that very moment committed himself to bullfighting, in-
wardly vowing: “I will know bulls. I will be quick. And I will
be brave.”

But what happened next gave his first experience with the
bulls that touch of tragedy which is never far from the bullring.
The successful beginner climbed back to his perch in the im-
provised stands, flushed and joyous. The real matador finished
with a few omamental passes, and the man below with the big
books in which the ranch records were kept looked pleased.
They had found a new seed bull, and that was always a happy
moment, for a fine bull might sire as many as three hundred
fighting bulls and bring glory to his ranch. For example,
Soldado, the Palafox bull who hid in our cave at the Mineral,
had, in the years from 1920 through 1930, fathered 366 splen-
did bulls, at least eleven of which were remembered in Mex-
ican annals as immortal—that is, they had either killed
matadors in the ring or had fought so stupendously that they
had been accorded, in death, the adulation of the crowd and
two or more turns about the sand they had defended so well.
Now it looked as if Palafox had found another in the historic
sequence of great sires that reached back through Soldado and
Marinero to the ancient bull ranches of Spain.

But when the picadors came out, on big horses and with real
barbs, the young bull became frightened. From a distance he
looked as if he intended to charge, but each time he drew near
the horse and the man he grew cautious. Then, when he did
charge halfheartedly, and felt the barb cutting into his shoulder,
he leaped, recoiled and retreated.

A silence fell over the plaza, for the spectators were seeing
something they wished they were not. They pleaded with the
bull to show his courage. “Now, now!” they coaxed as he
edged reluctantly toward the next horse. Ammillita led the bull
repeatedly right into the flarks of the horse, but cautiously the
bull drew back, refusing to give battle. In the ring no bull-
fighter looked anywhere but at the bull. By no trick or gesture
did any spectator betray the fact that he recognized a bull as a
coward. That was for the rancher to decide. The fighters acted
as if they had a bull with spirit, and no one shrugged his shoul-
ders in disgust, although each was inclined to do so.
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After the eighth unsuccessful attempt to get the bull to face
the horses, Don Eduardo shouted, “Shoot him.” The crowd
gasped, because sometimes such a bull was returned to the cor-
rals and sold later for beef, or if the rancher really needed the
money, secretly sold to some remote plaza. But Don Eduardo
turned his back on the bull and repeated, “Shoot him.”

Three trained oxen were turned into the plaza and with un-
canny cunning surrounded the bull and lured him back to the
corrals. A cadaverous man in charro costume carrying a gun
left the box near Don Eduardo’s. There were a few moments
of apprehensive silence, a shot, and a wave of sorrow swept
through the little plaza. But before anyone could speak Don
Eduardo hurried into the ring shouting merrily, “Let’s have one
more cow. You, son! Do you want to be a bullfighter?” He
pointed directly at Juan Gémez, whom he had not noticed be-
fore, and the little Indian boy saw that the big rancher had
tears in his eyes. Mesmerized, Juan nodded his head and felt
the other boys pushing him into the ring.

He was dizzy with emotion and hardly heard the low, strong
voice of Amillita as the big matador whispered, “Hold the
cape like this.” With uncertain hands the little Indian grabbed
at the cape. He dropped one end and the boys laughed. Reach-
ing for that end, he lost the other, then succeeded in getting the
entire cape tangled in his feet.

Then something happened. He felt a fremendous hand on his
left shoulder, pressing in toward the bone. He looked up and
saw that it belonged to Armillita, who was saying: “Keep your
feet stll. If the cow knocks you over, it won’t hurt.”

The gate swung open and a feisty black cow, hardly a year
old, burst into the arena. She charged at whatever she saw, and
the matadors prudently drew Juan back to a safe area, spread-
ing their capes to lure the animal. But she needed no lures.
Anything that moved was her enemy, and as she flashed past,
Juan thought, Isn’t it strange that the bull should have been so
cowardly and the cow so brave?

“Watch me,” Armillita called as he ran into the ring to give
the determined little cow her first passes. The crowd cheered
as the animal charged again and again at the tall matador, try-
ing vainly to knock him down, and one could hear in the re-
peated olés both relief from the tragedy of the bull and the
wish that it was not the cow but the bull that had been brave.

Now a firm hand was placed in the middle of Juan’s back,
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and he felt himself pushed awkwardly into the ring. The crowd
shouted encouragement, but before the first applause had died,
the cow spotted the boy and charged at him with even greater
fury than before. Ineptly Juan tried to protect himself with the
cape, but his feet became tangled with the cloth, and the cow
hit him with full force, her blunt and still unformed horns mak-
ing a kind of cradle in which she lifted him, throwing him
some six feet into the air.

This was the moment of decision, when a human being fly-
ing through the air thinks, I am going to be killed. In this in-
stant, if that thought overpowers the boy or the man he can
never become a bullfighter; but if, as in the case of little Juan
Gomez, the imperiled one dismisses that first fear and follows
it with the vow “I will conquer this bull,” then there is a
chance that courage will prevail.

At the moment of crashing down onto the sand Juan
laughed: “It’s not a bull. It’s a cow.”

He struggled to regain his footing, but his rear was covered
by the red cape, and this attracted the cow, who gave him a
second tremendous thrust. The crowd cheered, while the mat-
adors, knowing that the cow could not hurt the boy too badly,
stayed off to one side, ready to rescue him if he fell into real
danger.

Again he tried to get up and again the little cow knocked
him around like a football, but at one point the animal charged
well past him, giving him time to straighten himself up. From
a distance he heard someone crying, “Stand firm,” and he
planted his feet in what he considered an advantageous spot
and recovered control of the cape. He did not have to cry “Eh,
bull!” at this one, for as soon as she saw the cape, she whirled
about, charged, and caught Gémez on the side, catapulting him
once more into the air.

He got up and stood near the middle of the ring. Flicking
the cape as he had seen Amnillita do, he shouted at the cow
and she came toward him like a locomotive. This time he man-
aged the cape correctly, and for the first time in his life led a
wild animal directly past his waist. He could hear Armillita
shout, “;Ol€!” and from that moment his soul belonged to the
bullring.

“I hiked home that evening in a daze,” he told me. “The
stars came out and as I entered my village and saw its mean-
ness, and the ugly mud house in which I lived, I discovered the
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power that would keep me moving back and forth across Mex-
ico.” It was some weeks before he found the courage to tell his
mother of his plans, and when he did she started crying, saying
that the government had taken his older brother away to school
and now Juan wanted to become a bullfighter, and someday he
would be brought home dead. He ended the argument by head-
ing down the road toward the city of Toledo and whatever
bullrings he couid find en route.

With no proper attire, no money, no friends and not even the
ability to read and write, he drifted from Toledo to Leén to
Torreén to Guadalajara. In the second city he met a friendly,
soft-spoken man who told him that in return for certain favors
he would guarantee to make Juan Gémez a first-class matador,
as he had done for others, and he did actually give Juan an old
suit and two swords and an opportunity to fight in a small ring
out in the country. But after three months with the man Juan
decided: “This is no way to live,” and ran away, taking with
him the suit and the swords.

He was now a bullfighter, with one pair of pants, one shirt,
worn shoes and a torn cape in which he folded all his belong-
ings as would-be matadors had done for generations. At fifteen
he fought seven times in villages few had ever heard of. At
sixteen, in the remote town of Rio Grande de Zacatecas, he
tried to fight a bull seven years old weighing half a ton. One
of the townsmen said, “This bull has fought so many times
that when you come into the ring, he salutes and tells you
where to stand. That’s so he can kill you better.” With this bull
Juan had no luck whatever. Four times the huge, wily animal
knocked him down, and four times, with that fearlessness
which was to mark his career, Juan got up and tried again. But
on the fifth try the bull caught him in the right leg and ripped
a deep gash thirteen inches long. For a while it looked as if he
might lose his leg, but a doctor in Aguascalientes heard of his
plight and had him brought to that city, where he was able to
save the limb.

At sixteen Juan Gémez, limping rather badly, had earned as
a bullfighter exactly one hundred and twenty dollars. Most of
his fights had paid nothing, for boys were expected to risk
their lives for the practice they got from fighting fourth-rate
bulls in fifth-rate plazas. And this Juan was willing to do.
While the drain tubes were still in the upper part of his leg to
keep the wound clean of pus, he had fought two incredible an-
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imals that had been hauled from one plaza to another. This was
near Aguascalientes, and when he reported with his mbes back
in place to the doctor who had saved his leg he had expected
a severe lecture, but that man said simply, “If you don’t have
courage when you’re young, you'll never have it.”

But when the leg refused to grow strong, and he was gener-
ally debilitated, he had to hike penniless back to his mother,
who had managed to keep alive in the mysterious ways women
do in small villages. She put him to bed and nursed him back
to strength, telling him sharply: “You will soon be seventeen,
and you must find yourself a decent job.” She sent him to a
friend in the city of Toledo, and this friend got him work dis-
tributing beer. Hefting the heavy cases gave Juan Gémez those
extraordinary shoulders that were later to enable him to kill
bulls with such overpowering skill.

It was arranged between Juan and his boss that whenever an
informal bullfight was planned for some village near Toledo,
he was free to try his luck, for the man was a bullfight fan and
took pride in having one of his force appear before real bulls.
But what Juan liked best about his job was that once each year,
during the Festival of Ixmiq, he was allowed to manage the
brewer’s stand at the bullfights. There, as he sold cold beer to
the patrons, he could watch the leading matadors for three af-
ternoons in a row, and in order to ensure himself more time to
study the fighters he employed at his own expense young boys
to sell the beer. It was under such arrangements that he at-
tended the festival in 1945, at the age of seventeen.

There would be great fights that year, with the final gala
presenting Armillita, the ace of the Mexicans, Solérzano, the
stately gentleman, and Silverio Pérez, the darling of the mob
and a man who could do wonders if he happened to draw a
good bull. Above-average fights on Friday and Saturday had
generated excitement, so that on Sunday Juan felt impelled to
undertake a move he had been planning for some time. He ap-
peared early at the plaza, arranging his beer as carefully as a
housewife arranging her teacups for a party. He coached his
boys on the parts of the ring each was to cover, then allocated
the bottles. When the crowds began to enter, he was every-
where, encouraging them to buy, and although, true to his In-
dian heritage, he was never exuberant, there was about him
this day an unusual alertness and quickness of action that his
helpers noticed.
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“What’s going on, Juan?” they asked as he rushed beer to
all parts of the plaza.

“Sell the beer,” he ordered, and by the time the fifth bull out
of the six of the afternoon was ready to be killed, most of
the bottles were gone. Scooping up his money, he ran to one
of the spectators connected with the brewery, a man named
Jiménez, and said abruptly: “Hold this.” Then he was gone.

What happened next has found its way into the modern an-
nals of bullfighting in Mexico, and if you listen long enough
you can hear some pretty wild accounts of that sixth bull of
Ixmig-45, but I prefer to blow away the myths and report what
I believe actually happened.

When the final bull of the feria rushed out, the crowd knew
that this animal, though on the small side, was bound to give
a good fight, and a roar of hopeful encouragement filled the
plaza. Although the Festival of [xmiq usually commanded the
best bulls available, this year’s lot had not beer exceptional,
but this last one was excellent with the cape and very powerful
against the horses. He took five punishing thrusts of the pic
and would have accepted more if the horses had not been or-
dered from the ring. Silverio, the matador who on his first bull
had performed badly, now presented -himself to the judge,
asked permission to kill the bull, and turned to dedicate the an-
imal to the crowd, always a popular gesture and one likely to
win an extra ear or a tail if the bull was superb.

But as Silverio turned to face the center of the ring from
which he would dedicate the bull, he groaned and cried: “Oh,
hell! Look at that!”

From the barrier in front of the beer stands a young man
with a limp in his right leg had dropped into the arena, carry-
ing a stick that could be used as an imitation sword and a
length of red cloth draped over a second stick. Juan Gémez
had decided to present himself to the people of Toledo, and if
he could escape the policemen, peéns, matadors and general
attendants who were already trying to catch him, he might win
two minutes—he would need no more—in which to prove
what he could do with a full-grown bull.

“Damn that boy!” Silverio mumbled as he ran across the
arena to try to keep the espontineo (spontaneous volunteer
from the audience) from spoiling his fine bull. The matador’s
third-string peén, a tall wiry man with the pinched face of a
gargoyle, hurried from an opposite direction crying: “I get him,
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matador.” As the peén neared Gémez he made a wild lunge at
the boy’s legs, but Gémez anticipated this and escaped.

‘This motion carried him toward the bull, so while still run-
ning he adjusted his cloth, whipping it vigorously with his
right hand in order to make it fall free and at the same time at-
tract the bull. The animal, still panting from his encounter with
the horses and the pain from the banderillas, caught sight of
the fleeing boy and made a quick, unexpected charge. The
crowd gasped as bull and boy approached the point of contact,
‘then cheered wildly as the boy planted his feet like a real mat-
ador, dropped his right hand close to the sand, and led the bull
past in a thundering charge.

“;Olér” came the great approval.

‘Now the boy had to escape the clutches of the dozen or
more men bearing down on him while trying to position him-
self properly for the next charge of the agitated bull, whose
confusion and anger were heightened by the large number of
‘people in the ring. Deftly he sidestepped both the wizened
peén and Armillita, the senior matador, who half an hour ago
had considered his work for the afternoon ended with the kill-
ing of the fourth bull, but now was back in the ring to help
remove the boy.

A man who tended the horses tackled the boy and suc-
ceeded in petting a grip on Juan’s left leg, but only for a mo-
ment, and for the second time Juan faced the bull. Placing the
cloth in his left hand, for the most dangerous of the regular
passes, he called to the bull and brought him past in a beauti-
fully executed gesture.

The crowd leaped to its feet with onc gigantic “jOlé!” and
began throwing things at the men who were trying to eject the
young fighter.

“Let him finish the job!” the men in the sun began shouting.

“To-re-ro!” others cried in mockery of the men who were
trying to clear the arena.

But this time the skinny old pe6n was not to be denied, for
he pinned G6émez against the barrier and seemed about to
knock him to the ground when the boy gave a violent thrust
with his right elbow, knocking the peén backward onto the
sand and almost rendering him unconscious. But in falling, the
peén kept hold of the boy’s improvised muleta and carried it
with him, so that when Juan broke free he faced the bull with
only a wooden sword and no cloth for protection. Seeing the
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bull about to charge, he hesitated in awful fear. From the
stands he heard the unanimous shout of “No, no!”

As the bull hurtled toward him he instinctively dropped his
left hand as if it held the protecting cloth, trusting that this mo-
tion would deceive the animal. And for a second it did, enough
for the tip of the deadly hom to move past the body, but then
the lure failed, and the bull turmed. The horn caught Juan in the
chest and sent him flying through the air, away from the men
who were trying to catch him. Quickly the bull wheeled and
bore down upon the fallen boy. With one deft drive the left
horn passed under the boy and tossed him backward, still away
from the men who might have rescued him.

Again the bull wheeled, satisfied that it had at last found a
solid enemy and not a fluttering piece of cloth. This time the
animal exercised greater care but succeeded only in piercing
the boy's right pant leg, making a ripping sound that all could
hear and throwing him into the air. He would have fallen di-
rectly on the horns had not Armillita at that moment caught the
bull by the tail and given it a savage twist. Bellowing with
pain, the bull turned to attack his new enemy, and Gémez fell
limp on the sand.

The first man to reach him was the third matador’s peén, the
tall man with the gargoyle face, and instead of helping Gémez
to his feet, this peén began beating him in the face. “You son-
of-a-bitch!” he kept shouting. “You ruined a good bull.”

Now a dozen hands clutched at him and started rushing him
toward a gate that had been thrown open. When the gate
slammed shut a policeman started jabbing his rifle butt into
Juan’s stomach, whereupon the crowd, awed by Juan’s bravery,
began hurling beer bottles at the policeman.

At this juncture Silverio, always the calculating showman,
realized that although his enviable bull had been ruined by the
intrusion, there might be a way to retain his popularity with the
crowd. Rushing to the barrier as if on a mission of life and
death, he demanded that the burly policeman release the boy.
With a grandiose gesture, which the crowd approved with ec-
static shouting, the matador summoned Juan back into the ring,
wiped away the blood on his forehead caused by one of the
beer bottles, and embraced him. “You can fight,” the matador
shouted into the boy’s ear. “But don’t ever fight my bull
again.” With the hand that embraced the boy he twisted the
skin on Juan’s neck until the boy winced. But, uncowed, Juan
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said to the matador, as if thanking him for a kindness: “See if
you can do as well” Then, turning abruptly, he walked at a
stately pace not to the nearest gate but to a distant one, arching
his back like a true matador and throwing insolent glances at
the crowd, who rewarded him with an ovation.

That night Juan Gémez washed the gash in his forehead,
pressed his only shirt, tied the rope around his pants and went
out to watch the bullfighters as they lounged in their usual
manner before the House of Tile. At the first of the two big ta-
bles sat Armillita. At the other was Solérzano, surrounded by
admirers, and Silverio, the idol of this part of Mexico. There
was exciting talk as the three afternoons of the festival were
reviewed, and waiters hurried about with trays of beer and
toasted corn. For some time Juan loitered in the plaza across
from the hotel in shadows near the statue of Ixmiq, but finally
the allure of bullfighting proved too great and he ventured onto
the terrace of the hotel itself.

Unfortunately, the first to spot him was the old pe6n with
whom he had brawled in the arena, and this man called out, in
the near-illiterate jargon that bullfighters use: “You not come
here. Ruined our best bull entire fair.”

Men at various tables turned to inspect the boy and
Sol6rzano asked, “Your face hurt?”

“No,” Juan said.

“Have a beer,” a big man at another table suggested, and
Juan realized with delight that it was Don Eduardo, at whose
ranch he had first tasted the thrill of bullfighting. Hoping that
Palafox would remember him, he said: “I was the boy you
aided at your testing, the day you shot your seed bull.”

This unfortunate statement brought Don Eduardo such un-
pleasant memories that he turned away, indicating the end of
the conversation.

Although ill at ease, Juan continued to hover about the mat-
adors’ tables, saying to Armillita: “You were very good today,
matador,” and hoping that the great one would remember what
had happened at the testing, but the matador merely grunted:
“Regular.”

Juan moved on to where six aficionados were explaining to
Silverio exactly how it was he had killed the third bull. Not re-
alizing how improper it was for him to speak to Silverio, since
he had ruined the matador’s final bull, he elbowed his way up
to the table and said: “You were very good in your first bull,
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matador.” Looking up in surprise to see the boy standing over
him, Silverio, always the gracious showman, smiled and said:
“You too were excellent. You intend to follow the bulls?” Be-
fore Juan could reply, the hostile peén hauled him away from
Silverio.

“I asking you,” the skinny peén repeated, “who invite you
ruin our bull?”

Juan pushed him away so that he could return to answer
Silverio’s question, which the matador had by now forgotten.

He tried to escape the peén, who continued to hound
him. In frustration, Juan tumned and, lashing out with his fists,
knocked the peén down. Immediately some picadors and other
pedns who had resented the boy’s intrusion both now and in
the ring closed in on him and began punching him until he col-
lapsed.

“Throw him out!” one of the picadors cried, and police
came to haul the inert body off to jail. In the moming the
owner of the brewery came to the jail and demanded,
“Where’s the money from the festival?”

“I gave it to Jiménez,” Juan explained.

“He’s disappeared,” the man snapped. “Fistfighting, jumping
into the ning, causing me nothing but embarrassment. You're
fired.”

But the 1945 Festival of Ixmiq was not an entire loss for
Juan Gomez. Three different photographs had caught impres-
sive shots of his action with the last bull, and one had taken a
fine photo of Juan passing the bull with his bare hand. It was
widely published throughout Mexico with the caption “Thus
fights Juan Gémez.” With the last pennies he had saved from
his brewery salary, Juan purchased glossy copies of each of the
photographs, and bundling his property once more in his cape,
he set out to conquer Mexico in earnest.

He never saw his mother again, for she died while he was
in jail in Torreén. Famished, he had robbed a store to get food
and had been caught, and if his mother never heard of his dis-
grace, he did not hear of her death.

He was now an acknowledged apprentice with the right to
demand a formal contract for his fights, but he got so few that
he was always ready to fight for nothing. If he heard that a vil-
lage was planning a fiesta, he would hike and steal rides and
jump trains for three days to get there in hopes that he might
face the bulls. He fought animals that had already killed men,
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animals that were blind in one eye, animals that had homns
whose tips were so badly battered that if they caught a man in
the stomach he was sure to be killed by the dirt-stained ends.
He lived on beans and tortilias, and sometimes on water. He
weighed less than a hundred and twenty pounds, and when he
had the fever after a wound he sometimes dropped to a hun-
dred and ten.

It was a pitiful life, from 1945 through 1950, lightened only
by a few superb afterncons with the bulls and an occasional
meeting with some country girl enchanted by bullfighters from
the city. Three times in hunger and desperation he retumed to
the soft-spoken man in Leén who was always ready to take
him back and who forgave him for the things he had siolen on
his earlier renunciations of what the easy-living man had to of-
fer. Once the Ledn man actually did arrange a major fight for
him in Irapuato, and Juan had been extremely good.

“See how easy it would be?” the persuasive man argued. “I
can get you fights like that every month.” But at the height of
his pleasure over the Irapuato success, Juan announced for the
last time, “I will never be back. I'll conquer the bulls some
other way.”

When he was twenty, the mother of a girl he dated in a
small town near Monterrey taught him how to read, and he
could now follow what was said about him in the sporting
sheets. For the most part his life was spent going from one
plaza to the next. Although he earned little, he did learn about
bulls. At every chance, he would spend weeks at the ranches
watching the bulls. He was content to sit all day, sudying the
animals, and he came to know when they would lift their
heads, when they would move. He could tell which neck mus-
cles tensed before the animals lunged. Few men his age knew
as much about bulls.

One day in 1950, while lounging in a Guadalajara café hop-
ing vaguely that something would turn up regarding a testing
that was supposed to take place for a group of American tour-
ists, he heard a stranger shout in English: “Cigarro, you ugly
bastard! Remember that night in Tijuana!” and when he turned
to see who this Cigarro might be he saw it was Silverio’s pedn,
the gargoyle-faced one who had chased him around the ring at
Ixmiq45 and had beat him up later at the House of Tile. The
ugly one was now seated with a local girl who tried to sing
flamenco songs in bars, and as soon as he saw G6mez he rec-



THE INDIAN 115

ognized the espontdneo who had given him so much trouble in
Toledo. “Stay away!” he growled. “You not welcome here.”
Juan ignored the peén and bowed stiffly to the girl. “I heard
you sing the other night. You were fantastic.” This was a word
much used by bullfighters and meant that the event so de-
scribed was ordinary.

The singer smiled graciously and asked, “Will you be at the
testing tomorrow?”

“Oh, it’s tomorrow?” Juan replied, betraying the fact that he
had not been invited.

“I say you not welcome,” Cigarro grumbled, showing obvi-
ous displeasure with the singer for having betrayed the secret
of the testing. .

“Could I ride up to the ranch with you?”’ Juan asked bluntly.

“No,” Cigarro snapped.

Next day at the testing, to which Juan had hiked during the
night, Cigarro went so far as to suggest to the owner that
Go6mez be prevented from participating. “I didn’t invite him,”
he explained.

The rancher shrugged and said, “Well, he’s here. Let him
make one or two passes.”

Cigarro was leaning against the improvised stands, talking
with the singer, when Juan’s first cow came out and the peén
wamed the girl, “This one not a matador. He know nothing.
Rancher being polite to him.”

Here I must interrupt my narrative to mention Drummond’s
reaction to my rendition of Cigarro’s speech, which was a
rough translation of the peén’s Spanish. Drummond wanted to
know: “What is this guy speaking, Chinese?” and [ had to ex-
plain my problem:

Toreros of the second category often use a verbal shorthand
consisting of grunts, abbreviated words, sentences with no
verbs and an arcane lingo. Some years ago a matador enjoy-
ing a season of unbroken triumphs wanted a bumper sticker
for his Cadillac that proclaimed “The whole world is won-
derful,” and this could be expressed in good Spanish as
“Todo el mundo es maravilloso,” but in his argot the sen-
tence came out “To er mundo e ueno,” with the last two
words being pronounced “a waaaay-no.” That’s the problem
I have with translating Cigarro’s speech into English.
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Drummond wired back: “Appreciate your difficulties but make
him sound less Mongolian.”

Cigarro’s near-illiteracy was explained by his birth to a land-
less peasant family in southern Mexico. His militant father,
prepared to die in his fight to gain a little field of his own, had
named his son Emiliano Gutiérrez, proclaiming at his baptism:
“He will be a revolutionary leader of the peasants like
Emiliano Zapata,” but when the boy turned bullfighter instead
he threw him out of the Gutiérrez shack: “No son of mine will
fight bulls instead of landlords,” and the boy started his frus-
trating chase after the bulls.

Emiliano’s life followed the torero’s time-honored course of
action: as an impoverished boy walking from one village feria
to another, as an impoverished man serving as peén to a full-
fledged matador. One night in a small village he saw a motion
picture in which the hero smoked long Cuban cigars that made
him look important, and he was so impressed that he instantly
adopted the habit, buying cigars whenever he had a few pesos
to spare. With Cigarro as his professional name he became a
competent pedn, never of the top category but so brave and
trustworthy that he found constant employment and his gar-
goyle face became familiar in Mexican plazas.

Now, in 1950, at the testing for the American tourists, since
Cigarro had not seen G6émez for some years he was unpre-
pared for what the young apprentice had leamned in the interim
and was impressed by what he saw. Juan kept the cape low, his
feet solidly rooted in the sand but spread apart. He had an
emotional style, in the pure tradition of fighting, and he cut a
reasonably good if small figure.

Cigarro leaned forward, and when the testing passed on to
the work with the cloth and the make-believe sword, he began
chomping nervously on his long cigar. What he saw moved
him profoundly, and when the cow was about to be returned to
the cormrals he called, “Gémez, suppose you got to kill that
one? How?”

Juan did not comprehend the importance of the question,
and thought that the peén was trying to humiliate him because
of the long-forgotten fight at Ixmig-45, but the young Indian
so loved the bulls that any chance to work with them struck
fire in his heart. “Eh!” he shouted to the men working the
gates. “Bring that one back.”

He was too late. The cow kicked savagely at the swinging
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gate, lunged at something inside the corral and vanished. She
was a stalwart beast and had attacked the horses eight times, as
if with her still-unformed homs she would destroy them. “I
could have shown you how to kill with that one,” Juan cried
with some disappointment.

The rancher interrupted. “Later we plan to throw out a four-
year-old bull with one horn broken off. We’ll fight that one to
the death—for the Americans.”

“How does a bull lose a hom?” one of the tourists asked.

“Fighting with other bulls,” the rancher explained. “This
one charged a tree on the range.”

“Is the animal useless then?” the tourist asked.

“He’s a glorious bull,” the rancher said sadly. “But he can-
not be sold.”

The testing continued, and at the appearance of Juan’s sec-
ond cow, Cigarro left his singer and went down into the ring
with the young apprentice. “Let me see you work with cape in
back,” he supgested, and Gémez unfurled four handsome
passes with the cape behind his shoulders and his exposed
body facing the horns.

“You make passes on knees?” Cigarro queried.

Instantly, Juan dropped onto the sand and showed the small
crowd six daring passes, with the little cow almost on top of
him each time. “With real bull not so brave?” the peén asked,
chomping his cigar.

“When the real bull comes, you’ll see,” Gémez snapped. Ci-
garro returned to where the rancher was sitting and asked,
“What you plan for fighting one-horned one?”

“I thought I'd let the matadors figure it out for themselves,”
the rancher replied.

“Maybe better he do killing,” Cigarro suggested, pointing to
Juan Gémez, who was playing the cow with great skill. Then
Cigarro, who appreciated the politics of bullfighting, added,
“Your bulls so fine, Don Wiliulfo, any matador looks good
such bull. I like see this boy fight fine bull.”

“All right,” the rancher agreed. “If the others don’t object.”

Quietly, in his best political manner, Cigarro moved among
the matadors and convinced them that the apprentice Juan
Go6mez should be allowed to kill the one-homed bull. Al-
though at first each of the professionals protested, as if to de-
fend his honor, each accorded the privilege to the young
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Indian, for with a one-horned bull you could never entirely
predict the reactions.

So when the four-year-old exploded from the corrals, a lithe,
excellent beast that would have graced Plaza México itself
were it not for the missing horn, the senior matadors took a
few passes with the cape and demonstrated their mastery. One,
retiring to the barrier after a fine series, thought, Let the boy
have this one. They won’t pic it enough and the killing will be
very difficult.

In the cape work G6émez was able to show little of his skill,
for the professionals monopolized the fine animal, but when it
came time to lead the powerful bull to the horses, the appren-
tice seemed to establish a personal harmony with the animal,
and by deft twists of the cape led the angry beast directly onto
the horses, where a picador from Guadalajara—certainly not
one of the best—did a rather bad job of lancing. As the senior
matadors had foreseen, this fine animal was going to enter the
last part of the fight improperly prepared, and whoever had to
kill him would have much work to do.

“Take out the horse!” the rancher shouted, and the picador
ingloriously retreated. The regular matadors now each took
two or three passes with the muleta and the real sword, and the
small crowd cheered dutifully. The bull, more agitated than
hurt by the picador, was proving difficult.

Then Cigarro shouted, “You, G6mez,” and by common con-
sent the professional matadors withdrew, holding positions by
the barrier from which they could dash out to save the boy if
it became necessary to do so.

Slowly, with the matador’s time-honored posturing of plac-
ing one foot directly before the other and the back arched in a
handsome line, Juan Gémez approached the one-horned bull. It
was the right horn that was missing, but the left was a deadly
instrument, straight and extremely sharp. All the bull’s de-
fenses had been built around this solitary weapon, and with it
he attacked vigorously.

In one respect, Gémez was lucky that the bull had only one
hom and that one his left, because this made it obligatory that
the fighter use the greatest pass in bullfighting, the one in
which the man stands with the bull to his right, with the sword
in his right hand but placed behind his back, and with the red
muleta in his left, a dramatically small target when not spread
out by the sword. What gives this pass, called simply the nat-
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ural, its extraordinary weight of emotion, is that the man offers
first to the enraged bull not the sword, nor the cloth, but his
own unprotected body, which the bull must pass before it can
hit the muleta. When the bull charges, if the man has miscal-
culated by even one inch, the animal’s left horn will pierce un-
opposed the man’s right stomach. But if the man has judged
wisely, and if he knows his animal, the bull, while seeking the
cloth, will thunder past the immobilized sword, past the ex-
posed body of the man, and into the cloth held only by the left
hand. In such a pass, perfectly performed, the bull’s left hom
will graze the man and the bull’s forward hump, wounded by
the banderillas, will leave flecks of blood upon the suit of
lights.

So now Juan Gémez slowly approached the one-horned bull,
crying softly, “Eh, bull! Eh, my brave friend! Come here and
taste the cloth!”

The bull, confused by the poor quality of his fight against
the horse, pawed the earth and tested the air with his powerful
left horn. He saw something moving toward him, a thin verti-
cal line and an inviting square of red movement. Then his
small black eyes focused perfectly, and he charged.

With a stupendous rush of power the bull drove for the
cloth, his left homn ripping past Gémez’s body, and even as he
lunged into the unresisting cloth he sensed that he had been di-
verted to the wrong target. Where his error lay he obviously
did not know, but if he was allowed to charge as often as he
wished, sooner or later he would piece together the mystery,
and on some final charge he would follow not the lure but the
man, and he would drive that lethal left horn completely
through whatever he hit.

Leaning against the stands, Cigarro gasped. To the singer he
whispered, “This boy, he leamed.”

Four more times the Indian gave the bull the natural pass,
and each time the searching horn seemed to come closer. The
rancher put his hands over his face and moaned, “Why does a
bull like this have to be killed in secret? Look at him charge!”

But- what the crowd looked at was not the bull’s superb
charge but at the brown-skinned apprentice who had now
dropped to his knees in the middle of the ring. One of the se-
nior matadors advised, “Not there, son. Over by the barrier.”
But G6mez stayed where he was and from this position passed
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the bull three times, leaning far backward on the third pass to
escape the probing homn.

The crowd was overcome by his bravery and everyone, even
the matadors, shouted, “;Olé! ;Ol€!” The singer shouted: “To-
re-ro!” the cry that needs a thousand voices in unison to make
it truly effective. Nervously the others laughed at her, grateful
for this release from tension.

The time had now come for Juan to kill the one-horned bull,
and Cigarro leaned forward anxiously to see what would hap-
pen, for he felt that if the Indian boy could really go in over
the homns. . . . Then he relaxed. The bull had no right horn, and
at the moment of death it is only the right horn that can kili the
matador, for it is over this dreadful weapon that the man must
reach, his full chest exposed.

“This is not anything,” Cigarro explained to the singer.
“Anybody kill a bull with no right horn.”

But as he spoke, Gémez profiled before the animal, threw
his left knee forward to provoke the charge, then lunged with
perfect timing so that his body and the bull’s great hulk formed
for a moment a perfect union of man and beast. The slim
sword flashed in the air and plunged toward the bull’s exposed
shoulder, through which it would have to find its way in order
to cause a lethal wound.

The kill was so perfectly executed that the crowd burst into
cheers, but, just as suddenly, fell silent when the sword, which
had struck bone, flexed nearly double, snapped back into a
straight line, and arched serenely through the air, falling point
down into the sand, where it quivered for a singing moment
before slowly dropping,

Gomez, cursing his bad luck at hitting bone on an otherwise
superb kill, recovered the sword and made ready to try again.
The rancher called reassuringly, “That last was a perfect kill.
Good luck.”

Again Gémez postured before the animal in solitude. Again
his body leaped forward to meet the bull’s deadly charge. And
again the sword struck bone. This time it zinged musically as
it flashed through its high arc, which carried it toward the spot
where Cigarro and the singer sat. As Gémez, cursing, stopped
to recover his weapon, he saw two faces. Cigarro’s pinched
and ugly countenance was nodding gravely and he was throw-
ing the apprentice an imaginary kiss. It was apparent that after
many years of searching Cigarro had found himself a real bull-
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fighter, and as his scarred face continued nodding he was ne-
gotiating a contract. The second face belonged to Lucha
Gonzilez, and from the manner in which her dark eyes flashed
it was apparent that she too had found her matador. Of course,
he wasn’t yet a matador, but she was convinced that he soon
would be.

Striding back to the bull, who stood ready to defend himself
again, Juan Gémez whispered, “All right, little bull! You have
brought me glory, and now I shall—"

There were voices behind him. The rancher was shouting,
“Gémez! Come back! We want that bull.”

The Indian did not fully understand and thought that he was
being warned not to attempt his third effort on such terrain, for
the bull was indeed dangerous. But he felt that he knew bulls
better than the senior matadors, better than the rancher and cer-
tainly better than the pedns. He would kill this valiant beast
where he stood, and he prepared to do so.

Then strange things happened. One of the senior matadors
dashed out from the barrier and with a red cape started swing-
ing the bull away, and two peéns grabbed Gémez from behind.
Dazed, he looked up at the improvised stands and shouted,
“It’s my bull!”

The gate to the comal was swinging open and two oxen
were crowding into the plaza. Juan interpreted this to mean
that the bull was being taken away from him alive because of
his bad luck in killing, and he fought to break loose from the
men who held him. He was determined to kill the animal be-
fore it could return to the corrals, and then he saw Cigarro’s
ecstatic face. The wiry pedn had lit a big cigar and was smiling
like a gargoyle.

“They are sparing the life of your great bull!” he shouted.
“What a superb afternoon!”

And then Juan Gémez saw the thing happen, the thing that
tears at the heart of a bullfighter. The oxen nudged at the per-
plexed but defiant bull, and at first the brave beast was willing
to fight against them, for he was still determined to defend his
life against all adversaries. But then he smelled their indiffer-
ence, tentatively poked at one with his left hormn, pawed the
earth and looked for the men he had been fighting. Finding no
one, he ran in a small circle as if proclaiming his sovereignty
over that plaza, and dashed with terrible force at some un-
known enemy in the darkness.
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The crowd cheered as the valiant beast disappeared, for they
knew that he would be used in later years as stud for the ranch.
Gbmez, at last realizing what was happening, whispered, “Go
off, little bull! You find me a manager.” He then walked
slowly and with dignity across the ring to where Cigarro
waited by the barrier.

“Six months, bowlegs,” the peén was assuring him expan-
sively, “you be matador, contracts Plaza de México. But that
one you keep away from,” he warned, indicating with a toss of
his ugly head the singer, who was watching everything.

Cigarro kept his promise. In late December of 1950 Juan
Gémez took his doctorate with bulls of Palafox in the great
ring at Mexico City. When he marched out of the darkness he
gasped, for towering above him in the concrete bowl were
more than fifty thousand people. In the front row, with a bright
shawl over the barrier, as if she were a real Spaniard, sat
Lucha Gonzdlez wearing flowers. Cigarro was in the alleyway,
reprieved from wearing the suit of lights any longer, now that
he was a full-fledged manager, and when the time came for
Gémez to dedicate the first bull of the afternoon, the one
handed him by the senior matador as a traditional gesture of
sponsorship, it was inevitable that he offer this animal to
Lucha. His gesture was popular with the crowd, and his kili
was good. He gained no ears but he was accorded a tum
around the huge plaza while some in the stands bellowed,
“j0l€!” feeling that they were assisting at the birth of a real
matador.

After that nothing happened. Juan Gémez became merely
one of thirty-one Mexican matadors. He had no wealthy patron
to underwrite stories about him for the major papers or to force
him upon the provincial impresarios. His reputation was not
sufficient to warrant repeated invitations back to Plaza México,
where a matador had to have a name in order to fill the huge
arena. He was merely another matador of no great distinction,
and the remorseless grind resumed.

A fight in Torre6n in April was followed by another in
Orizaba in early June. A hurried phone call from a village of
two thousand in remote Jalisco would suffice for July, and in
August there might be nothing. He was not important enough
to be invited to the Festival of Ixmiq, and the years went by
with one more Mexican matador at the near-starvation level. In
spite of this he was required by bulifighting convention always
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to look sharply dressed, to pay bribes to the newspaper critics,
and to convey at all hours a sense of success and grandeur.
More than some, Juan Gémez was able to accomplish these
requisites, for he had three factors operating on his behalf.

In Cigarro, his manager, he had a solid friend. This peén
had experienced a life much like Juan’s, working for matadors
who underpaid him and before bulls that had often sent him to
the infirmary. He had been far too ugly to marry a wealthy girl
and financially unable to marry any other kind, but through all
his years of loneliness he had kept alive one vision. In Mexico
City, not far from the great plaza of the cathedral, there was a
café frequented only by bullfighters, actors and newspapermen.
It was called the Tupinamba, and around its white marble ta-
bles swirled the gossip of the bullring. During his long appren-
ticeship Cigarro had been unable to afford the Tupinamba, and
had had to content himself with watching its exciting life from
the sidewalk, but he had sworn that someday he would be a fa-
mous matador with the best table at the Tupi. When that vision
faded because of his ineptitude with the bulls, he decided to
become a pedn in the regular troupe of some successful mat-
ador, which would entitle him to sit in the Tupi, but since he
was not a first-rate peén he failed to achieve this dream also.
He then built his life on the hope that in his fifties he would
stumble upon a young fighter of promise who would require a
manager, and then he would sit day after day in the
Tupinambo, organizing his matador’s professional career. This
last dream he had achieved, and he now lounged each day in
the Tupi, issuing statements of great gravity. With the little
money he had acquired during the preceding thirty years, he
played the role of manager, giving his matador an emotional
security few fighters enjoyed. He never doubted that someday
Mexico would discover what a classic matador it had in Juan
Goémez, and until that fateful day he, Cigarro, would continue
to wait in the Tupinambo for the best contracts available in the
smaller plazas.

The two other factors that bolsiered the ego of Juan Gémez
were self-generated. First, it was becoming widely acknowl-
edged that although he was not particularly accomplished with
either the cape or the cloth, as a killer of bulls he was the best
Mexico could provide. In his fights this small Altomec Indian
demonstrated what the culminating moment of the afternoon
should be as he stood before the bull, profiled, kicked out his
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left knee, and threw himself like a man bent on suicide right
over the horns.

The second factor was a towering sense of honor. When he
walked into the Tupinamba to speak to Cigarro, he moved with
visible dignity, imparting a clear sense of his status as a mat-
ador. He was a wiry bundle of aggressions and defenses, and
for the slightest slur he would fight anyone. In the bullring he
allowed no one, not even Armillita himself, to tell him what to
do. For even if a matador of the top category tried to tell him
how to behave in the ring, Gémez would say coldly, “When
you kill the way I do, I listen.” Le6n Ledesma, the critic, wrote
of him: “He is the only man in Mexico, since the death of
General Gurza, who can challenge the entire nation to a fist-
fight merely by the way he enters a room. He is a man of
honor.”

But there was one area in which Juan’s carefully cultivated
sense of honor did not operate, and this lapse caused genuine
anguish. He had been picked up by Cigarro in January of
1950, and two weeks later he had stolen the ugly man’s girl.
At first, adhering to some kind of code of ethics, Lucha
Gonzilez had tried to suppress her preference for the young
bullfighter, for Cigarro had been good to her and had been
largely instrumental in getting her started as a singer-dancer.
But in the end her passion for the self-possessed young Indian
had been too great, and one night in Torredn she had brazenly
moved herself and her one bag out of Cigamro’s room and
down the hall to Juan’s.

The hurt to Cigarro’s ego would never heal. On that first
miserable night he had tried to kill his matador, but Gémez,
bewildered by Lucha’s action, had first held him off, then
beaten him about the face. Cigarro, bleeding badly, had then
tried to kill Lucha, but she started screaming and the police
were called. The affair got into the newspapers, for bullfight-
ers’ brawls always made good reading, and later on it was
largely this highly publicized love affair between Lucha and
Goémez that enabled Cigarro to arrange the contracts that
Goémez did get.

And so this curious trio, held together by poverty, ambition
and the love of bulifighting, moved back and forth along the
lesser highways of Mexico. Cigarro, having at last found him-
self a matador, stayed with Gémez even though he daily suf-
fered from the indignity of having had his woman stolen. The
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Indian, having attained for himself a life that was not totally
wretched, stayed with his surly manager, for he suspected that
he would never find another half as capable. And Lucha
Gonzilez supported both of them with her ersatz flamenco. Pa-
thetically loyal to her two bullfighters in Mexico City, if she
ever made it to Seville she could have said good-bye to them
without shedding a tear.

For nine years the trio fought bulls and managers and hotel
owners and moving picture directors who refused to give
Lucha the singing roles to which she felt entitled. They grew
older, and Cigarro definitively passed the age at which he
could again don the suit of lights. Lucha grew no prettier and
her whiskey-soaked voice became harsh, which made her im-
itation flamenco sound better. And Juan Gémez scurried back
and forth, always seeking the bulls. He was now thirty-two
years old, an age when successful matadors in Spain have al-
ready retired, and he had never known real success. He still
awaited an invitation to fight in Spain or Peru, where there was
good money, or at the Festival of Ixmiq. Yet he never grew
disconsolate. Cigarro told him: “No man in world kill the way
you do.” And that was enough.

Then, in early 1960, Cigarro was sitting at his usual table in
the Tupinamba, flicking cigar ashes and trying to look impor-
tant, when a flunky from the impresario of Plaza de México
drifted by, pretending not to see him because it was important
that Cigarro open this particular conversation.

“Hello, Moreno!” the ugly one called.

“Oh, it’s you!” the tricky negotiator replied, and the discus-
sion was launched. Moreno intimated that the forthcoming
fights were to be the best ever held in Mexico City. “Like the
days of Manolete,” Moreno suggested. “This young fellow
Victoriano Leal! Ahhhh!”

“You've got him booked?” Cigarro asked warily. In this
business nothing could be certified until the day after it had
happened and the critics had been paid off:

“Fight after fight,” Moreno assured him. “When Leal’s
through with us he’ll be the richest bullfighter in the world.”

“High fees, eh?” Cigarro asked evenly.

“Fantastic. Five thousand, six thousand dollars for one after-
noon,” Moreno said, picking his teeth.

Cigarro looked at him coldly: “And how much you pay my
torero?”’
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Without changing his blasé expression Moreno said: “Nine
hundred dollars and not a penny more.”

Cigarro stalled for time. “That’s what you pay picadors.”

“Of course,” Moreno replied.

“What I thinking”—Cigarro stalled, for much was at
stake—“was the people all want to see Victoriano. I admit you
“frankly my torero not so popular—"

Moreno suspected that this might be a trap, but he did want
to clinch one point, so he quickly said: “Quite honestly, Ci-
garro, we couldn’t afford two other first-class matadors on the
same bill with Victoriano. There isn’t that much money in
Mexico.”

“So you plan get my torero almost nothing,” Cigarro joked.

Moreno laughed expansively: “In Morelia, where I come
from, nine hundred dollars is not called nothing.”

.Cigarro laughed with equal heartiness, then pointed at the
negotiator with his cigar. “It also good we show our torero
Plaza México again.”

“My friend,” Moreno agreed warmly, “those were my
thoughts exactly. What an afternoon for G6émez! Fifty-five
thousand people. How long’s it been since he’s fought before
a crowd like that?”

“What 1 thinking,” Cigarro suggested slowly, “was everyone
want to welcome Victoriano back home his successful tour,
why don’t you give public a real thrill? Victoriano, G6émez,
mano a mano?”

At the sound of this phrase, which meant hand to-hand as in
mortal combat, with only two matadors, instead of three, each
fighting three bulls in a deadly duel, Moreno snapped to atten-
tion, for he saw the possibility of a series of such duels across
Mexico. Abandoning his easy comradely air, he asked cau-
tiously, “How much would Gémez expect? For killing three
bulls instead of two?”

“Only thirteen hundred dollars,” Cigarro replied evenly. He
knew that this would prove an alluring offer and was not sur-
prised when Moreno asked abruptly, “Can you wait here?”

“I’m here all day,” Cigarro replied.

“Don’t leave,” Moreno snapped.

When he was gone, Cigarro began to sweat.

“Virgin the Hills,” he prayed, evoking the patron of his
childhood, “let him fall my trap. Let him give us hand to hand,
and my torero make great scandal—for fifty-five thousand peo-
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ple to see. Let there be riot, challenge, or maybe something.
Dear Virgin ... dear Virgin ... let there be something fur-
ous.”

That night when Cigarro finally reached Juan Gémez, he
found that the impresario had already informed the Indian of
the mano-a-mano fight with Victoriano. He said to Gémez:
“This got to be day of decision, matador. Something got to
happen in that ring that—explode. You got to insult Victoriano,
or take away one of his bulls, or knock Veneno from horse.
Matador! The Virgin herself gonna smile on this day, but the
scandal we got to fix ourselves.”

They plotted long into the night, trying to devise something
that would justify outrageous behavior and electrify the vast
crowd into demanding a rematch between the two matadors.
“What we got to lose?” Cigarro asked, his palms up. “Suppose
we go to jail? Long time ago Lorenzo Garza go to jail every
year and each time more popular. Juan, on Sunday some fan-
tastic thing got to happen.”

The plan they agreed upon was this: on his first bull Juan
G6émez would make the supreme effort of his career and if
successful would win the adulation of the crowd; since
Victoriano would be pressing to do well, he would undoubt-
edly be nervous with his first animal; G6mez would work even
harder with his second bull and capitalize on the crowd’s sym-
pathy for a fighter who was Mexican to the core; then on
Leal’s second animal G6mez would intrude on the passes as
the bull came away from the horses, would insist upon more
than his share of turns, and would do everything he could to
humiliate his opponent.

“Old Veneno not gonna like it,” Cigarro said confidently.
“That one never gonna let you insult his torero. But Veneno
not too popular with public. They think he boss his boy. So
you got to make your fight with Veneno, and maybe . ..” The
skinny one chomped on his cigar and whispered with diabolic
satisfaction, “Juanito, little matador, on Sunday there will be
riot in Plaza México. Every man will want you fight
Victoriano ‘again next Sunday and next after that.” Then he
grew sober: “But it all depend on your first bull. You got to be
fantastic.”

I've explained what happened. The first Palafox bull was
unmanageable, and Juan accomplished little with it, whereas
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Victoriano’s first bull was what they called “a boxcar on rails,”
charging back and forth with power and insistence. With this
bull Leal performed brilliantly, and Cigarro had a sickening
suspicion that the day was lost. While Victoriano was running
around the arena, holding the two ears aloft in the traditional
gesture of triumph, Cigarro was sweating and trying to reas-
sure his matador.

Then salvation came. Cigarro told me how it had happened:
“When Victoriano running with the two ears, everybody cheer-
ing and music, my stomach knocking with my knees, I see no
chance for Gémez to make much and we probably leave Plaza
de México no fame, no contracts. But then Victoriano raise
two fingers to say he number one. My fighter his honor been
offended, he raised his finger to tell public s number one. So
the big riot come, and after that, contracts come all the time.”

It was now late Thursday evening. As I sat with my uncle at
a big table on the House of Tile terrace, I thought of the two
matadors asleep in their rooms above and said to Don
Eduardo: “I'll wager they’re nervous up there. Could be their
biggest fight of the year.” But before my uncle could respond
we were surprised by the sight of Veneno and his three sons at
the entrance to the hotel. They had probably come down for a
midnight drink of seltzer and a look at the festival crowds that
still followed mariachi bands around the plaza. Waiters cleared
the big round table that dominated the center of the dining
area, and there the four Leals ensconced themselves like roy-
alty, the way leading toreros had been doing for the past half
century. Immediately a crowd gathered to gape at the bullfight-
ers while Veneno, savoring the adulation, bowed condescend-
ingly to the aficionados.

“Whispering to my uncle, I said: “He’s intolerable, the way
he poses as a great torero. But you have to admit, he's built
Victoriano into a masterpiece,” and when Don Eduardo turned
to study the young man, so relaxed, so gracious in accepting
adoration from his fans, he had to agree: “He is a credit to the
profession. And we can be proud that he's a Mexican.” I
thought, but had not the courage to say: “A Mexican trying to
behave like a Spaniard.”

At this moment Victoriano, realizing that the breeder of the
bulls he would be fighting was at our table, rose, lifted his
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glass of seltzer and said loud enough for all on the Terrace to
hear: “I drink to your Festival of Ixmiq.”

We were prevented from joining the toast by the nervous in-
trusion of a waiter who hurried to our table whispering breath-
lessly: “Gentlemen, I'm mortified, but the matador Juan
Gémez and his party are coming down, and by right they
ought to occupy this table.”

“Naturally.” Don Eduardo nodded, although by any kind of
senijority he was entitled to it. But he appreciated the restau-
rant’s difficulty should one matador enjoy a better table than
his adversary. Consequently we rose and moved to a smaller
table, and we were sitting there when Gémez, Cigarro and the
singer Lucha Gonzdlez appeared. To my surprise, she did not
stop at the table but with a brief nod toward the Leals passed
them and went alone to the café-bar, where she was greeted by
the manager. In a moment she was singing. Now that her mat-
ador was winning contracts that paid three or four thousand
dollars a fight, she was no longer responsible for the support
of her entourage, but peasant wisdom was strong in Lucha
Gonzdlez and she knew that in the life of a matador disaster
was always close at hand. Tonight Juan G6mez had money;
next week he might be dead; so she would capitalize on his
transitory fame and earn as much money for herself as possi-
ble. Gazing across the public square between numbers, she was
probably thinking, If I earn enough, perhaps I'll get to Spain
whether my matador gets there or not.

And so we sat in the late hours before the first bullfight of
the Festival of Ixmiq-61. Don Eduardo Palafox, inheritor of so
much that characterized the best in Toledo—the cathedral, the
arches, the governor’s palace and the bull ranch—sat like any
breeder assuring himself that his bulls were bound to be good.
Dofia Carmen Mier y Palafox occupied a rear table, supervis-
ing her waiters. At their table the Leals basked in the adulation
of the crowd and pretended not to know that sitting close at
hand were Cigarro and Juan Gomez, whose attention was fo-
cused on the singer in the nearby café.

From the opposite side of the public square came the golden
notes of ‘the five barefoot mariachis and their sad-eyed soloist
with his trumpet borrowed from the angels, and as they ap-
proached the soaring trumpet obliterated all other impressions
of the night—and all thoughts of the possibility of death for
the next day.
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Guadalajara, Guadalajara!

You taste like rain-soaked earth

And distant little springs. . . .

O, unforgettable little springs,
Unforgettable like that afternoon

When rain from the hill

Kept us from going to Tlaquepaque. . . .

The trumpeter played a coda that would have melted any Mex-
ican heart that heard it, and I wondered what had happened on
that day long ago when sudden rain prevented someone from
having a picnic at Tlaquepaque.

The manachis passed, and from the café we could hear the
rough voice of Lucha Gonzdlez improvising flamenco songs
and clicking her heels. As the various sounds blended with the
hum of conversation at the tables I found myself staring at the
benign statue of the long-forgotten Altomec Indian Ixmig,
whose stony smile was eternal and granted us benediction.
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tivity in the plaza, the Widow Palafox came to my ta-

ble, tapped me on the arm and whispered, “Your
package of manuscript reached the airport and will be in New
York at just about this time. You owe the messenger but we
paid and will put it on your bill.”

She led me through the ancient doorway and onto a small
patio that I had loved as a child. There was the stone fountain
on which I had played and the mass of brightly colored flow-
ers that had always bloomed in such profusion. We climbed a
series of stone steps to the second floor of the hotel, where a
broad cloister ran completely around the upper section of the
patio, into which it dropped tendrils of flowering plants. The
heart of the hotel had always been this quiet patio of weathered
stone, echoing cloister and abundant flowers.

The widow took me along the cloister until she reached a
door on the plaza side, and pushing this open she led me into
a room famous in the history of Mexico. It was no ordinary
room: its sides were extremely irregular, since they had to fol-
low the wandering walls of the hotel front, and its haphazardly
placed windows had always looked down upon the cathedral
and for the last century upon the statue of Ixmiq as well.

When the widow moved the door, a faint creaking that dated
back to 1575, when the structure was built, told me that I was
home, for it was in this room that my mother and I had hidden
in 1918 during the second sacking of Toledo, when to continue
living at the Mineral was impossible. It was from the largest of
the windows that at the age of nine I had looked down on the
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rapists and the firing squads. I remember standing there and
announcing matter-of-factly to my mother: “They’re going to
shoot some more.” She had hurried over and when she saw
who the victims were to be—the seven good people from the
very building in which we had found refuge—she had
screamed, “Oh God! No!” One of General Gurza’s men who
commanded the firing squad turned momentarily from his du-
ties and pumped a couple of revolver bullets at us, which had
missed the window but splattered the surrounding stones,
where the chips they tore away left shallow pockmarks that
were still visible in the light from the terrace below.

“l was standing here when the executions took place,” I re-
marked to the widow.

“They were crazy days,” she mumbled.

“After the captain shot at us, my mother hid on the floor but
I crept back and peeked out to watch the squad do its work.”

“That hole in the wall,” the widow explained, pointing to a
prepared space over the bed, “is for a plaque that one of the
historical societies is going to put here.”

“Let’s make it a little larger and add, ‘Norman Clay slept
here, too.”

“May your sleep be good,” the widow said, closing the
squeaking door.

The room held such vivid memories that it even evoked
the history of my powerful Indian ancestors.

When I was about ten years old and living once more at the
Mineral, my father who, as an engineer and a scientist, was in-
terested in speculating on historical might-have-beens, said:
“At breakfast when we were talking about the choices that
men sometimes have to make, you told me: ‘It doesn’t matter.’
Well, making the proper choice can matter, Norman, and I
want you to remember an excellent example of how a decision
that must at the time have seemed of no consequence turned
out to be vitally significant.” To demonstrate this, he reached
for a stick with which he drew in the sand a Y, saying:

“This will stand for a decision that had to be made about
four thousand years ago by some people from eastern Asia,
probably from Siberia, who crossed over the Bering Strait and
hiked southward through Alaska and the western United
States.” (In later years I often wondered how my father could
have known about this migration of our Indian ancestors, be-
cause during his time the relics of this Siberian trek had not yet
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been uncovered in Alaska; perhaps he was merely guessing. Of
course, on one point he was quite wrong; we now know that
the migradons from Asia took place not four thousand years
ago but more like twenty thousand or possibly forty.)

“These Indians wandering south from Alaska came at last to
San Diego,” my father explained, “and they held a council to
discuss what to do next. Some said, ‘Let’s continue down the
coastline, because we’ve been doing that for three hundred
years and it’s familiar territory,” but others argued, ‘Let’s leave
the coastline and strike out inland.” The upshot was that each
group went its own way. No one could have foretold that one
group had made a brilliant choice and that the other had cho-
sen disaster.”

I remember looking at the two arms of the Y and asking,
“Which one did right?”

“Visualize the map of California,” he said, “and think.”

I tried to do this, but all I could remember was the map in
my Mexican schoolbook, and it showed California merely as
one of the lands stolen from Mexico by the United States, so
I could not deduce the point my father was trying to make.

“Was the arm pointing to the sea the good one?” I asked.

“It led to California Baja,” my father said grimly, and I in-
stantly recalled what I had learned about that brutal, barren
peninsula of heat and waterless sand. “Centuries later, when
the Spaniards explored that desolate land, they found that the
Indians who had gone there had degenerated close to the ani-
'mal level. They lived almost without what we call a cul-
ture—no houses, not even clothing. They had no decent food
and almost no water, and although the ocean about them was
full of fish, they had never learned how to catch them. They
were as pathetic as human beings can be and still live”

My father continued: “The other Indians chose the arm lead-
ing inland, and ultimately they reached the rich and fertile
lands and, later, gold. They built three of the greatest civiliza-
tions of ancient times—the Aztecs of Mexico, the Maya of
Yucatdn and Guatemala and the Incas of Peru.”

We stood for some minutes in silence. Then my father con-
cluded his lecture with a statement that haunts me still, forty
years after it was uttered: “You say choice means nothing?
Norman, if your Indian ancestors had gone west you might
now be an idiot. Thank your stars they came down through To-



134 MEXICO

ledo, for with the courage and the intelligence you inherited
from that crowd you can become anything you wish.”

Since my father’s death scholars have concluded that the In-
dians who made the right choice reached the high valley of To-
ledo about twenty thousand years ago, but, as I said before,
some argue it might have been as much as forty thousand
years ago. At any rate, from a level thirty feet below the bot-
tom of our pyramid, archaeologists have excavated charcoal re-
mains that radium analysis puts at not less than five thousand
years old, while along the edges of the prehistoric lake that
once filled the entire valley others have dug up the skeletons
of elephants killed by spears at least fifteen thousand years
ago.

I have spent many idle hours, on plane trips or when my
eyes were too tired to read, trying to visualize these ancient In-
dians of the primitive period, and at times they have seemed
very real to me. Fifteen thousand years before the birth of
Christ they had developed some kind of civilization in the high
valley. They chipped out rude spear points for hunting and
carved dishes for serving food. We know little about them, but
they must have feared the gods, worshiped the sun, and won-
dered about the accidents of birth and death. From the day of
my first talks on this subject with my father I never forgot that
where I lived at the Mineral, men had been living for thou-
sands of years, and you could not say that of Richmond, Vir-
ginia or Princeton.

Therefore, when in the early years of the seventh century a
certain tribe of Indians gained control of the high valley, its
members, some of whom we now know by name, seemed to
me almost like close relatives, and when the story is told that
sometime around the year 600 one of these men became leader
of the tribe and began building the great pyramid, he becomes
so real that he fairly shouts at me from the distant past, and the
fact that the oral traditions of Toledo indicate that he was one
of my ancestors gives me great pleasure.

In the year 600 the high valley looked pretty much as it does
today. The last volcano had erupted some four thousand years
earlier; the fantastically old lake had finally dried up; and the
mountains stood exactly as they do today. In the intervening
years the great piles of rock have lost possibly an inch and a
half in height, due to wind erosion, but probably no more.

Far to the north, still living in caves along jungle rivers, hid
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the uncivilized tribes who were eventually to develop into the
Altomecs and the Aztecs, but in these years they were of no
consequence. To the south, living in splendid palaces decorated
with silver, gold and jade, were the Mayas, whose gaudily
dressed messengers sometimes reached the high valley to ar-
range treaties of commerce. In the valley itself my ancestors
were well established, a tribe of slim, fairly tall, dark-skinned
Indians who had no real name but who were known through-
-out central Mexico simply as the Builders, for they had the ca-
pacity to consiruct finer edifices than any other peoples in the
area. They knew how to quarry huge blocks of rock and trans-
-port them for miles, and they could make bricks with which to
build their lesser structures.

Shortly after the year 600 a leader with a new kind of vision
gained control of the tribe. He was Ixmiq, and today in Toledo
a statue and a yearly festival honor his name. He had a tightly
controlled personality that was ideal for exerting leadership, so
for nearly fifty years he ruled unchallenged, and this gave him
time to accomplish many important projects.

Waiting for an auspicious day on the calendar, he announced
to his council, “I have in mind to erect a holy place for our
gods ten or twenty times larger than any we have attempted
before.” Before his advisers could protest he added, “And we
shall build it not here in the city but in a special area that shall
hereafter be reserved for holy rites.”

He forthwith led his elders from the rude palace, which then
occupied the site of today’s cathedral, and took them in a
northerly direction some distance from the city to where the
pyramid now stands. Using piles of stones, he directed his men
to lay out what seemed to them a gigantic square, but which
was only about half the size of the pyramid as we now know
it. His councilors protested that such a building was impossible
to build, but Ixmiq insisted on its construction.

His workmen spent two years scraping away the loose earth
until they reached firm earth or solid rock. He then divided the
tribe into several units, which were assigned particular duties,
and appointed a captain for each. Some went to live at the quar-
ries and remained there for thirty years, passing their entire lives
chipping rock. Others were the transport teams, who, with con-
stantly increasing skill, mastered the trick of moving twenty- and
thirty-ton rocks into position. Most of the men worked at the
pyramid itself, inching the great blocks into position and then
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filling in the central portion of the structure with basketfuls of
rubble, so that year by year the structure rose more impressively,
and always with a flat top that grew smaller as the pyramid
grew in height. These were years of peace in the high valley,
nearly six centuries going by without an arrow being shot
against an enemy, so that it was not imprudent for Ixmiq to as-
sign his people to widely scattered areas and to a task that uti-
lized the efforts of the entire community.

When the huge pile had reached the intended height, it was
leveled off and its spacious flat top was laid in huge blocks
that took six years to work into place. Then a beautiful wooden
altar was constructed so that when a priest stood at it he faced
east. Four gods shared the altar and their statues lined it, with
their faces turmed to the west. The most important was the god
of rain, for he was responsible for the flowers and the grain.
Next came the sun god, the goddess of earth and a mysterious
god who represented flowers, poetry, music, statesmanship and
the family, and was carved in the form of a serpent with a
bird’s head and scales of flowers.

The pyramid of Ixmiq was a monument to peace and in the
fortieth year, when it neared completion, the ceremonies that
consecrated it were testimonials to peace and to one of the
gentlest societies that ever existed in Mexico, or indeed, any-
where else on the American continents. The dedication cere-
monies, insofar as we can reconstruct them from old carvings,
consisted of prayers, dancing, the offering of hundreds of thou-
sands of flowers, and a gigantic feast that lasted for three days.
It is notable that for the first four hundred and fifty years of
this pyramid’s existence not a single human life was sacrificed
on its altar, or lost in any other way, except for the occasional
case later on when some drunken priest or reveler accidentally
tumbled from its height and broke his neck:

It was a pyramid of joy and beauty, a worthy monument to
the benign gods and to the farsighted man who had built it. In
City-of-the-Pyramid, as the area came to be called, irrigation
projects brought water from the hills down to the flat land,
where flowers and vegetables were grown in abundance.
Honey was collected from bees kept among the flowers, and
turkeys were raised both in enclosures and in large guarded
fields. Fish were available in the rivers and were kept in ponds.

The Builders dressed well in cloth made of cotton, hemp
and feathers, while leaders like Ixmiq omamented themselves
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with gold and silver carved with religious symbolism, which
workmen also applied to some of the finest pottery ever made
in the Americas. Many little statues have come down to us,
representing one or another of the four major deities, and each
seems to be a god whom a family could have cherished. When
I was a boy we had in our home a clay figure of the earth god-
dess, and she was a delightful fat little woman smiling and
making the land fruitful with her blessing. Whenever we
looked at her we felt good, and I can think of no primitive
gods that were gentler than those of Toledo. I know of few
civilizations that came so close to providing an ideal life for
their people.

Carved hieroglyphics have been recovered outlining Ixmiq’s
code of laws, and although it is likely that we are misreading
some of them, it is not conceivable that we have misunder-
stood them all. In Toledo, in the year 650, a woman whose
husband had died leaving her with children not yet old enough
to work was given a share of the produce of land owned by
families with grown sons. On the other hand, a woman who
committed adultery once was publicly shamed; on the second
offense she was killed. It was conspicuous in the law of Ixmiq
that priests had nothing to do with the execution of criminals;
this was carried out by civil officials. In fact, in the entire his-
tory of these six centuries there is no record of priests being
other than the spiritual heads of the community. They lived in-
timately with the gods and advised the populace of decisions
made in heaven.

We have one old stone, dug out of the pyramid in the 1950s,
which shows a dignified leader who might have been Ixmiq.
He is depicted as a stocky man with a long, straight nose, high
cheekbones, Oriental eyes and powerful arms. He wore a tow-
ering headdress, probably omamented in gold and silver, that
must have stood about two feet high and that had feathers and
flowers streaming from it in profusion. He carried a scepter
topped by an animal’s head, a ceremonial robe of cotton and
feathers, and a bunch of flowers. He was naked to the waist,
but wore a kind of sarong and sandals.

Ixmiq certainly was in touch with the Mayas to the far south
and with the nondescript tribes that flourished to the southeast
around what is now Mexico City, for he had a zoo in which he
kept animals from distant areas and in it were birds from the
seacoast areas controlled by the Mayas. But he seems to have
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been ignorant of the dreadful Altomec and Aztec tribes that
were gathering strength in their caves to the north.

It is impossible to guess how large City-of-the-Pyramid was
in those early days, but my father once estimated that it would
have required no fewer than fifteen hundred men to work con-
stantly for forty years to build the first pyramid, and he
guessed that each man would have to be served by three others
who quarried and transported the building blocks. This would
mean about six thousand men, or a total population of some-
where around twenty thousand people. We know from excava-
tions undertaken at the time of the building of the cathedral
and the aqueduct that these people, whatever their number,
lived in a sprawling Indian city built of mud and wood and lo-
cated around the plaza that now serves as the center of moden
Toledo.

I stress these matters because throughout my adult life [
have been irritated by people who glibly suppose that Span-
iards brought civilization to Mexican people who had previ-
ously been barbarians, when this was clearly not the case.

In the year 600 the civilizations of Spain and Mexico were
roughly comparable, except for the fact that the former had
profited from the invention of the wheel, the development of
the alphabet and the knowledge of how to smelt hard metals.
In any event I choose to measure advances in civilization by
noting such things as soundness in the organization of the
state, the humaneness of the religion, the care given to the in-
digent, the protection of trade, the advances in sciences such as
astronomy, and the cultivation of music, dancing, poetry and
other arts. In these vital respects my ancestors in City-of-the-
Pyramid were just about even with my ancestors in Spain and
infinitely far ahead of all who shivered in caves in what would
become Virginia.

In the matter of astronomy, Ixmiq was incredible. He calcu-
lated the orbits of the planets and based his century on the
movements of Venus, whose behavior he had calculated within
an error of only a few days. Unaided, so far as we know, by
a single hint from Europe or Asia, Ixmiq solved most of the
major problems of keeping time and had even discovered that
in the year of 365 days that he had devised, even if he added
four days every thirteen years, at the end of his fifty-two-year
cycle he would still be one day short of the world’s exact
movement, so for that time he added an extra day. It is possi-
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ble that he may have borrowed his major concepts from the
Mayas, but everything he took he perfected.

I have mentioned the portrait believed to be that of Ixmig;
there is another—but some argue that it is not Ixmig—which
shows a man as I like to think he must have been. He is seated
in the center of a huge stone carving and about him are flutes,
trumpets, drums made of snakeskin, and shell homs; pitch pine
from the forest serves as a torch. The ground seems to be cov-
ered with woven mats and ambassadors are waiting to talk
with him.

Ixmiq had fifteen or twenty wives and from one of these
sprang the line that ruled City-of-the-Pyramid for nearly half a
millennium. Around the year 900 one of these descendants
known as Nopiltzin inherited the kingdom, which was now
somewhat changed from the days of Ixmiq. For one thing, the
pyramid had been rebuilt twice in the interim and was now ap-
proaching its present size. The enlargements had been accom-
plished by the simple process of resurfacing the entire structure
with two or three layers of new rocks quarried from the orig-
inal site. Just when these resurfacings took place we do not
know, but each probably occupied the community for fifteen or
twenty years, for with any enlargement the number of blocks
required to cover the structure increased considerably. Thus in
900, when Nopiltzin took command, each side of the huge ed-
ifice was five hundred feet long with a height of about two
hundred feet, producing an enormous flat top for the various
wooden temples that now crowded the platform.

The effectiveness of the pyramid as a religious edifice had
also been enhanced by a simple improvement. Ixmiq’s original
structure had resembled an Egyptian pyramid, with straight,
unbroken edges running from the ground to the platform
above, but in subsequent rebuildings four huge setbacks had
been constructed, yielding four spacious terraces on which re-
ligious celebrations could be held. Furthermore, to provide a
series of terraces, the angle of incline between the various ter-
races varied sharply, with the result that a worshiper standing
at the base of the pyramid and looking upward could see only
so far as the edge of the first terrace; the great temples at the
top were no longer visible and the pyramid seemed to soar into
the clouds.

Up the southern face led a steep flight of steps, which
paused four times at the terraces, and it must have been one of
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the most exciting experiences in Mexico to climb these steps,
not knowing what one was to find at the topmost level; at the
apex one came upon a broad platform, now larger than in
the days of Ixmiq, containing four temples to the rain god, the
gods of earth and sun, and the mysterious serpent god that pro-
tected all things of beauty. There had still, in the days of
Nopiltzin, been no man sacrificed to these gods, although tur-
keys, flowers, musical instruments and cakes were regularly
offered at the four altars.

It is difficult for me to write of what happened next, because
it shows my Indians in a poor light, and this provides fuel for
Christian apologists who preach that when Hemdn Cortés in-
vaded Mexico in 1519 he found it occupied by barbarians to
whom he brought both civilization and Christianity. Even in
900 Nopiltzin’s people were not barbarians, but they became
so lax in guarding their marvelous civilization that they al-
lowed real barbarians to overrun them.

The events I am about to discuss are genuinely historic, for
they derive from records uncovered by archaeologists. Such
records, of course, were written in hieroglyphics and not in
words, for our Indians had no alphabet, but they are at least as
substantial as many related to Europe’s Middle Ages. But in
the reign of Nopiltzin, when the building of pyramids had long
since stopped, the civilization of the high valley fell into a cu-
rious state of apathy. When wars ceased there was nothing to
excite the passions of the citizens; when building halted, there
was nothing to engage their energies.

Some years ago I helped excavate an ancient quarry site that
proved, by carbon dating, that no significant activity had oc-
curred there for a period of three hundred years. How did the
team of which I was the reporter know this? Because at the
site we unearthed much pottery from the early Ixmiq age and
each subsequent period down to 900. Then for three hundred
years, through the 1100s, we found no local pottery of any
kind, and when I asked the leader of our dig what this signi-
fied he explained: “We often sce this phenomenon in Near
East digs. It means the locals had acquired enough wealth that
they could stop making things for themselves and import them
from other regions in which workmen remained at their kilns.”
But at the upper edge of this dead period comes a flood of
Altomec pottery that can be positively dated to about 1200.
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The record was as clear to us as if work sheets had been kept
at the site.

Worship of the old gods seems also to have diminished and
a tradition arose that the flowered serpent had left the area to
return at some future date. Because the high valley was not
plagued by droughts, the god of rain was taken more or less
for granted. The sun god lost his fury, and the goddess of earth
grew prettier and less motherly in her pottery representations.
Peaceful trade relations to the east, south and west had reached
their maximum advantage, and practically every good thing
known to Mexico at large was now available in City-of-the-
Pyramid.

In the year 900, during the reign of Nopiltzin, life was prob-
ably as good in the high valley as it was anywhere on earth,
but some of the older priests, led by their superior, Ixbalanque,
eighty years old and clothed with wisdom and power, ques-
tioned the status quo. Their view was ably voiced by a fiery
younger prelate: “Our citizens are growing soft. They pay no
attention to the old virtues. The king ought to launch some sig-
nificant project to enlist his people’s energies.” When his com-
panions agreed, it fell to High Priest Ixbalanque to present
their concern to the king.

It’s not easy, at this distance from the year 900, to define the
relationship between the old priest Ixbalanque and the young
king Nopiltzin, but it is possible to gain some idea of the story
from what the old murals show and what the archaeologists
have been able to uncover. Power and responsibility among the
Builders was cunningly divided: the king controlled short-term
decisions, the high priest those on which the long-term welfare
of the people depended. The king could declare war and pros-
ecute it; the high priest determined the terms of peace, but
since no wars occurred for long periods, these powers re-
mained in limbo. The king could coliect taxes, but the priest
decided how the money should be spent for the welfare of the
people. And underlying all was the tacit understanding that the
king could never depose the high priest, while the latter could
and sometimes did depose a king who had become ineffective
or corrupt. -

Nevertheless, it was traditional for the high priest always to
defer in private speech and in public display to the king, using
Builder words which were equivalents of our “Sire” and “Maj-
esty.” Thus the illusion was maintained that the king ruled and
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the high priest merely counseled, and for centuries the sys-
tem worked. It was on the basis of this understanding that
High Priest Ixbalanque asked for a private session with King
Nopiltzin.

Ixbalanque: My Ruler, I feel it is imperative that we resur-
face the pyramid.

Nopiltzin: Ridiculous. It’s as big as it ever need be.

Ixbalanque: For a pyramid dedicated to the gods it can never
be said that it is high enough.

Nopiltzin: There is, however, a limit to how we can waste
men’s work.

Ixbalanque: Would you consider building a new pyramid al-
together?

Nopiltzin: Equally foolish.

Ixbalanque: Powerful One, I've studied the crest of a small
hill off to the northeast, and it occurs to me that with no more
effort than it would take to resurface our present pyramid we
could build one there that could be seen for miles. Whoever
entered the valley would know that we served the gods.

Nopiltzin: I cannot sentence my people to the folly of build-
ing useless pyramids. Why do you argue this way?

Ixbalanque: Because 1 have the concemn of our people at
heart.

Nopiltzin: And do pyramids in any way increase the welfare
of our city?

Ixbalanque: No, but engagement upon projects of enormous
size does. It binds our society together and keeps all parts
strong.

Nopiltzin: Now, exactly what is it you want to do?

Ixbalanque: I want to engage our city in some project so stu-
pendous that those who come in later years will say, “They
were crazy to try so much.” Because then I know we will all
-grow stronger. We’ll have something to work for.

‘Nopiltzin: Why do you keep saying the people need some-
thing to work for? Our people have enough food. They have
‘many celebrations with music and flowers. What more do they
need? '

Ixbalanque: I want the spirit of the gods to motivate this
place as it used to. I want our people to dedicate themselves to
something.

Nopiltzin: I don’t understand a word you’re saying.

Ixbalanque: Great One, let me tell you what I mean. Last
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month, when our scouts captured that stranger who said he
came from the north I was present when we interrogated him.
I watched the blaze of wonder that came into his eyes when he
saw our canals and our abundance and our pyramid, and I
could sense that he wanted similar things for his people. I can
imagine him now, telling his savage tribe about the majesty of
our city.

Nopiltzin: I don’t follow you at all.

Ixbalanque: It was the look in his eyes that I'm talking
about. That look of inspiration and wonder. Go out into your
city, Powerful One, and see if you can any longer find that
look in the eyes of your people.

Nopiltzin: There will be no new pyramid. This discussion is
over.

What the king did, in lieu of building a pyramid, is remem-
bered as one of the turning points in the history of Mexico, and
certainly in the history of the Builder Indians. He had for some
time been experimenting with the maguey bushes that grew
luxunantly along the edges of his palace grounds. He loved the
dark green plants that threw twisting arms into the air and he
suspected that the poetic joyousness of the maguey sprang
from some secret hidden in its heart, and this secret he pro-
posed to uncover.

After he had dissected several dozen plants, he found that
each held a certain amount of honey water, a fact that had been
known to the Indians for several thousand years. It occurred to
King Nopiltzin that this honey water must contain the secret of
the maguey, and he tried putting it to many different uses, such
as medication for a cut finger or fertilizer for other plants, but
his experiments led nowhere. In disgust he abandoned the pro-
ject, forgetting a small store of the honey water that he had put
into a clay jar wrapped in cotton cloth.

Some three weeks later he wanted to reuse the clay jar and
found that the honey water had turmed into an opaque whitish
substance thicker than water. He threw this out, but in so doing
some of it got on his fingers and out of curiosity he tasted it.
He found to his surprise that the whitish fluid made his gums
tingle slightly and had a wholly pleasing taste. Tilting the jar
to his lips, he drained the few remaining drops, which he
found more than palatable.

Nopiltzin, realizing that he had found something that might
prove to be of interest, recalled the various steps he had fol-
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lowed and extracted a new supply of honey water from the
maguey, stored it in the same clay jar, wrapped it in the same
cloth and set it aside, planning to open the jar at the end of
three weeks. When the time came, however, he found himself
preoccupied with further proposals being made by the priest
Ixbalanque, who was insisting upon further discussion of the
pyramid project. It was Ixbalanque’s contention, after pro-
tracted consideration of the king’s objections, that the people
of the high valley would continue to find themselves in grow-
ing confusion unless their energies were directed toward some
significant community undertaking, but now the elderly priest
had an entirely new plan.

Ixbalanque: Powerful One, if the rebuilding of the pyramid
is impractical, why not introduce some new god, or elevate one
of the old ones to a position of preeminence?

Nopiltzin: What good would this serve? Our present gods
have proved more than adequate.

Ixbalanque: I sometimes think that you do not appreciate the
great loss our community has suffered with the flight of the
flowered serpent.

Nopiltzin: We have other gods. The loss of one is of no sig-
nificance.

Ixbalanque: I believe you might be overlooking two impor-
tant points. The god who has fled protected those elements of
our life that gave mystery and meaning to the people, and for
such a deity to depart is a sad loss. But I suspect that even
more significant, in the long run, is the fact that a god has been
lost without another of equal importance arising to take his
place.

Nopiltzin: Now how can that be of any worry to the people?

Ixbalanque: They’re not worried about it. Apparently they
don’t even realize that the flowered serpent has really fled.
And you’re not worried about it. But the spirit of this great
valley is worried.

Nopiltzin: How can you claim that?

Ixbalanque: Because when a god departs an emptiness is
left, whether at the moment we appreciate the fact or not. In
time a restlessness sets in. The people become apprehensive.
Life has lost a little of its meaning and the city is in danger.

Nopiltzin: What are you driving at, Ixbalanque?

Ixbalanque: Revered Ruler, I've spent much time thinking
about your objections to the pyramid, and although I am as



INDIAN ANCESTORS: THE BUILDERS 145

sure as ever that I am right in this matter, I do see why you
don’t want to disturb the city and launch a project that might
take thirty or forty years to complete. The people don’t want
it. You don’t want it. And some of the other priests don’t want
it. All right. The pyramid idea is dead.

Nopiltzin: I'm glad you’ve come to your senses.

Ixbalanque: I surrender that idea on the ground of expense.
What I now propose will cost nothing. I propose that the
empty place in our circle of gods be filled by the veneration of
your ancestor Ixmiq, whose spirit broods over this valley.

Nopiltzin: Ixmiq? In some quarters he’s remembered only as
the mad builder who drove his people to construct useless
buildings throughout the valley.

Ixbalanque: He is remembered elsewhere as the man who
gave this city character.

Nopiltzin: Ixmig? I find no affinity in my heart for Ixmiq. I
would feel no pleasure in elevating Ixmiq to the top of the pyr-
amid. None at all. Ixmiq stands for nothing that I stand for.

Ixbalanque: If Ixmiq is unacceptable, we could establish a
new god.

Nopiltzin: What would this accomplish?

Ixbalanque: There would be a sense of vitality in the air.
Women would grow more flowers with which to decorate the
temple of the new god. There would be a fresh spirit at the top
of the pyramid.

Nopiltzin: I was thinking just the other night that at last you
priests have the temples atop the pyramid nicely arranged. To
add another would cause confusion.

Ixbalanque: I see we’re getting nowhere. You fail to under-
stand a thing I'm talking about.

Nopiltzin: I’'m afraid that’s right. But I will listen to this ex-
tent. Suppose we were to create a new god—but no buildings,
mind you. What kind of god would it be?

Ixbalanque: I have given great thought to this, and I wish to
speak without being interrupted, for it is important to this val-
ley that what I have to say be fully understood by the king.

Nopiltzin: I will be most attentive, for up to now I haven’t
understood anything.

Ixbalanque: The god who left us, the serpent with flowery
scales, represented the joyous things of life but also those that
are most difficult to comprehend. Who has seen the spirit of
beauty? Who has ever touched music, or the genesis of a clay
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bowl? Who knows what makes one man an artist and another
completely unskilled? With the flight of the serpent we have
lost our god of beauty. Now I see no reason to try to create an-
other in his place, but it does occur to me that there is a real
and dangerous emptiness in our life, and this must be reme-
died, or I honestly fear that our great city will begin to fall
apart. I have therefore come to the conclusion that we should
have a god who goes far beyond what the flowery serpent rep-
resented. 1 would propose a god who represented nothing of
substance, perhaps a god of the nether sky, or of the darkness
that comes when lightning has vanished, or of this valley, or of
what you and I might think about the day after tomorrow. I be-
lieve that such a god might capture the imagination of our peo-
ple, and at times [ suspect that it might accomplish more even
than the rebuilding of the pyramid.

Nopiltzin: I find all this talk extremely vague.

Ixbalanque: May I give you this illustration to ponder? Do
you remember when we had the last visit from the ambassa-
dors of Tenayuca-by-the-Lake? They spoke of their great god
Tezcatlipoca, and when we tried to identify who he was they
said simply, “The god of the smoking mirror.”” I remember that
you smiled, for who has ever heard of a mirror that smoked?
When I asked further, they said, “The god of the hall where
gods live.” T did not understand this, so I pressed them, and
they replied, “The god of good things done by the sun.” I
pointed out that they already had a god of the sun, but they re-
plied, “Tezcatlipoca is the god of redness but also.the god of
blueness. He is the god of sun, but also the god of night. He
is the god of the warm south but also of the cold north. And
it is improper to speak of Tezcatlipoca as he at all, for
Tezcatlipoca is simply Tezcatlipoca.”

Nopiltzin: 1 was bewildered by what they said.

Ixbalanque: Is it not possible that the greatness of Tenayuca-
by-the-Lake derives from such a god?

Nopiltzin: Have you ever seen Tenayuca? Who says it's
great?

Ixbalanque: Its ambassadors.

Nopiltzin: Who believes ambassadors? I've seen our city
and I’ve seen our simple, honest gods: rain, earth, sun. Do you
know what I think, Ixbalanque? I think it was a good thing
when the flowered serpent left us. He was far too difficult for
our people to understand.
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Ixbalanque: I warn you, Nopiltzin, if you do not restore
something like him our people will perish.

It was following a week of such argument, for the high
priest was so deeply disturbed about the future of his city that
he was determined to challenge the king, that Nopiltzin hap-
pened to remember the long-forgotten clay jar and its contents
of honey water. With some excitement he hurried to the dark
corner where he had placed it, unwound the damp cotton cloth
and smelled the contents. There was the same tempting pun-
gency. Then he tasted, and there was the same tingling in the
mouth. It never occurred to the king that any by-product of the
maguey could be harmful to men of the high valley, so without
fear he took a substantial amount of the liquid into his mouth,
and to his delight the large drink was even more satisfying
than the small. He allowed the new liquid to remain in his
mouth for a moment, then swallowed it. Down into his stom-
ach the tickling stuff passed, and its course was totally pleas-
ing, but exactly how joyous it was going to be the king did not
then appreciate.

Gratified by the tastiness of his converted honey water,
Nopiltzin took four or five additional gulps, and now the magic
of the maguey began to work. The small room in which
Nopiltzin had hidden his clay jar became larger, and the mean
floors acquired a certain sheen. The walls became appreciably
more omate than those of the royal room, which were covered
with cotton-and-silver cloth. The wind, which had been blow-
ing from the north a few moments before, now swung around
to the south and changed to a soft breeze that induced a feeling
of languor.

The king looked out a window to see what had caused this
sudden shift in the wind and he saw walking along the palace
grounds the older sister of one of his queens. For the first time
he realized how beautiful this girl was.

“Greetings, Coxlal!” the king called.

The woman turned in surprise and bowed to Nopiltzin.

“Where are you going?” he shouted rather more loudly than
the distance required.

“I’'m to pick some flowers for the queen,” she explained.

“Well, pick some for me too,” Nopiltzin shouted as the sur-
prised woman moved off toward the gardens.

He felt very good, took another long drink of the liquid and,
when he found that this had exhausted the supply, threw the
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clay jar hard against the splendid wall. The sound of shattering
fragments as they fell to the beautiful floor pleased him and he
cried to no one in particular: “I'd like to talk with Ixbalanque
again. That man had some powerful ideas that I didn’t fully
understand.”

He left the small room and hurried through the palace, and
whereas the distances between rooms had sometimes seemed
excessive to him, on this day they seemed entirely functional
and he was impressed at how charmingly his grandfather had
laid out the sprawling palace. He banged his way unannounced
into the priests’ quarters and shouted in what he intended to be
a commanding voice: “Ixbalanque! I want to talk to you!”

The high priest hurried from an inner sanctum and bowed
with precisely the degree of deference due the royal leader, but
before he was able to rise he felt the king’s right hand slam
down on his shoulder and heard him cry in a voice louder than
usual: “Ixbalanque, my friend, let’s go somewhere quiet, be-
cause now I see everything clearly and appreciate what you’ve
been talking about.”

The priest was pleased and led his king to a quiet arbor
overlooking the pyramid, and here Nopiltzin shouted expan-
sively, pointing to the pyramid: “We’re going to put a new face
on that pile of rocks that will reach from here to here” He in-
dicated dimensions far greater than those the high priest had
suggested.

“You mean,” Ixbalanque asked, “that we can proceed?”’

“In days to come,” the king said, embracing his priest once
more, “the people of this valley will look back upon us as two
of the greatest builders the Builders have ever produced. That
pyramid is going to be so largpe—" He stopped abruptly and
turned away from the great structure. “Explain again about this
curious god the Tenayucans have. What is a smoking mirror?”

Not to be sidetracked by the sudden digression, Ixbalanque
replied, “If we’re going to resurface the pyramid, there will
probably be no need for—"

“Tell me about Tezcatli . . .” As his tongue twisted over the
unfamiliar name he started to giggle. Quickly recovering his
dignity, he moved back a few paces and bellowed: “Tell me
about him.”

Ixbalanque was frightened. He could see that the king was
afflicted with some strange malady, and it would be dreadful if
Nopiltzin were to fall seriously sick before the rebuilding of
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the pyramid was actually launched. Every precaution must be
taken to ensure the king’s health, so the priest suggested,
“Shall 1 take you back to your quarters?”

“You shall not!” Nopiltzin bellowed. “You'll sit here and
tell me about Tezcatli . ..” Again he could get no further.

Seeking to humor the sick man, Ixbalanque began, “The god
Tezcatlipoca stands for the reconciliation of things that cannot
be reconciled.” The old man stopped, for he was afraid that the
king was in no condition to comprehend such matters, but he
soon resumed, for he had become convinced that any commu-
nity must pay allegiance to two kinds of gods.

“We must placate the gods who control our immediate
destinies—the rain god, the earth god and the god of fertility—
but we should also worship some deity who represents a
higher order of thought and who is not concerned with arbitrat-
ing day-to-day problems. Perhaps he is the god from whom the
lesser ones derive their power. Perhaps he is a god infinitely
removed from temporary questions of power, but if we do not
direct ourselves to such a god ...”

When the old priest paused to look directly at his king, he
saw that the monarch had fallen asleep. He didn’t hear a word
I said, Ixbalanque reflected, which is probably a good thing,
because it might have confused him and prevented us from go-
ing ahead with the pyramid. Then he noticed that the king’s
jaw was slack and that his forehead was sweating profusely
while his right arm and shoulder twitched spasmodically. It
was apparent that Nopiltzin was much sicker than Ixbalanque
had originally suspected, so the latter called for help, but when
the servants were carrying the inert king off to bed he suddenly
regained consciousness and, seeing some tame rabbits on the
lawn, broke away to follow the animals, shouting: “T’ll be a
rabbit and I'll be the new god!” Then he saw the old priest and
ran over to embrace him. “Don’t worry, old friend,” he mum-
bled. “Now everything is very clear. It’s as if a hundred suns
have risen.” With this jubilant remark he collapsed completely,
with a beatific smile.

That night, after the king had been put to bed, Ixbalanque
went to a temple at the crest of the pyramid where he con-
vened a meeting of his priests. “We face a difficult situation,”
he told them. “King Nopiltzin has been struck by a fatal mai-
ady and might leave us at any moment.”

“The fever?”
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“Worse. Loss of his mind.” Allowing his subordinates time
to grasp the ominous news, he resumed: “The king has author-
ized us to resurface the pyramid, as we had proposed, but if he
dies before we start, the new king—"

“What we must do,” one of the priests advised, “is start im-
mediately to resurface, because if the task is fairly begun, the
new king won’t feel free to halt it.”

That night the priests remained in the temples atop the pyr-
amid praying that King Nopiltzin would recover from his ill-
ness and survive long enough to let them begin the resurfacing.
At dawn the high priest hurried down the long avenue to the
royal palace to inspect Nopiltzin’s health and to gain final per-
mission for initiating the vast project. '

He found the king in a vile humor, but more distressing was
the fact that Nopiltzin had no recollection of having authorized
the rebuilding of the pyramid. In some confusion Ixbalanque
pleaded, “Don’t you remember looking at the pyramid and
saying that we would make the new version even longer and
higher than I had proposed?”

“Are you insane?” Nopiltzin growled.

“But we agreed on it,” Ixbalanque argued, “and I want to
start digging the trenches today.”

“Then you get yourself a little stick and start digging,”
Nopiltzin snapped.

Ixbalanque decided to be direct: “Are you ill?”

Nopiltzin’s features relaxed slightly and he said: “I do not
feel well, but I'm sure the giddiness will pass. The important
thing is that last evening for a moment I saw everything very
clearly. I know just what we are going to do about the gods.”

“What?” Ixbalanque asked with undisguised eagerness.

“T'll tell you later,” Nopiltzin parried. “But there are two
things I'll tell you right now. We’re not going to build any
pyramid. And we’re not going to import from Tenayuca-by-
the-Lake any god who represents nothing but vague contradic-
tions.”

“What are we going to do?” Ixbalanque pleaded.

“You’ll be most surprised.”

When the high priest left, Nopiltzin went out among his ma-
guey plants and with an obsidian knife-—although my ances-
tors of that period had not discovered durable metal, they did
know how to give hard rock a cutting edge—cut down into the
heart of several plants and drew out by sucking through a hol-
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low gourd enough honey water to fill eight clay jars. These he
wrapped in damp cloth for storing in the dark, and at the end
of three anxious weeks he sampled the results.

He was elated because the honey water had once more
transformed itself into the exciting beverage that he had tasted
earlier. Closing the curtains that protected his apartment, he be-
gan to drink the liquor seriously, and before long the animated
visions that had so pleased him at the first testing returned.
Knowing that many problems beset the high priest, he sum-
moned Ixbalanque, threw his arms about the old man, and
cried in a half-tearful voice, “Ixbalanque, you are going to get
your god!’

The priest struggled to free himself from the embrace and
asked: “Will you remember tomorrow what you say today?”

Nopiltzin ignored this and said, “I have discovered a new
god.”

“Where?”

“In the heart of the maguey plant.”

The king led Ixbalanque into the darkened room where the
eight clay jars stood and pointed to his ueasure. “A god lies
hidden there, Ixbalanque, and 1 shall introduce you to him.”
Going to one of the jars, the king poured his guest a substantial
helping of the liquid and invited the priest to drink. With some
apprehension Ixbalanque lifted the cup to his lips and for the
first time tasted the beverage that was to become known as
pulque.

As the afternoon wore on, Ixbalanque noticed that under the
.influence of pulque the king became more and more expansive
while he, Ixbalanque, became increasingly suspicious. He
could feel the strange liquid altering his normal behavior and
tried to fight against it; he had the distinct suspicion that the
pulque was usurping a function that any man should keep for
himself or allocate to the gods. He was on the point of formu-
lating what that function was when Nopiltizin grabbed a flute
and began playing delicious music, whereupon Ixbalanque
found himself a drum, and after only a few moments of fren-
zied playing, the entire situation began to clear up for the high
priest.

“We play better than the temple musicians,” Ixbalanque an-
nounced gravely.

“We’re going to have a temple on top of the new

pyramid—"
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“Are we going ahead with the rebuilding after all?”

“Old friend, if you want a new pyramid, you get a new pyr-
amid. See that tree over there? We’re going to put so many
blocks of stone on that old pyramid that it will be higher than
the tree.”

“Marvelous,” Ixbalanque shouted, banging his drum with re-
newed vigor.

For five or six hours the king and the high priest drank pul-
que and reamranged the business of the high valley. There
would be a new pyramid and new laws, grouchy elderly offi-
cials would be demoted, and the high priest would arrange a
marriage between the king and his wife’s oldest sister, even
though such a union was forbidden by custom. In the sixth
hour the king began to run around on all fours like a rabbit and
he invited the high priest to do the same.

“No,” Ixbalanque said, “if you are the rabbit, I am the coy-
ote, and I'm going to catch you!”

Together the two leaders of the state crawled around the
king's chambers, Nopiltzin leaping like a rabbit and Ixbalanque
yelping like a coyote, until the chase became so noisy that the
queen sent her older sister to see what was happening. When
that austere and ugly woman pushed aside the curtains, she
was aghast to find the two men rolling around the floor, but
this reaction soon turned to utter confusion when the king saw
her, leaped across the room on all fours, and grabbed her by
the knees, pulling her down onto the floor beside him.

“I’ve found my darling little rabbit!” he shouted.

“Oh no!” the high priest barked in protest. “Only coyotes
can have little rabbits.” He leaped past the king and started bit-
ing the queen’s sister on the forearm, whereupon she screamed,
and he suddenly came to his senses. In amazement and confu-
sion he rose, brushed himself off and looked down at his king,
who was still groveling on the floor, holding the woman by the
knees.

“Nopiltzin!” the priest cried. “Get up!”

With some difficulty, for he had been drinking for some
hours before the arrival of the high priest, Nopiltzin released
his sister-in-law and staggered to his feet. The astonished
woman adjusted her clothing and fled, while the king banged
himself on the temples to clear his head. Mouthing ill-formed
words, he asked: “What were we doing, down on the floor?
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I’ve always thought of her as the ugliest woman in the high
valley.”

That night Ixbalanque, once more in command of his rea-
soning powers, walked disconsolately among the temples atop
the pyramid, and in trying to understand what had happened
that confusing afternoon he reached several frightening conclu-
sions. Under questioning, after the queen’s sister had left,
Nopiltzin had assured his priest that the strange liquid had con-
sistently reliable power: the same results had been achieved
with each batch. Furthermore, it could be easily made. Finally,
when one was drinking it, a god did indeed seem to inhabit
one. There was a sense of excitement and colors seemed
brighter. What was most shocking was that during the time
when the god of pulque had been in command, the queen’s sis-
ter had actually been a rather attractive woman, so that when
he, Ixbalanque, had attacked her and started nibbling her arm,
what he had really wanted to do was to drive the king away,
tear off the woman’s clothes and enjoy her.

“There will be no new pyramid,” the high priest admitted in
the darkness that enveloped the top of the pyramid. “The god
of the smoking mirror, which might have saved us, will not be
welcome. The flowered serpent is gone with his sponsorship of
beauty, and I'm afraid that all we have accomplished in the
high valley is in danger.” He looked down at the sleeping city,
then one of the loveliest and best governed in Mexico, and
sensed accurately that the great decline had begun, that subtle
dry rot that overtakes socictics when vision and grand design
have been surrendered. In anguish he went to the dormitory
where his priests slept and cried: “Brothers! I need your coun-
sel!” and long after midnight the guardians of the high valley’s
conscience debated the most danger-filled question the clergy
ever had to confront: “The king seems to have lost control of
his powers to govern. Shall we depose him?” The younger
men listened in bewilderment as Ixbalanque reported the king’s
curious behavior while saying nothing of his own when he was
galloping about as a coyote.

Relying only on what the high priest had told them, the
group could reach no conclusion about deposing the king, and
Ixbalanque was left with the dismal realization that he must act
but had no idea of what that action should be. In his confusion
he asked two of his senior advisers to walk with him among
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the temples he and they were supposed to serve and protect,
and in the darkness he revealed the cause of his consternation.

“It has a potent magic. It's made from the liquid at the heart
of the maguey, so it must be sacred. When you drink it, you
weigh less. Your eyes see colors more clearly. Your tongue is
loosened and you become a golden-voiced orator.” At this
point he stopped, looked out over the valley below and con-
fided: “When I drank some of the new liquid and looked at
Coxlal, the queen’s ugly sister, she became sixteen years old,
a ravishing princess.”

“It must be magic,” one of the priests said. “We must pro-
tect our city from the king’s madness.”

In the dark hour before dawn, Ixbalanque faced the critical
problem: “I think we must consider carefully the king’s fu-
ture,” and now his colleagues knew he was speaking of depo-
sition. Beating his fists against his chest, Ixbalanque cried: “I
shouid have forced a change years ago. Well, I'll perform my
duties now,” and he returned to the dormitory, where he roused
his two advisers and whispered: “The king must go. This city
must be saved.” And he hastened down the long flight of stone
steps to the level below, where he went immediately to his
quarters and prepared for the painful meeting at which he
would inform the king that his reign was over.

But one of the priests who had learmed of the decision scur-
ried down the stone steps in the breaking dawn and alerted the
king to what was afoot, so that when Ixbalanque appeared at
the palace, the king was waiting with two henchmen secreted
behind a wall. Since Nopiltzin had spent the previous night
drinking huge drafts of pulque, his capacity for understanding
what the high priest wanted to tell him was severely blunted,
but at the first sign that Ixbalanque had come to recommend
abdication, he flew into a towering rage and, summoning his
two thugs, shouted: “Kill him!” and the obsidian daggers,
gleaming black in the moming sunlight, plunged into the chest
of the high priest.

As he fell at the king’s feet he looked up to see his drunken
monarch and mumbled: “We shall have a new god, but it
won't be the one we need,” and he perished, the one man who
might have saved the civilization of the Builders.

For the next two hundred years, roughly 900 to 1100, which is
not an insignificant length of time as the lives of nations go,
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City-of-the-Pyramid enjoyed one of the greatest levels of hu-
man happiness ever attained by an early organized community.
There was no war, no hunger, no forced labor on state projects,
no human sacrifice, no grinding social injustice. Some were
rich and some were poor, but the gap between the two was not
immense. There was an army of sorts, but it played no signif-
icant role in the affairs of state. Adultery was punished se-
verely so as to protect the family, and there was even a rude
educational system that enabled even the poorest of boys to
rise to the priesthood.

What gave City-of-the-Pyramid its greatest distinction, how-
ever, was its worship of the god of pulque. The beverage was
fermented in great amounts at maguey plantations, which now
occupied fields that had once produced only cactus. For mile
after mile the spidery arms of the blue-green maguey twisted
into the air like the flames of earth, and one of the most com-
mon sights in the high valley was the maguey harvester pass-
ing among his plants, armed with a hollow gourd, one end of
which he pressed into the heart of the plant while the other end
was kept in his mouth. Then, by sucking vigorously, he drew
up the honey water, depositing it in large gourd buckets which
carried it to the fermenting areas, where it was transformed
into pulque, the beer, the wine of Mexico.

One of the curiosities of history is that the god of pulque
was named Four Hundred Rabbits, since the king who had dis-
covered the drink feit that any man, given enough pulque,
could be as carefree as four hundred rabbits. There was a tem-
ple to Four Hundred Rabbits—not a large one because the high
valley’s energy for building had long since been dissipated.
The god was represented by a green stone statue of a rabbit
with ears like a maguey leaf, and he was perpetually sur-
rounded by flowers of four colors. A troupe of dancers was
usually in attendance at his temple and the outer walls of the
little structure were festooned with gourds and garlands of
fruit. Celebrations in honor of Four Hundred Rabbits consisted
of music and singing, the buming of nopal-and-rubber incense,
and all who worshiped the god were supposed to be gentle,
happy and, above all, kind. It is no exaggeration to say that
Four Hundred Rabbits was the loveliest god who ever reigned
in Mexico.

Although I’'m an American and not a trained historian, I be-
lieve I'm entitled to make a judgment about the reign of King
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Nopiltzin because, through a quirk of Mexican history, I was
born a lineal descendant of the king: my grandfather married
an Indian woman who sprang directly from his line. So when
I try to evaluate his performance I am speaking not of some
Indian stranger long dead but of my own ancestor. My sum-
mary of his reign is this. The god of pulque acquired a signif-
icance greater than that of any other deity. No priest like
Ixbalanque tried to call the city back to its high destiny, and
the king, unlike tough old Ixmig, did not dream of building a
city so powerful and vast that it would be a monumental trib-
ute to the gods. Instead, king and priest alike worshiped fairly
constantly at the shrine of Four Hundred Rabbits, and a hazy
indifference settled over the city and the entire valley.

I am convinced by various murals that life in the latter years
of Nopiltzin’s reign was very good indeed. There is evidence
from some of the memorials dug up around Mexico City that
other states looked upon City-of-the-Pyramid as the apex of
accomplishment, and the decorated pottery and featherwork
produced in the high valley was treasured even as far south as
present-day Guatemala. Some of the songs composed in those
years are still sung in Mexico, including the one that accompa-
nies the hilarious pulque dance that tourists love to photo-
graph: the singers jig up and down on one foot like rabbits
while bystanders bark like coyotes. Tradition claims that
Nopiltzin himself composed both the music and the dance.

But after his death the city began to decline. As the years
passed, artists in the rest of Mexico began to depict City-of-
the-Pyramid not as a triangle accompanied by a flute but as an
Indian dignitary whose many headdresses were cocked to one
side, as if he were drunk. The envy of others had given way
to contempt, even by local artists.

And there was an ominous development whose menace the
rulers of the city were too befuddied by pulque to appreciate.
From time to time, starting in the year 992, when Nopiltzin
was long dead, a strange group of Indians who occupied caves
far to the north began wandering down to the high valley; we
know this from the decorated pottery of the period. Invariably
they are depicted as barbarians, ugly and ferocious people
lacking the graciousness that had marked the citizens of City-
of-the-Pyramid. We find not a shred of evidence that any of
the pulque people appreciated the significance of these strag-
glers. Just as the rest of civilized Mexico now treated the
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Builders with contempt, so the latter dismissed the northern
barbarians as insignificant.

One aspect of this darkening period around the year 1000
saddens me, for it reflects on what 1 had come to think of as
“my people.” The descendants of Ixmiq, those fine people who
had built some of the grandest structures in all the Americas,
would be known in history only as the Drunken Builders, a
name taken from the days of their decline. This misnomer has
deluded many into thinking that men who were habitually
drunk could have built those enduring memorials. I think those
ancestors of mine should more generously be termed the Beau-
tiful Builders Who Took to Drink. But I know that’s too cum-
bersome, for historians, like us journalists, seem always to
prefer the simplification, whether it represents the truth or not.
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INDIAN ANCESTORS:
THE ALTOMECS

Nopiltzin was preoccupied with the discovery of pul-

que, there existed in a series of dark caves along a net-
work of rivers that ran through the steaming jungles several
hundred miles north of Mexico City a tribe of Indians who for
three or four thousand years, at least, and possibly much
longer, had kept alive in their tribal traditions memory of an
age when they had lived in a high place. This recollection was
so persistent that after the Conquest the tribe was given the
name Altomec, a mixture of Spanish and Indian meaning
“Those who seek a high place,” but during the time of which
I speak they were called by others either the Cave People or
the Followers of Glittering-Fish Color-Bird.

They were a short-statured, very dark people. Their standard
of living was abysmal. In three or four thousand years, hud-
dling in their caves, they had failed to invent cloth, or to de-
velop any simple decoration for their pottery, or to tame the
turkey. But they had made two discoveries that were to remake
the history of Mexico. Along with their relatives, the Aztecs,
who were a little more advanced, the Cave People had leared
the effectiveness of organized tribal action, and they had found
a god ideally suited to lead them.

“Their capacity for unified movement was remarkable, and
all during the first half of the eleventh century their rulers sent
out disciplined bodies of men to scout the rest of Mexico in
the search for a new homesite, for it had become apparent that
continued life in the caves was not desirable. Some of these
scouting parties penetrated as far south as the arcas beyond
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Guatemala. Others had spied upon the lands of the Drunken
Builders, and these had reported favorably on that domain.

Sometime about 1050 the Cave People decided to abandon
the caves. Loading their men and women with heavy burdens,
they set forth with rude implements, statues of their god
weighing thousands of pounds, seeds, gourd baskets, totems of
one kind or another and hundreds of small children. Each year,
from September to April, they moved a few miles from their
old camping ground to a new site, where in the spring they
planted the seeds they had been carrying through the winter.
For five months they tended their crops and during another
month they harvested, and then they pushed south. Scouting
parties were constantly probing the areas ahead and for a pe-
riod of ten years it was intended that they would settle some-
where in the Yucatidn peninsula. It was a strange fact that most
of the people in the areas spied upon by these nomads were
not aware of their presence, so stealthy were their operations.
But they did leave a trail, for wherever they probed, a few lo-
cal men would mysteriously disappear; Glittering-Fish Color-
Bird required the constant sacrifice of young warriors.

The powerful god of the Cave People acquired its name
Glittering-Fish Color-Bird in this curious way.

Sometime around the birth of Christ the Cave People had
seen in a river a fish whose scales seemed to be made of some
glittering substance that caught the sun and held it prisoner.
After three days of marveling at the phenomenon, the priests
proclaimed the fish a god, for it was apparent that it had some
control over the sun, and for six or seven hundred years it was
worshiped as one of the Cave People’s principal deities.

In the year 753, three hundred years before the Cave People
set forth on their tribal journey through Mexico, one of their
scouting parties brought back from Guatemala a dead speci-
men of that extraordinary bird the quetzal, whose bright
bronze-green and red plumage and immensely long tail would
excite all Indian tribes who saw it. The priests were convinced
that no such bird could have been placed on earth without the
direct intervention of the gods, so on the spot they added the
divinity of this colorful bird to that of the glittering fish to cre-
ate one god.

When trying to explain Glittering-Fish Color-Bird to people
who do not know Mexico, I have found it helpful to remind
them that the god was a composite whose two halves had orig-
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inated seven centuries apart. Glittering-Fish was a primal god
who could be represented by any kind of shimmering material,
and since the Cave People had no metal of any kind, they used
waxy leaves, fish scales, polished bones and human tecth to in-
dicate the glittering quality of their deity. The glitter also rep-
resented the movement of water that brought fish, the
movement of the heavens that brought the growing seasons,
and the radiance of the sun. Thus Glittering-Fish was one of
the most practical gods in Mexican history, and one of the
most serviceable, for he served as intermediary with the rivers,
the fields, the flowers and the life-giving sun.

The attributes of glorious Color-Bird, represented by feath-
ers, flowers and iridescent stones, were the intangible virtues
such as love of beauty—even though the Cave People were de-
ficient in this—honesty and loyalty. Color-Bird was worshiped
by displaying before him featherwork, bouquets of flowers and
costumed dancers. The figure chosen to represent this benign
deity was, appropriately, an androgynous figure with a benev-
olent countenance and an all-embracing smile.

About the year 1000, a small group of priests serving the
Cave People decided that their tribe might be better guided if
their rather languid god Glittering-Fish Color-Bird was re-
placed by one with more clearly defined manly virtues. One of
the younger priests, a man of vision and vigor, argued: “If we
are ever to move south into the good lands we've been scout-
ing, we’ll meet enemies who will want to prevent us from
coming into their territory. Since we’ll have to fight them to
gain what we need, we must have a god who will lead us in
battle.” So slowly the priests began to transform Glittering-Fish
Color-Bird into a more commanding figure with more rigorous
demands. His smile became a scowl, his hands held not flow-
ers but obsidian-studded maces. He now gave the impression
of being eager to lead men into battle rather than to protect
them in their homes and fields.

This new god, taller and bigger than his predecessor, de-
manded for tribute not flowers and colored feathers but war
clubs, obsidian daggers and shields made of closely woven
matting. At his stone feet a hollow was kept filled with short
lengths of wood to feed the fire that smoldered perpetually,
producing soot that darkened the figure and gave it a menacing
look.

The transformed god transformed his worshipers. Under his
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triumphant guidance the Cave People moved slowly but stead-
ily south, thrusting aside small communities of Indians less
well organized than they and occupying always more attractive
land. In these first years of their migration they met no armed
resistance, but they felt confident that if battle was forced upon
them they would win.

Even with their new, belligerent god the Cave People might
have proved a commendable force in Mexican history if they
had not remained totally ignorant. If their priests had been
aware of the extraordinary discoveries in astronomy made a
thousand years before by Indians in other parts of Mexico they
would not have found it necessary to initiate the horrible rites
that have severely damaged their image in later years.

For more than three thousand years, leamned men in various
parts of Mexico, priests and astronomers alike, had been aware
that in what we now call the month of December the sun wan-
dered each day farther and farther south until, as the twenty-
first of December approached, it looked as if it might continue
its flight south until it disappeared altogether. Primitive men
must have feared that it would never return, so curious rites,
mainly involving sacrifices, were invented to lure it back, and
since they invariably worked, they became fixed in religious
practices. But thoughtful men deduced the rules governing the
seasons and realized that the sun was bound to return to per-
form its functions whether or not it was appeased by rites of
any kind. Had the Cave People known this simple fact the
abominations I am about to describe would not have happened.

The Cave priests repeatedly told their people: “We sacrificed
to our gods, and the sun came back. If we had not, our crops
would never have grown and we would have starved,” and the
listeners agreed, for they saw that the sun did return. But as the
first millennium ended, the priests argued: “Since you are de-
termined to move south in search of better living, sooner or
later we will encounter strong tribes who will forbid us to
touch their land. So we need his continued help in new and
more persuasive ways to ask our god to help us. To a god lead-
ing us in battle, the offering of fruit and flowers is no longer
proper. Our god deserves the ultimate sacrifice, a human being,
one a day in the critical period, so that he not only will dis-
suade the sun from leaving us in the chill darkness but also
will guarantee our victory in battle.”

When one listener asked, “How will the sacrificial man be
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chosen?” the high priest replied quickly: “No member of the
Cave People will ever be selected. We will offer only enemy
soldiers we have captured in battle. The best and the bravest,
men of valor. Our god will recognize them as major gifts and
will be eager to help us, so let us accept this new form of wor-
ship gladly.”

On a day in mid-December when the sun was perilously
low, citizens assembled in the area facing the image of the new
god and watched as a prisoner from a recently vanquished tribe
was brought forth, a handsome young warrior who had fought
with valor and who now stared defiantly at his captors. He was
half led, half dragged toward a huge rounded log, and four
priests, grabbing his ankles and wrists, lifted him high in the
air and then brought him down forcefully on his back across
the log. In this position the young warrior looked into the eyes
of a ferocious priest who approached with a long, sharp dag-
ger, which he drove into the prisoner’s chest under the last rib
and across the belly. Reaching with his left hand into the cav-
ity to tear out the living heart, he offered it as food for the god
of battle.

The people were awed by the terrible power of their new
god, that he could command such a sacrifice, and in the days
that followed they watched five successive ritual murders. Af-
ter the final sacrifice everyone gathered in a public square to
spend the night in prayer and religious ritual, imploring the sun
to return. As dawn approached, a priest who was monitoring
the sun’s movement turned to the waiting crowd and shouted
triumphantly: “The sun has halted his flight south. He’s com-
ing back to save us.”

Later, in a year when no prisoners were taken for the good
reason that this barren part of Mexico had no inhabitants, De-
cember approached with no captives to sacrifice. But the ritual
had become so sacred, so vital, in the life of the Cave People,
that it was an easy transition from sacrificing enemy warriors
to plunging the obsidian knife into the chest of the tribe’s own
warriors. Within the space of a mere fifty years the priests had
convinced the Cave People that this was the noblest way to
leave this earth, a death that was more to be desired than life
itself.

In their first encounters with other tribes, the wandering
Cave People gained significant victories, and so grateful were
they to Glittering-Fish Color-Bird that they dropped the com-
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plex double name and referred to him thereafter simply as War
God. His original attributes were ignored, and few in the wibe
remembered that he had once been their god of fertility and
beauty.

After they had been wandering for thirty years in the general
direction of Yucatdn, they encamped somewhere in north-
central Mexico—the place has never been identified—which
was entirely different from their riverbank home: it was a
broad, arid plain whose fields were surrounded by cactus. Here
they stayed for about half a century to recoup strength, during
which they introduced certain innovations. First, they were so
impressed by the cactus plant that when there was no one sur-
viving who could remember the caves they renamed them-
selves the Cactus People. Second, from the tanned skins of
large snakes that infested the area they built themselves a huge
drum that they beat whenever they were to offer 2 human sac-
rifice. Third, they were so fascinated by the soaring eagles that
guarded the cactus plains that they adopted the habit of dress-
ing their chief warriors in costumes that made them look like
eagles, and it was these fighters who would soon be dreaded
by much of Mexico.

A fourth change was one that occurred in the hearts of the
people, for when the leaders decided that the time was ripe for
a major thrust at some area in which they could settle perma-
nently and cease their aimless wandering, the priests advised:
“For an adventure of this magnitude, in which we may have to
wage prolonged war against well-prepared adversaries, we
should carry with us a powerful image of our god, one that re-
minds us of his strength and our enemies of his power.” (Up
to this time other peoples had been known as strangers, now
anyone not of their clan carried automatically the label of en-
emy.)

Accordingly a hideous image was carved that represented a
tyrant who sat in judgment not only of captives hauled before
him but also of his own people. Held between his knees was
a stone bowl, into which were thrown the still-pulsing human
hearts ripped from the chests of living men. Smoke, emblem of
the power of fire, curled about the figure, which in the years
of its horrible existence became blackened with soot, and al-
ways there was that bottornless bowl into which heart after
heart was thrown.

After the harvest period in the year 1130 the Cactus People
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held a convocation where in a two-day period they sacrificed
four hundred and eighty men, of whom nineteen were Drunken
Builders who had been surprised on a hunting trip. They were
the first Indians from the high valley to die at the hands of War
God. The military leaders and the priests presented the people
with options: “One scouting party proposes yearly marches un-
til the rich lands of Yucatin are reached, and rich they are, but
the distance is endless, requiring so many years to traverse,
that some of you would not live to see it.”” The people shouted
down this proposal, so the leaders continued: “Other scouts
have found a lake region only two years distant. But it has no
high land in the vicinity except smoking volcanoes.” To this
the people cried: “We want no burning mountain,” and it was
rejected. At this impasse, the high priest spoke: “There is one
land that I myself have seen. It lies not far away, set among
hills. It is a high valley, the kind of land our people have al-
ways sought, and it contains a man-made mountain upon
which the present inhabitants have erected their temple. It al-
most looks as if it were waiting for our War God.”

“Are the people living there warlike?” the king asked.

“We’ve engaged them in minor skirmishes,” the high priest
assured him, “and they are easy prey. War God has assured us
that we can capture their city.”

At the time of this meeting, City-of-the-Pyramid and its sup-
porting countryside counted a population of about sixty thou-
sand, whereas the nomadic Cactus People could not have
numbered more than five thousand; furthermore, each year up-
ward of a hundred of the best Cactus warriors were sacrificed
to War God, which constantly weakened the tribe, but on the
other hand the weak, the worn-out and the blind were also
killed off, which constantly strengthened it.

The elite warriors that remained were among the most effec-
tive fighting men in Mexico and the idea of engaging an en-
emy twelve times their number in no way disturbed them.
From having defeated many different tribes they had accumu-
lated some of the most advanced weapons of the age: obsidian
war clubs, shields of hardened wood, mechanical spear-
throwers, and sharp-tipped arrows. Their War God was deco-
rated with turquoise and silver, which made him flash when
fires were lighted at his feet and magnified his aura of evil
menace.

The Cactus People were convinced that sixty thousand lack-
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adaisical Drunken Builders could not withstand them. There-
fore, in the year 1130 the Cactus People decided to move
slowly but with constant pressure against City-of-the-Pyramid
and occupy it. For the first fifteen years of this slow encroach-
ment the Drunken Builders were not even aware that hostile
forces were approaching, but in the spring of 1145 they awak-
ened to the fact that the nomads were encamped only sixty
miles away. Although there was consternation, no one knew
what to do about the distressing situation.

During these critical years, the king of the Drunken Builders
was Tlotsfn, a descendant of Nopiltzin, the discoverer of pul-
que, and of all that his ancestors had accomplished in the high
valley Tlotsin appreciated most the brewing of this beverage.
He could not be called a hopeless drunkard, but he did find
solace in drink.

In 1145, when the Cactus People were a definite threat,
Tlotsin was thirty-three and married to a keen-eyed girl of
twenty named Xolal, who was particularly sensitive to the dan-
ger posed by the invaders because her father had been sent as
an ambassador to the Cactus People some years earlier when
they were still some hundred miles to the north and they had
promptly sacrificed him to their War God. At the time Xolal
had wanted the king to dispatch a force to punish the murder-
ers, but Tlotsin, who was then wooing her, argued: “They’re
barbarians! You’ve got to take into account that they don’t
know the customs of civilized states.”

“They killed an ambassador,” Xolal protested.

“They probably don’t know what an ambassador is,” Tlotsin
rationalized.

“They’re a hideous people and they worship a hideous god,”
Xolal said.

“Our scouts tell me there are only four or five thousand of
them,” the king said lightly. “Two generations ago they were
living in caves.”

But when, in 1146, the Cactus People sent an armed group
within a few miles of the city and captured a band of Tlotsin’s
people, hauling all the men back to their camp to serve as liv-
ing sacrifices, City-of-the-Pyramid was finally forced to ac-
knowledge the existence of a powerful enemy.

“They worship a monstrous god,” reported a man who had
escaped from his captors. “He feeds only on human hearts.
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Any man captured by them is stretched across an altar and his
heart is ripped out while he is still breathing.”

The escaped prisoner’s description of the god did not so
much terrify the Drunken Builders as fascinate them, and men
began to speculate on what life would be like if the invaders
triumphed. There was discussion of how it would feel to be
flung across an altar with a knife at one’s chest, and it was
generally concluded that any god that could command such de-
votion must be more important than the pallid ones worshiped
in City-of-the-Pyramid.

“There’s only a handful of them,” Tlotsin temporized, “and
it isn’t logical to suppose that they could cause trouble to a
large city like ours.”

Xolal, who made every effort to discover as much as she
could about the enemy, became convinced that they did intend
to occupy the high valley permanently, and she argued: “They
are few now, and they have not yet crossed the mountains into
our valley. Let us drive them back now, lest they invade our
fields and, strengthened by our food supply, become too strong
for us to oppose.”

In fairness to King Tlotsin, it must be said that there was not
much he could do, for during the golden age of the Drunken
Builders there had been no knowledge of war and therefore no
need for an army. Complacently Tlotsin took refuge in the
thought, Something will happen and they will go away.

But when Xolal persisted in argning for defensive action
King Tlotsin produced a map that showed the high valley se-
cure within its rim of hills and explained indulgently, “The
Cactus People are here beyond the hills, and we are safe in-
side. Before they reach us they must pass Valley-of-Plenty,
which has always been our outpost, and when they see how
strong we are”—he pointed triumphantly at the distant
valley—"their scouts will report how many we are and how
few they are, and they will depart along this river.”

To this reasoning Xolal replied, “Three years ago they were
far away and we did nothing. Next year they will occupy
Valley-of-Plenty and it will be theirs.”

“If that occurs,” the king replied resolutely, “we shall have
to do something.”

In 1147, as Xolal had predicted, the Cactus People and their
puissant god moved to the crest of the protecting hills, but to
her surprise they did not attack Valley-of-Plenty. Instead they
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waited for their own meager crops to ripen, after which their
priests decreed that anyone with even a slight physical defect
must be killed off. Eighty of the best warriors were also sac-
rificed, and at the height of the religious frenzy thus induced,
the Cactus People rushed through the passes and down into
Valley-of-Plenty, capturing or killing all those at the Drunken
Builder outpost. They sacrificed every one of their captives
and rededicated the area as Valley-of-the-Dead, a name that
has continued to this day.

“Now we have gof to do something,” King Tlotsin said, and
he summoned his advisers, who argued back and forth futilely
all through the winter of 1148. When the autumn came, more
Drunken Builders were captured and there was another ghastly
series of sacrifices, after which the Cactus People moved
closer to the city.

Some of the younger men, encouraged by Xolal, proposed
conscripting an army that would drive the invaders away, but
King Tlotsin opposed this with determination. “We would only
anger them,” he cautioned, and the year progressed with still
no decision, except that a delegation of ambassadors was dis-
patched. This time the Cactus People did not cut out the emis-
saries’ hearts. “See!” Tlotsin said to his advisers. “They are
becoming civilized.”

“Did our ambassadors win any concessions?” Queen Xolal
demanded.

“No,” the king replied, “but at least they weren’t sacrificed,
and that’s progress.” The Cactus People made progress in an-
other direction, too. When the crops were in, they moved even
closer to the city. )

The year 1149 was a critical one, for it became evident that
if the Cactus People were to usurp any more ficlds the
Drunken Builders would begin to experience shortages in food.
Now something had to be done, so against his better judgment
King Tlotsin authorized the formation of a battle corps that
would march against the intruders and convince them that they
‘must come no nearer the city. It was an exciting day when the
corps assembled and its inexperienced generals fortified them-
selves with-liberal drafts of pulque, which gave them all the
courage they needed. There were banners and drums and flutes
-and ferocious-looking headdresses designed to frighten the en-
emy.

Some four thousand men marched out from City-of-the-



168 MEXICO

Pyramid and against them the Cactus People dispatched seven
hundred rock-hard warriors. Sustained by an absolute belief in
their War God, these skilled warriors hacked their way right
into the middle of the enemy army and with no great struggle
carried off more than twelve hundred prisoners.

That afternoon, while the remnants of King Tlotsin’s demor-
alized army were creeping back to the city, the Cactus People
hauled their god to the scene of the battle, and while the ap-
palled citizens of the city looked down from the terraces of
their pyramid, the captives were lined up and led one by one
to the altar, across which they were stretiched by powerful
priests while their hearts were ripped out and fed to the hungry
War God. The citizens of City-of-the-Pyramid could identify
their husbands and sons as they came before the awful deity,
and they couid hear their fina! shrieks of agony as the swift
daggers plunged into their breasts. They could also see the
smoking fires as they enveloped the god and the bowl of pul-
sating hearts that was constantly replenished.

The aftermath of this terrifying day could not have been pre-
dicted. The Cactus People made no effort to assault the city.
They merely kept their god on the spot where he had gained
a significant victory and from time to time his priests sacri-
ficed whatever captives were taken on raids throughout the
countryside. The harvest of 1149 was gamered and a thanks-
giving celebration was held, at which over three hundred vic-
tims were sacrificed in plain view of any who wanted to watch
from City-of-the-Pyramid. In 1150 new crops were planted and
in the autumn of that year they were harvested to the accom-
paniment of a celebration fuily as bloody as those that had pre-
ceded. The next year a new crop was planted, this time less
than a hundred yards from the northern base of the pyramid.

Within the city a great debate was being waged. In his pub-
lic speeches King Tlotsin maintained that within a year or so
the Cactus People would go away, but sometimes when he
drank in private with his closest advisers he would say in the
fourth or fifth hour, “Now I see it all very clearly. We should
have opposed them when they were camped beyond the hills.
Before they captured our grain fields.” But when his council
asked him directly, “What shall we now do?” he never had any
clear idea. He kept repeating: “I feel sure that sooner or later
they will go away.”

Queen Xolal in these days moved among the people trying
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to make them rise to some supreme effort. She often argued,
“Granted that we were defeated that first time, and granted that
we lost some of our best men. Look at the Cactus People!
Each year they willingly sacrifice many of their bravest war-
riors and each year they return stronger than before. We too
could muster our strength.” To her despair, her pleas went un-
heeded because the great snakeskin drum beyond the pyramid
would begin to throb and the people would throng to the walls
and rooftops to watch yet another gruesome scene of bloody
sacrifice; becoming transfixed by the barbarity, they would
wonder among themselves: “How many of us will they sacri-
fice when they capture the city?” And it was an appalling fact
that as the sacrifices continued, the people of the city became
increasingly engrossed in conjecturing when it was going to
happen to them, and how it would feel, and how great the War
God must be if he could command such devotion; so before
Xolal could devise a plan to ward off disaster, and before the
drunken king could make up his mind on what to do, the city
had virtually surrendered from within.

In midsummer of the year 1151 the Cactus People simply
walked into City-of-the-Pyramid and occupied all buildings.
There was no fighting, no massacre, not even any negotiation.
They came in not from the north, which would have disturbed
their ripening crops, but from the east, where the roads were
good.

July, August and September passed without a single
Drunken Builder being killed by the Cactus People. They
were, of course, pressed into service for harvesting the crops,
and some six thousand were assigned the task of tearing down
everything on top of the pyramid to make way for an imposing
temple in which was to be seated the hideous statue of War
God. Since the Cactus People admitted that, unlike the
Drunken Builders, they were not skilled craftsmen, they ap-
pointed a team of the best local stone carvers to construct a
new statue of War God, and it is interesting to note that we
have on clay tablets fine portraits of the old version in wood
and the new in stone—you can study them at the Palafox Mu-
seum in Toledo—and what is most notable is that in the new
stone version every trace of the original god who had nour-
ished these people in the caves is gone. There is a slight indi-
cation of a glittering fish, but the iridescence comes from
jewels in the handle of a war club, and there is a hint of a
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quetzal feather, but it is really the hair of a victim. The new
god who was to occupy the apex of the ancient pyramid was
remorseless, warlike and terrifying; and he clasped between his
knees a bowl of stone much deeper and wider than the original
one.

As the end of harvest approached, and as the newly carved
image of War God was installed in the temple atop the pyra-
mid, a pall of nervous apprehension hung over the city and
men whispered to one another: “1 wonder if I'll be taken?”

When the harvest was in and all work on the pyramid had
been completed, the great snakeskin drum began to throb and
its echoes penetrated to the limits of the city. Gaunt priests,
their ears pierced with cactus spines, their hair matted with hu-
man blood, appeared at the base of the pyramid, and scores of
men were lined up at various points throughout the city. Then
it became obvious to the horror of all that the entire corps of
six thousand men who had worked on the pyramid was to be
sacrificed. The number was almost too vast to comprehend, but
the Cactus People had decided that in this greatest of all cel-
ebrations they must outdo themselves in expressing gratitude
to their god. For such an occasion six thousand human hearts
were not excessive.

The victims were paraded through the streets along which
they had once recled in drunken revelry, and their compatriots,
watching them go, could only think, This must be a most pow-
erful god who now sits atop our pyramid. There were gasps of
surprise when the final procession formed and it was seen that
at its head marched King Tlotsin, a tall, imposing Indian of
thirty-nine—an ancestor of mine in direct line. That day, the
chronicles tell us, he wore a kind of numbed look, but he also
smiled. In a simpler time, when a king could drink as he liked
and postpone decisions to another day, Tlotsin would have
been an adequate ruler; even now as he marched to the base of
the pyramid he failed to realize how wretchedly he had met the
challenge of his reign. The Cactus People, willing to accom-
modate a captive king who would shortly initiate the installa-
tion of the new god, had allowed him as much pulque as he
wished, and he had drunk generously. When, in the solemn
procession, he passed some old friend he would nod in a kind
of daze and pass on with his fatuous smile unchanged. He
knew where he was marching, but he was able to erase that
knowledge from his mind.
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But when he came at last to the pyramid itself, leading his
six thousand, he saw his beautiful queen, Xolal; he realized
that she had been set aside as a prize for one of the Cactus
People’s leaders, and the foolish smile left his face. “Xolal,” he
mumbled, but his brain would not form the words he wished
to say, and he could only look at her dumbly.

Breaking loose from the Cactus People who surrounded her,
Xolal leaped to her husband’s side and, standing before him as
a shield, started to cry, “Men of the city! Defend yourselves at
last!” Before she could continue her exhortations, an eagle
warrior, his terrible mask in place, slammed his hand across
her mouth. Biting the hand, she broke loose again and shouted:
“Men! Men! You must resist.” With a sweep of his obsidian
dagger the eagle warrior cut Xolal’s throat and silenced her
forever. She fell backward against her husband, then slumped
to the ground, but as she fell she trailed a line of blood down
his body.

Tlotsin marched up the steep steps of the pyramid, flanked
on either side by a Cactus warrior. At last he reached the top-
most terrace of the pyramid and there he saw for the first time
the god who had captured his city. War God sat with his mas-
sive hands on his knees, between which rested a beautiful un-
stained bow] adomed with human skulls. The head of the god
was wreathed in carved snakes. His eyes were made of tur-
quoise and his teeth of opal. About his neck he wore a chain
of carved skulls and his ankles were festooned with little stone
hearts. His visage was terrifying beyond Tlotsin’s imagination,
and his gaze was focused on a convex slab of stone. The cap-
tive king was hurled down on the stone with such force that
his breath was knocked out, and as he lay supine he saw for
the first and last time the flashing of a long, beautiful knife. It
was his royal heart that first stained the massive bowl. His bro-
ken body was the first to pitch headlong down the steep east-
em flank of the pyramid.

From that day on the Drunken Builders ceased to exist as a
nation. The shock was so great that they never recovered. In
subsequent bloody orgies their men were systematically elimi-
nated and their women routinely violated by the conguerors.
Native blood became so diluted that within a hundred years it
is doubtful that one pure-blooded Drunken Builder survived. I
am descended from the daughter of King Tlotsin and Queen
Xolal who was taken by one of the eagle warriors and who
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was, my family’s chronicles claim, a good and faithful wife,
whose descendants were a line of warriors who for more than
three hundred years spread terror throughout central Mexico.

About twenty years after the Cactus People had occupied the
city their priests advised the king: “For more than a hundred
years our people have grown strong through wandering and
fighting. But now that we have our own city and the comforts
that go with it we are becoming weak, and soon no one will
fear our eagle warriors. There are no more important battles to
be fought, so let us engage on some massive project that will
stimulate the people and keep them strong.” When the king
asked what such a project might be they said, “Let us put a
new. face on the old pyramid built by our encmies. Let us
make it a Cactus pyramid decorated with our gods and our fig-
ures.”

In 1171, therefore, the final resurfacing of the great pyramid
was authorized. Half the surviving Drunken Builders were
moved to the quarries and the other half put to work on the
pyramid itself. The present vast outlines of the structure were
laid out—691 feet on each side, 219 feet high—and the ambi-
tious operation began. But the Cactus People quickly saw that
they lacked both the artists and the knowledge required for
such an undertaking, so they turned over the supervisory job to
the last of the Drunken Builder experts, and the pyramid as we
know it today is the final poetic flowering of those gifted mas-
ter builders.

A good many critics have said that the southern stairway is
one of the marvels of world architecture and I recall the joy
with which my father and I used to study its exquisite details.
The functional part, of course, is the stairs themselves; each
has a carved riser showing the flowers and animais of the re-
gion. One shows birds flying and it has been widely repro-
duced, for the scene is the essence of flight, so handsomely
executed that one can almost feel the stone wings whizzing by
in the eddies of air.

But the risers, exquisite as they are, have never been as uni-
versally admired as the accompanying frieze of eagle warriors,
one of the treasures of Mexican art. At the top of the stairway
stands a low, roofless wall along which march a row of war-
riors in bas-relief, each different from the others but all wear-
ing eagle masks in which the upper beak of the bird juts out
from the forehead and the lower from beneath the chin. What
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has always impressed me about the frieze is that such minute
details as the feathers on each eagle helmet are superbly
carved.

Sometime in the thirteenth century, when the final work on
the pyramid was completed, most of the surviving Drunken
Builders had their hearts ripped out in a ghastly celebration
that lasted six days. In a photo essay I did for an art magazine
in Germany I calculated that this noble pyramid had witnessed
during the nearly four centuries from 1151 through 1519 no
less than one million human sacrifices. During the preceding
five hundred years of Drunken Builder occupation, none had
died, but in Cactus times an average of about three thousand
human beings were sacrificed each year. What is appalling is
that for the most part only the young and strong were sacri-
ficed. Year by year their hearts were burned so that the smoke
could make the temple look more forbidding and their bodies
were thrown down the steep steps to be hauled away by slaves
to rot in pits. Thus the pyramid and all connected with it was
a stinking place of abominable death; yet, paradoxically, from
the spirit it generated rose the greatness of the Cactus People.

And they did become a great people; of that there can be no
question. They voluntarily adopted every desirable trait of the
Drunken Builders, even taking over their advanced language.
Once the Builders’ gods had been removed from the top of the
pyramid, they were reinstated in lesser temples and honored
for their own special virtues. The Cactus People improved ev-
ery aspect of Builder agriculture, built better roads and found
new sources of water. For their pottery they adopted Builder
design, but they also made the clay objects stronger and more
functional. Once they had learned how to domesticate animals
they maintained huge turkey farms, and they even made im-
provements in the manufacture of pulque. Numerous archaeol-
ogists have pointed out that just as the Romans borrowed from
the Greeks, always improving what they took, and just as the
Japanese borrowed in the same improving way from the Chi-
nese, so the Cactus People absorbed Builder culture and made
each item better, until in the period from 1350 to 1527—when
the Spaniards finally reached the high valley—the Cactus civ-
ilization was one of the most advanced in the Americas, sur-
passing in some respects both the nearby Aztec and the distant
Inca in Peru.

Because the Cactus People learned to keep picture records,
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we have a substantial history of their nation, one with names
and dates in a fairly reliable chronology. German and English
experts have written books on the subject and we know far
more about these warlike people of Toledo than we do about
any of the Indians who inhabited the United States. To take
only one example, we know exactly how they planted comn, in
what month and with what fertilizer. We know how and where
it was gathered and stored, and we have specific lists of how
much was apportioned to each kind of family, and what
amount had to be paid back in taxes.

But mostly we know about the wars, for under the pressure
of War God the Cactus People terrorized the entire central
Mexican plateau. They regularly ranged from Guadalajara on
the west to Puebla on the east, never seeking territorial con-
quest but only captives who could be sacrificed to their insa-
tiable god. Their most consistent enemies were the Aztecs,
from the lake on whose borders present-day Mexico City
stands, and the wars between these two strong nations were
prolonged and bloody. What the two tribes fought about is
never specified, and there is substantial suspicion that the lead-
ers of the two groups initiated wars solely for the purpose of
keeping their warriors occupied.

In fact, in one year around 1350 all ostensible reasons for
fighting seem to have been exhausted, so in a formal agree-
ment worked out by ambassadors from the two nations the
ninety leading warriors from each side met on a field of
flowers halfway between the cities and a mock battle was
held, which in subsequent reenactments became known as
the Tournament of Flowers. 1 use the phrase “mock battle”
with some hesitancy because according to the ground rules
observed at the tournament, prisoners captured by either side
were hauled back to the home capitals, there to be sacrificed
with due pomp to War God in the case of the Cactus People
and to an equally evil god, Huitzilopochtli, in the case of the
Aztecs. Later, if the records are read in a certain way, histo-
rians believe that the murderous tournament was heid not on
an impartial middle field but one year in Mexico City and
the next in City-of-the-Pyramid on what one archaeologist
has called “a home-and-home schedule.”

One aspect of this ceremonial war was particularly reprehen-
sible. When either side required prisoners for some unusually
important ceremonial, for which ordinary captives from ordi-
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nary tribes would not suffice, a full-fledged war would be
launched with the best generals from each side leading their
troops, unaware that some months earlier ambassadors had se-
cretly arranged that this year one side would win and be al-
lowed to capture the two or three hundred prisoners they
needed, with the firm agreement that in some subsequent year,
when the priests on the other side were calling for prime pris-
oners, the leaders on the opposing side would manipulate a re-
ciprocal betrayal of their army. When the faked battle was
over—"“faked” is hardly the right word, for men did die—the
betrayed prisoners were led off to ritual slaughter, and, so far
as we know, none protested the treachery.

There has been much speculation as to why, year after year,
the finest men of the Cactus People allowed such things to
happen and why they went so willingly to their death, for there
is substantial proof that it was with exaltation that they
climbed the steep steps of the pyramids. I once asked my fa-
ther about this abomination and he said, “Young men like you
often think that the worst thing in the world is death. And you
shudder at the behavior of your Indian ancestors. But I can
think of a hundred civilizations that developed propaganda that
convinced their youth that to die for one cause or another was
the noblest act of all or that to perish in the arms of a certain
religion ensured perpetual life. Every man who climbed these
steps was sure he was going straight to heaven, and someday
you’ll probably find a flight of stairs that you’ll be willing to
climb.” In later years I often thought of my father’s words as
I got into a B-29 and then felt it climb high into the sky for
our bombing runs against Japan.

An incident in which one of my ancestors was involved will
illustrate my father’s argument. Sometime around 1470, when
Aztec and Cactus culture had reached a high level of sophisti-
cation, City-of-the-Pyramid developed a general of unusunal
prowess called Tezozomoc, and under his leadership the Cac-
tus People extended their fringe of feudatory states almost to
Guadalajara. In nineteen major battles he was not defeated, and
his victories were gained principally because he outguessed the
enemy and deployed his troops in sudden and unexpected pat-
terns. Long before this time the Indians had stumbled upon the
universal trick of sending forth what appeared to be the main
but small body of troops, so that the enemy would be lured
into attacking in force; when the battle was joined the real
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power of the first army would strike from some unexpected
quarter, catching the main body of the enemy off balance; and
wily generals defended themselves against this maneuver. It
was Tezozomoc who developed the tactic of sending forth one
weak force, then supporting it with another almost as weak, so
that when the enemy fell upon the second force, thinking it to
be Tezozomoc’s trap, the principal body of the Cactus warriors
rushed forth to easy victory.

From his nineteen triumphs Tezozomoc had led back to the
pyramid no less than twenty-five thousand captives, who were
duly sacrificed, and each one who died enhanced the general’s
reputation a little more, so that his fame reached as far as
Yucatdn, and at places as distant as modem Veracruz there
have been found clay tablets celebrating his accomplishments.

It was natural that the Aztecs, who were twice defeated by
this great warrior, should lust for his heart to be fed to their
war god, so they launched a major effort to capture him, but
Tezozomoc defeated them handily. In 1483 ambassadors from
the Aztecs secretly approached the Cactus leaders and arranged
for Tezozomoc to be betrayed, in return for which the Aztecs
would allow Cactus ambassadors free entry to rading posts in
the Pachuca area. When the Aztecs returned home, three Cac-
tus ambassadors, according to plan, were slain in the Pachuca
hills, and this gave the Cactus leaders an adequate cause for
war, with unsuspecting Tezozomoc at the head of the Cactus
army. In the height of battle, during which the wily eagle war-
rior was preparing a new kind of trap for the Aztecs, he was
left without protection as planned and was taken captive.

There was much rejoicing in the Aztec capital when his cap-
ture became known, and he was hauled into the city impris-
oned in a cage decorated with silver and gold, and for eleven
days the residents were free to inspect the greatest warrior of
his time. On the twelfth day, when he was to be sacrificed, a
multitude crowded the plaza, including King Tizoc, the uncle
of the boy who was later to become Moctezuma II. In ceremo-
nial robes, Tezozomoc was led to the sacrificial stone, a huge
flat disk big enough for six or seven men to stand upon, and
a rope attached to the center was tied around Tezozomoc’s
waist. The captive warrior could move only in a restricted cir-
cle, and under these conditions he was handed a war club with
which to defend himself, but instead of a club edged with
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sharp obsidian he got one decorated with delicate feathers that
fluttered in the air when he swung it.

Against one seminaked man were arrayed twenty fully
armed warriors. The massive crowd had gathered hoping for
an unusual spectacle, and they were not disappointed. The
chronicles of the time are specific in stating that Tezozomoc
defended himself so adroitly and overcame the handicap of his
tether with such skill, that he stood off the twenty Aztecs, dis-
armed many and killed three. After about a half hour he was
bleeding from numerous gashes and his breath was coming in
painful gasps. He was about to collapse, when with a violent
effort he flung himself outward to the fullest extent allowed by
the tether, and with a powerful swing of the club crushed the
heads of two opponents. With that mighty effort he fell sense-
less on the disk, his last thought being that before he wakened
he would be with the gods. But when the priests started to lay
hands on him, the populace voiced their protest violently and
Moctezuma’s uncle, the king, announced: “This man shall be
general of my armies!”

For three years the great Cactus warrior led the Aztecs to
victories on the extended fronts of their empire. He fought the
Tlaxcaltecas, the Pueblas, the Oaxacans and the Pachucans and
from each foray he retuned with many captives and much
booty. But in 1486 the time came when it was unavoidable that
he lead the Aztecs against his own Cactus People, and this he
refused to do. Presenting himself before King Tizoc he said: “I
have led your armies to victory at many parts of your empire,
and I would willingly continue to do so, for I have never
known men braver than the Aztecs. But I cannot lead your
army against my own people. If you press me to do so, I
would be a traitor and this would be a shameful conclusion to
my life. So the time is at hand when I must offer myself as a
sacrifice to your war god, and this I do willingly, for I have
served him long and would join my companions in heaven.”

Of his own accord, the great Indian warrior Tezozomoc,
who if he had lived might have successfully countered the
wiles of Cortés, dressed himself in ceremonial robes, both Az-
tec and Cactus, and, while drums throbbed and flutes shrilled
warlike music, marched alone up the steep steps to the altar of
Huitzilopochtli the war god, where priests laid reverent hands
on him and conveyed him to the convex slab, where his heart
was ripped out and fed to the god. When news of his death
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reached City-of-the-Pyramid no one lamented. His daughter,
known to history as Lady Gray Eyes, was nine years old at the
time, and when she was told of her father’s death in the remote
Aztec capital and of the manner in which he died, she said
gravely: “He should have died in battle.”

Because the Indians of this later age focused their attention
and their art so strongly on death and in such hideous forms,
history has dealt rather harshly with them, as if they were
barbarians whose sole concern was human sacrifice. This was
not so, and in order to strike a balance in evaluating my ances-
tors I have always liked to think of Lady Gray Eyes, one of the
great people of Mexican history.

She was given her peculiar name not by fellow Indians but
by Europeans who came to Mexico from abroad and who, in
their moment of victory over the Cactus People, came into
contact with this resolute wormnan. They noticed that her eyes
were not the usual jet-black but a kind of gray—this could
have been an illusion because she was certainly not of mixed
blood, but her eyes were, as one of the conquerors wrote, “of
a soft gray color that could turn to steel as she gritted her teeth
and fought to protect the rights of her people.”

As the daughter of Tezozomoc, she was naturally brought up
in a warlike world; she never saw her father after she was six
and maintained only a dim memory of what he was like, but
in later life Spanish chroniclers recorded what she told them:

I think of him not at war but in our home at the edge of the
city that later became Toledo. We had about an acre of land
on which slaves he had taken in battle grew vegetables and
raised turkeys. In fields somewhat removed from the house
he also raised a lot of cotton, and I remember him primarily
tending his garden.

My mother was encouraged to weave, and she had slave
women who worked under her direction making a cloth that
other cities cherished. As a little girl I wore dresses made of
cotton, feathers and silver strands, all miraculously woven
together so that I looked like a silvery bird in flight.

I was very fond of candy made from cactus, but my father
made me recite songs to him before I could have any. At six
I couldn’t have known anything but children’s songs, but he
enjoyed them and I remember that he often joined me.
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He assured me even then that T was destined to be the wife
of the king, so that later when he sacrificed himself, my
mother continued to impress upon me the importance of my
future duties, and I learned not only about sewing and weav-
ing and the making of tortillas but also about the manage-
ment of a house that contained many rooms and many
servants. I was especially good at music and played the flute
in the quietness of our home, and at one time I must have
known most of the songs of my people.

Most Spaniards 1 have met have asked me what I thought
about human sacrifice, and I have grown tired of explaining
that up until the age of twenty-one I had never seen the rite
and did not really comprehend it. My mother, I noticed, kept
us at home whenever the great drum sounded at the pyra-
mid, and even on the days that celebrated my father’s great-
est triumphs, when thousands of captives were executed, my
mother refused to attend. I remember when I was six and
Father returned triumphantly from Guadalajara. After the
drum stopped beating, he came home, washed, played with
me and then tended his garden. I can’t recall ever having
heard sacrifices mentioned in my home, and that is why my
reaction to the Mother Goddess was so unexpected and so
spectacular.

In two short articles my magazine once asked me to write
about the Cactus People, I tried to speak well of them, for
there was much about these ancestors of mine that was admi-
rable, but I admit that my task would have been easier if the
Mother Goddess had rot become part of their history.

In the late 1400s, when the triumph of War God was as
complete as it could be, and when there were no further refine-
ments in the grisly rites honoring him, a convocation of priests
of City-of-the-Pyramid convened and heard the high priest rea-
son in this manner: “If our War God is wholly omnipotent, and
if there is nothing further we can do to honor him directly, we
ought to consider other oblique ways in which to pay him re-
spect. And-it seems to me that what we have overlooked is the
fact that he could never have become so powerful if he had not
had a mother even more terrible than he.”

Consequently, to fulfill a religious need, the Cactus priests
created a Mother Goddess who as a sheer abomination has
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never been equaled. Her head was two homed serpents on the
verge of devouring each other. Her hands were talons, each
tearing apart a human heart. Her breasts were coiled vipers,
and her navel was an eagle’s beak plucking out the eyes of an
infant. Her skirt was a writhing mass of snakes and her feet
were the teeth of animals rending flesh. She wore a necklace
of human hearts, rings of human eyes and beads of teeth. Hers
was the most repulsive statue ever carved in Mexico, a squat,
sullen, hideous travesty of both god and woman. When she
was unveiled, in her own temple atop a small pyramid that oc-
cupied the space where the cathedral now stands, there was
revelry and feasting, for it was recognized that a worthy god-
dess had at last been found to accompany War God in his
lonely rule of the high valley.

What made the Mother Goddess such a dreaded deity was
the refinement in torture that the priests had devised for her:
since she was the mother of War God, she was satisfied only
with perfect things, so each year only the youths who were
flawless in every way were set aside for her. Since she also
represented motherhood, she was also entitled to numerous
sacrifices to empower her to ensure continued fertility, and
therefore hundreds of victims were thrown alive into huge fires
that roared at her feet.

When, in her twenty-second year, Lady Gray Eyes first saw
the rites she was so overcome that she would have fainted had
not her strong-minded mother gripped her arm and whispered:
“If you disgrace yourself before the Mother Goddess you too
will be chosen as a sacrifice.” Lady Gray Eyes then learned the
need for extreme discretion. Because her reputation was unsul-
lied by any suspicion that she was less than devout, there were
no obstacies to her marrying the young king, who was much
in love with her. .

The position of the young queen at this crucial moment in
history was a curious one. There was no way in which she
could have known that powerful strangers from Europe were
about to land in Cuba and would soon be heading for Mexico,
but she sensed that great change was in the wind. This nebu-
lous suspicion made her feel that Cactus society could not re-
main as it was, especially the hideousness of Mother Goddess
and the abomination whereby the priests were able to convince
the Cactus women that their noblest function in life was to
produce handsome, intelligent sons to be sacrificed at the feet
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of the Mother Goddess. “It’s evil,” she muttered to herself as
she contemplated the perverting of motherhood and the waste
of human lives. “No woman can want to see her son, her
brother or her husband slain in such a horrible way. Killing
scores so the sun will come back north! Of course it will re-
turn! It always has and always will.”

When she asked her mother: “Surely you know that the sun
will always come back, whether the goddess has victims or
not?’ her mother drew back and counseled: ‘Daughter, don’t
think along those lines or you’ll endanger the king.” But when
Lady Gray Eyes asked: “Surely you must deplore the ritual
sacrificing of our best young men?” her mother nodded. “Yes.”
She would say nothing more.

From that moment Lady Gray Eyes became a kind of sub-
versive citizen. By patient listening and oblique questioning
she began to probe the minds of others, which led her to sus-
pect that many women had sickened of the bloody rites and
that a general revulsion against them was developing among
the population. However, she was not yet daring enough to
speak openly, as noted in a report by the wife of a Cactus gen-
eral:

She overtook me one moming as I was drawing water at the
well and asked me casually, “How is your son?” and I re-
plied, “He was taken, you know.” That was how we phrased
it when the priests selected your son. Very quietly she asked:
“And do you miss him?” We were forbidden to discuss such
matters, but she was the queen and this made me feel free
to speak, so I said: “Yes, I do,” and tears, which were rig-
idly forbidden, came to my eyes. And for a moment I wept,
but when I looked at her, she was as hard as rock, all of her,
hands clenched, teeth gritting together and her remarkable
eyes tearless but almost flashing fire, and I knew that she
and I thought alike. That accidental meeting was why, when
the great test came, I stood with her and handled one of the
wooden levers.

The secret Spposition launched by Lady Gray Eyes came to
a head in 1507. Since that autumn marked the end of a fifty-
two-year cycle that coincided with some important date regard-
ing the movement of the sun and the planet Venus, the high
priest ordained ceremonies that were especially gruesome. “To
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ensure the regeneration of the world,” he explained, “we must
all make unusually difficult sacrifices.”

It had long been a belief of the Cactus People that with the
culmination of any fifty-two-year cycle the world might end
and the sun not rise. Only by extraordinary human sacrifice
could the sun be coaxed from darkness and a tradition had de-
veloped that when the cycle ended, all human possessions had
to be destroyed so that life could begin anew with the rebirth
of the world. Accordingly, as the year 1507 drew to a close,
there was wholesale destruction of personal belongings; and
here Lady Gray Eyes first came into open conflict with her
gods. Her father had left her a shield that he had worn in battle
against the Guadalajarans, but before he had given it to her he
had decorated it with designs drawn by his own hands, and
from the age of six she had treasured it. This shield she was
determined not to sacrifice, even though she was wamed that
for a queen to hold back anything of value would especially
incense the gods and cause them to terminate the world in-
stantly. When she went to hide the shield in a closet whose
door was masked, she found that her mother had already se-
creted there many objects of sentimental value.

What had led to this initial break with the gods was a series
of events so profoundly malignant that Lady Gray Eyes later
told the chroniclers: “If I had suffered those cruelties without
revulsion and anger I would have been less than human.”
What happened was that the high priest of the Mother Goddess
required for the ceremony of relighting the world a man of ex-
emplary character, a man of vital importance to the kingdom
whose sacrifice would mean a grievous loss to the city; only
by kindling a sacred fire on his living heart as he lay with his
chest cut open would the sun be lured back to embark on its
next cycle of fifty-two years.

The man they had chosen was her own kin, the king’s
learned brother, and when she heard of the decision Lady Gray
Eyes cried to her mother: “This is senseless. He’s the wisest
man in the kingdom. We need him.”

“Ssssssh!” the mother warned. “You may think these things,
but you must never speak them.”

The king’s brother was killed, the ritual of fire was com-
pleted; and obediently the sun rose again. The priests then
launched an orgy of sacrifice to celebrate the rebirth of the
world: hundreds were killed, then more hundreds, then thou-
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sands until the mind was numb from counting and the air was
thick with smoke. In her quarters as Lady Gray Eyes listened
with mounting anger to the throbbing drum she was oppressed
by the thought that for the past three hundred years there must
have been countless women like herself who had hated this
abomination of endless sacrifice but had never spoken out be-
cause of fear.

The horror did not end with her brother-in-law’s murder. A
disaffected servant reported to the priests of the Mother God-
dess that the queen’s mother, the widow of General
Tezozomoc, had sequestered personal treasures and not de-
stroyed them to ensure the rebirth of the world. An inspecting
party had been immediately dispatched to the royal palace,
where the servant led them to the secret closet where they
found the hidden items. Among them, of course, was General
Tezozomoc’s shield, which would have incriminated the queen
herself had not her mother stepped forth and calmly said: “The
shield was given me by my husband.”

She was hauled off to the temple of the Mother Goddess.
Even the king was powerless to intervene; and the brave old
woman prevented Lady Gray Eyes from confessing that she
too was a culprit. I will not describe what the priests did to the
old woman, nor how her cries of denunciation, before she was
burned, ignited the first public doubts about the harrible God-
dess who ruled City-of-the-Pyramid.

When Lady Gray Eyes looked at the twin-serpent head of
the Mother Goddess, obscured by steam and smoke and
smeared with the blood of her mother, she vowed: “This terror
must stop.” The destruction of this appalling goddess now be-
came an obsession, and during the years from 1507 w 1518
she made discreet investigations that convinced her that the
city was full of people who were as disgusted and disaffected
as she but could only stand by helplessty. In later years she
said of these days: “So we lived in a terrible darkness, desper-
ately hoping for the rediscovery of peace and the rebirth of hu-
man love. But after many years of fearful silence it became the
general opinion that the salvation of our city would come not
from within but from without—that some act from the outside
world would rescue us—but the kikelihood of this seemed so
remote, and a thing so futile to hope for, that I concluded that
salvation must come from within, and I dedicated myself to the
destruction of the terrible goddess.”
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As the year 1519 dawned with its customary savage ceremo-
nies, the full power of the Mother Goddess was brought to
bear against Lady Gray Eyes. One afternoon as she was sitting
in her garden she was approached by a trio of senior priests
who were so supercilious in manner that she had an instant
premonition of disaster. “Revered Highness,” said their leader,
“we bring joyous news. Your son—"

“Which one?” she asked, trembling.

“Your second, Ixmiq, named after the builder of our sacred
pyramid.”

“Yes?”

“He has the honor of having been chosen this year’s Perfect
Youth.”

She did not cry out, for she had been taught from childhood
that that was not allowed. Her father and her nurses had
preached: “It is the duty of women to bear sons for the glory
of the Mother Goddess. Some become warriors in her defense.
Some are sacrificed to prove our respect. And each year some
mother is honored above all others by having her son chosen
as the Perfect Youth.”

Biting her lip to prevent herself from shrieking at these mis-
erable men, she sat immobile, her mind in a frenzy, as the
priests went to the house, called forth her nineteen-year-old
son, Ixmiq, and led him away. He was allowed no farewell
words, no last embrace, for priests had learned from past expe-
rience that such acts were apt to create exhibitions of weakness
unworthy of the Mother Goddess, so the queen was forced to
remain sitting there as her radiant son left his home for the last
time.

Young Ixmiq was moved into a small sacred palace, where
he was daily anointed with oil, bedecked with flowers and
cloth of gold, and taught to play the flute. He ate only the most
exquisite of foods and was constantly massaged by priests so
that no ungainly fat should accumulate on his athletic body. He
was encouraged to play games and sing, and at night he was
watched by four priests lest he catch cold and diminish his
health. His long hair was plaited with flowers, and he was
sprinkled with perfume..

For eleven months, Ixmiq led a cloistered existence. He was
allowed to see his royal father now and again, but he was not
permitted to talk with his mother, for the priests had found in
earlier years that such a meeting sometimes unmanned the Per-
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fect Youth and induced ‘melancholy, which had no place in
their plans for him; furthermore, Lady Gray Eyes was suspect
because her mother had sinned against the Mother Goddess.

On the first day of the twelfth month four of the most beau-
tiful young pgirls of the city were brought into the sacred pal-
ace, where in the presence of Ixmiq they were undressed by a
priest, who said simply: “Enjoy them.” And from then on the
girls were constantly with the Perfect Youth, enticing him to
lose himself in sensual pleasures.

This was a cynical move on the part of the priests: they had
found that if a young man came to the last days completely de-
bilitated through sexual excess he was more apt to be submis-
sive and not mar the culminating sacred moment of the year by
resisting and creating a scene. But for further insurance they
introduced into his diet during this last month substantial
amounts of mescaline, a narcotic derived from cactus buds,
and this ensured both an initial sexual excitement and a subse-
quent lassitude.

But this year the plans of the priests went awry. There was
among the four young girls sent to serve Ixmiq an exquisite
child of sixteen named X6chitl, who was the last to sleep with
Ixmiq because she was the youngest. But once he discovered
her he loved her so intensely that he wished to have nothing
more to do with the others. The priests noticed this with dis-
may, for experience had taught them that if a Perfect Youth
formed any strong attachment for one particular girl among the
customary four, he was apt to dread the moment of separation
and behave badly at the ceremony that would end his life. Af-
ter consultation, therefore, the priests decided to whisk Xéchitl
away from the palace and to substifute for her a somewhat
older girl, but when they did this, Ixmiq refused to leave his
quarters, where he remained secluded, pensively playing the
flute. When the priests asked why he was being so solitary, he
replied: “1 am waiting for X6chitl.”

It was apparent that unless the young girl was returned to
Ixmiq there was going to be trouble, so the priests brought her
back but threatened: “Unless you keep Ixmiq from loving you,
when he dies you will be burmed alive.” But when they thrust
the girl back into the room, she ran to Ixmiq and they em-
braced passionately, and for the last eleven days of the month
they stayed together. The other three girls could do nothing, for
Ixmiq refused to associate with anyone but X6chitl, and when



186 MEXICO

the priests tried to drag him away he was sufficiently in control
to feign hysteria: “If you take her away I’ll scream, and lunge
at you and create a great noise at your ceremony.” Seething
with rage, they were forced to retreat.

When they were gone, Ixmiq laughed at the success of his
ruse, and drew X6chitl to him, saying bravely: “It won’t be too
painful, little bird. For one month you’ll be my wife. Lots of
young men marry and either go off to war and death, or are
chosen for some important sacrifice. It happens.”

“But what of the children we should have? [ want to have
your children.”

“Maybe I'll leave you with a son,” he said consolingly.
When she drew back and said almost in tears, “I can’t pray to
a creature like Mother Goddess for aid in becoming pregnant,”
he could think of no god in the Cactus pantheon to whom a
young woman could pray for help.

In the quiet of their luxurious prison they could take conso-
lation only in the fact that he had succeeded in convincing the
priests that he loved her, and that she was able to share his last
days even if she did so at mortal danger to herself.

On the last day of the year 1519, when Ixmiq was given
food that was drugged almost to the point of causing nausea so
that his eyes were dull and heavy, he was anointed for the last
time and dressed in robes of unusual splendor. Flowers and
jewels were woven into his hair and sandals with golden buck-
les were put on his feet. He clasped X6chitl to his bosom and
whispered: “You are my wife.”

He then left the palace and, one of the most handsome
young men ever to have performed this rite, he walked in a
kind of golden haze through the streets of the city, and as he
walked he played occasionally on one or another of his flutes.
It was a day of complete beauty, with the sun that lit his face
making his jewels shimmer. The king, his father, was proud of
his son’s regal bearing, but Lady Gray Eyes clenched her fists,
barely restraining her grief and anger.

The priests, who were aware through their spies that the
queen had been asking dangerous questions but were not yet
strong enough to offend the king by attacking her openly, had
arranged that she not be present at the final rites lest she call
out and distress her son. She was therefore excused from wit-
nessing the final act, and for this she was grateful.

Toward three in the afternoon, when the sun had noticeably
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declined and birds were beginning to sing before roosting,
Ixmiq walked gallantly toward the temple of the Mother God-
dess, and now a hush fell over the multitude that followed him.
The priests fell away and prayed that their selection would be-
have himself well. Stepping upon the first stone of the stairway
leading to the altar, he turned to face the crowd, raised his
hands above his head, and broke one of the flutes. Throwing
the pieces gaily over his shoulder, he ascended to the next step,
where he broke another flute. At the small terrace that sepa-
rated the two flights of stairs, he paused to play a brief song,
after which he broke the flute he had been using, and in this
manner he came to the top of the stairs and to the altar, where
he broke his last flute and threw the two parts out to the silent
and admiring crowd. He should then have presented himself
impassively to the five waiting priests—four to bind him and
one to kill—but instead he threw his arms into the air and
screamed in agony so that all could hear: “X6chitl, Xéchitl!”
The outraged priests grabbed him and smashed him so hard on
the sacrificial disk that his back was broken and his senses
were gone even before the knife plunged into his chest.

Thus the year 1520 got off to an ominous start, and rumors of
events that could not be understood were blamed on Ixmiq and
his misbehavior at the sacrifice. One of Lady Gray Eyes’ un-
cles, the wise man Xaca who served as an ambassador to the
Aztecs in the great city to the southeast, returned with stagger-
ing news: “A frightening group of men, gods perhaps from an-
other world, white of skin and speaking a strange language,
have come to the jungles at the feet of the great volcarioes.
They are served by lesser gods that run on four feet and carry
the strangers on their backs. And both the men and the lesser
gods protect themselves with a heavy cloth that glistens in the
sun and cannot be pierced by arrows.”

All the priests and wise men in the city were assembled to
analyze Ambassador Xaca’s report, and after each frightening
item had been analyzed and rejected as absurd, the priests’
only proposal was that Xaca should be sacrificed to Mother
Goddess as a liar and one who did not have her welfare at
heart. But others, who struggled to understand the new mys-
teries, argued: “Let us accept what Xaca has said and try to de-
termine what it means,” so the ambassador was spared to
repeat what he had been told, but when the priests hammered
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at him: “Did you se¢ the white-faced men? Did you see the
lesser gods with four feet? Did you touch the garment that can-
not be pierced?”’ he had to answer no, and was again discred-
ited and sentenced to death as a deranged menace. Only the
courage of the king wrested him from the priests and allowed
him to escape back to the safer climate of the Aztec capital,
where men now had painful proof that a new force had entered
Mexican life.

With the ambassador gone, there was a strong movement to
blame Lady Gray Eyes for the dangers that were threatening
Mexico, for she had certainly abetted her son in his abysmal
behavior. For the moment, the king remained strong enough to
protect her as he had his ambassador, but events were unfold-
ing with such speed and mystery that even he had begun to
suspect her loyalty to the gods who had made his Cactus Peo-
ple strong.

Most of all, the priests were determined to execute Xéchitl
because they believed that the sixteen-year-old girl had be-
witched the Perfect Youth and had kept him from performing
his duties in proper style. But they could not find her, for on
the day Ixmiq was sacrificed Lady Gray Eyes had anticipated
the priests’ intentions and had secreted her in a cave under the
royal palace, where the queen attended her as her pregnancy
advanced.

“All this senseless sacrifice must soon end,” the queen said.
“X6chitl, the priests may kill you and me, as they seem deter-
mined to do, but this evil can’t go on much longer.”” Once she
took the girl’s hands in hers and asked, “Tell me the truth, be-
fore you were sent to my son, did you realize how evil all this
was?”’

“1 knew,” X6chitl said. “My mother told me.”

“Oh my child, thank you!” Lady Gray Eyes started to weep
and now it was the girl who comforted her.

“When my son is born,” X6chitl promised, “I shall tell him
the truth. So far it’s been only women telling other women.”

At these words Lady Gray Eyes felt new tears well in her
eyes and she clasped the young girl in her arms. “I had forgot-
ten how to weep,” the queen said.

In July, the seventh month of X6chitl’s pregnancy, Lady
Gray Eyes came into the cave in some excitement and carrying
a package. “I must tell you what has happened,” she began.
Then abruptly she stopped speaking and began to kiss Xdchitl.
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“My beloved daughter,” she whispered, “you are the only one
to whom I can speak. Have a strong child. Have a son as beau-
tiful as his father.”

“I know I will,” X6chitl replied.

“This must remain a secret between us,” Lady Gray Eyes
insisted as she unrolled a length of parchment. “My Uncle
Xaca, ambassador to the Aztecs, sent to me secretly a picture
of the gods whom the strangers worship, and here they are!” In
the dim light of the cave the queen and her pregnant daughter-
in-law unrolled the parchment and saw a drawing of a serene
mother fondly holding on her knee a boy of one or two years,
and in silence the two women contemplated the picture for a
long time.

Finally Xé6chitl asked: “What kind of gods are they?”

“You can see,” Lady Gray Eyes replied. “A mother whose
head is not a serpent. A son whose hands are not caked with
blood.”

Again the two women reflected upon the enormous moral
chasm that separated the new gods from the ones they knew.
Neither spoke, but years later Lady Gray Eyes reported what
happened: “So we sat there in the cave, my pregnant daughter
and I, and 1 thought, For all these years we’ve been hiding in
caves and worshiping hideous gods, while in other parts of the
world people could look at the sky and worship human beings
like themselves who could weep. But what impressed us most
that day was that the mother had a benign smile as if she loved
everyone and hated none, and the difference between this kind
of god and the ones we had known was so great that later,
when we comprehended it more fully, Xéchitl said, ‘My son
shall be born to these gods,” and it was so.”

But after the child’s birth—it was a girl whom they named
Stranger, as if she had come from nowhere so that she could
not be traced back to her condemned mother—Xéchitl sought
sunlight and was detected by the priests and captured. For the
part she had played in ruining the ultimate celebration of the
Perfect Youth, she was sentenced to death, and both the king
and his queen were forced to witness her execution. Xdéchitl,
one of the most memorable of my ancestors, was the first
Christian to die for her faith in Mexico and was later sanctified
as Santa Maria of the Cave.

When Xé6chitl stood before the Mother Goddess, she thought
of the new gods, and when she looked down at Lady Gray
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Eyes, she knew that she was also thinking of Mary and the in-
fant Christ. But when she tumned to face death she saw five
priests, their hair matted with blood, their fingemails black
with caked blood, their bodies foul with tattoos and more
blood. She saw a goddess whose head was a pair of serpents
and whose entire being was an abomination. She looked up at
the walls of the temple and they were black with smoke and
blood, and fear, and death. The only clean thing she saw that
day was the obsidian knife, and soon even that would be
stained with blood.

With miraculous strength she broke free from the priests and
shouted, “The evil god must die! A new god is coming!” She
was quickly seized and thrown on the convex slab, and hers
was the Jast human heart on which the most obscene of all
Mexican gods ever feasted.

That night, while the priests were in convocation to consider
what steps must be taken to protect the city from the heresy
that Xéchitl had pronounced, Lady Gray Eyes, wrapped in a
gray serape such as peasant women wore, left the palace, and
hurried through back streets to the home of the general’s wife
who had been brave enough to weep openly becaunse her son
had been needlessly sacrificed. Slipping in by the back en-
trance, she signaled the woman to join her in the garden,
where they could speak.

“Do you remember that day when we talked of your son,
and you wept?”

“Yes, and I wondered why you didn’t weep, t00.”

“1 did, but I did it secretly. On many nights I have gone to
sleep with tears.”

“Why have you come to see me?”

“Because the time has come.” For some moments the two
women allowed these fateful words to hang in the air, then the
general’s wife said: “I’ve waited for you to call me.”

“Do you know others we can trust?’

“Many, many.”

“Can you bring me two others like yourself?”

ALFiﬁy.7!

“No. We must rely on only a few trusted women. Find me
two more like yourself.” When the woman nodded, Gray Eyes
added: “And each of us must bring a log—a piece of strong
wood. Not so long that it will attract attention, but long enough
to do the job.”
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“What job?”

For a moment Gray Eyes was afraid to utter the fateful
words and was silent, but finally she said in cold, measured
tones: “The destruction of that despicable goddess.”

The general’s wife said only: “Four of us, armed with logs.
It shall be. But when?”

“If we delay, someone or something will betray us. The
deed must be done tomorrow midnight after the last priest
makes his rounds.”

The general’s wife grasped the queen with both hands: “We
are committed—to the death,” and they parted.

Next night the four conspirators waited nervously at separate
hiding places till midnight approached, then one at a time they
crept to the top of the pyramid, three of the women carmrying
heavy logs, Gray Eyes a length of rope. They did not assemble
at the top unti] midnight rituals had been completed, then,
when the last priest had departed, they crept to the goddess,
and there Gray Eyes took upon herself the terrifying task of
climbing that repulsive statue and fastening the rope around
her neck. Working her way down, she ran quickly to the free
end of the rope and began tugging while her three helpers, us-
ing the logs, tried to dislodge the horrible creature from her
pedestal.

For a terrifying moment it seemed as if they were not strong
enough to topple the Mother Goddess, but when Gray Eyes
gave a mighty pull, the monster quivered, and as the three
women threw their full weight on the logs, the leverage broke
the statue loose and with a resounding crash it fell and broke
into fragments. According to plan, the four women sped from
the scene the moment the statue appeared certain to crash, and
they were far down the steps of the pyramid by the time a
dozen priests were surveying the wreckage of their terrible
goddess.

Three hundred years after that memorable night a German
archaeologist recovered most of the fragments of the Mother
Goddess, and the reassembled deity can now be seen in the
Palafox Museum, as repulsive as she was then.

I now move forward to a happier time, to 1601, when a doc-
ument particularly precious to those who were born in the old
City-of-the-Pyramid was written in the comner room of the
House of Tile, the one I now occupied, by the girl who was
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born in the cave, Stranger, the first Christian child of the high
valley:

After my mother, X6chitl, was sacrificed to the Mother
Goddess the priests suspected that she had left behind a
baby and they searched for me in order to kill me, too, but
I was well hidden by my grandmother, Lady Gray Eyes,
who brought me up. I never considered her as my grand-
mother but as my real mother, for she instructed me in all
ways.

She was the first of our people to become a baptized Chris-
tian, even though she performed the rite herself and assured
the Spanish priest who tried to rebaptize her later, “I’ve al-
ready been a Christian for seven years.” When he said: “But
that’s impossible. There were no priests here at that time,”
she replied, “We won’t argue about it.” And after the king’s
death, it was she who kept our people together until they
had adjusted to the Spanish ways.

But what T wish to relate today is what my grandmother told
me when I was fourteen years old.

To catch the flavor of what my grandmother said that long
afternoon when we sat in the garden, you must remember
that she spoke in the year 1535, when the Spaniards were in
complete command. She was fifty-eight years old and I
think she wanted to teassure me that living by the rules of
our Cactus People could be just as rewarding as living by
those of Spain. She had accepted Christianity joyously, but
that did not mean that she approved of all she saw in Span-
ish behavior. But I will let her speak for herself.

Gray Eyes: You are now fourteen and from the changes
in your body it is clear that when you wish you may bear
a child. This poses a great problem for girls, for there are
many men who are willing to help her have a child, but
there are few who are willing to understand the full respon-
sibility of this act. Certainly I would lie to you if I denied
that conceiving children is pleasant, and it is a constant
temptation to do so, for in this world there are many attrac-
tive men.
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Stranger: Why is it that in a marriage there is always only
one woman and one man?

Gray Eyes: Through many centuries we have found that
that’s the best way. Choose your man and be faithful to him
in all things. Why men do not behave the same way with
one woman I will not go into now; possibly it was because
in the old days we killed so many of our best men in the
temples that there were always surplus women to be taken
care of and one man had to share himself with many wives.
At any rate, for you there is to be one man, and he is to be
your life. I have lived that way and have found it satisfac-
tory.

Stranger: How does a girl leam to choose the right man?

Gray Eyes: I've heard from women who have known
many men that they’re generally much alike. Certainly I
have never seen in men anything that would justify a wom-
an’s abandoning her good name and her family for one
rather than another. Besides, if you are caught in adultery
you will be stoned to death.

Stranger: If they’re all alike, then it doesn’t matter which
one [ choose, does it?

Gray Eyes: Now wait! Bumn this into your mind. If you're
fortunate and make the right choice the relationship between
a man and woman can be like the rising of the sun or the
love of a mother for her child. My mother told me that when
General Tezozomoc returned from battle she could feel the
earth tremble while he was still a mile away, so secure and
steady was his step. [ never once saw my father angry at my
mother and she worshiped him so much that she went to her
death because she treasured even the things he had touched.
Keep that as your definition of love between a woman and
a man.

Stranger: You speak as if most people don’t find that
kind.

Gray Eyes: Your father did. Cherish this memory of how
you came to be bomn. Your father was offered the four most
beautiful girls in the kingdom and he preferred your mother
above the others, and as I have told you many times, when
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your mother was taken from him he grew sick and sat by
himself and would not speak until she was returned. He
chose your mother alone, and in the last moment of his life
he called her name because he wanted to affirm his love for
her in opposition to what the priests called “an honorable
death.” Never forget that you were born of such a love.

Stranger: You seem to know men rather well. In your
opinion, would that Spanish lieutenant who’s been coming
to our home—

Gray Eyes: Keep away from that young man. Far away.
You’re destined for some significant marriage, as great per-
haps as my mother’s to General Tezozomoc or mine to the
king. You're an important young woman, Stranger, destined
for an important marriage.

Stranger: 1 can’t imagine myself brave like you or beau-
tiful like my mother. How will I ever find the kind of man
you're describing? What chance have I?

Gray Eyes: You face the problem that all women face. In
the days before you're married you must seek and find the
kind of man who is capable of the love that has marked
your family, and if you find him, cling to him forever, more
even than you cling to your family, or your god, or your
country. But if you are unfortunate and do not find him, then
hold on to whatever you are given, for it is an honorable
thing simply to be a good wife. And if you are wise you
will pever let your husband know whether you are disap-
pointed or not. I myself lived loyally with the king for many
years yet I hated his policies, his gods, and even his manner
of eating.

Stranger: First you say “Marry an important man,” then
you say “Marry a man who will love you.” How can I do
both?

Gray Eyes: That’s the problem all young women face.
You’ll find a way. Good women usually do. But let’s stop
worrying about who you’re going to marry. In due course
that will be solved. Your real problem is how you are going
to behave when you are married. When you’re head of a
household there are two things you must attend to. Spend
your husband’s money wisely and be neat, for I do not know
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which is worse, a sloppy woman or a spendthrift. Repn-
mand your husband when necessary, but never nag. And al-
though it may at first seem unfair, yon will in the end gain
much pleasure by accommodating your wishes to his.

Stranger: But people say you were very strong-minded.
I’'m told that all the time, as if people expected me to be the
same.

Gray Eyes: They speak the truth. I did fight against the
cruel god, but in public I always supported my husband, no
matter what I said to him at home. And if this task seems
odious or impossible, remember that during the last years of
my married life, while I fought against the gods in private,
I tried to do so in a manner that would not bring shame to
the king,

Stranger: 1 can’t imagine myself fighting any battles, or
being sirong enough to overthrow a war god. Times are dif-
ferent.

Gray Eyes: Child, I'm appalled to hear you say that. It’s
true that I led the fight against the evil gods, but I was sup-
ported by hundreds of ordinary women who didn’t need any
instruction from me. They’d decided for themselves that the
old gods had to go. I could never have done what I did
without their support. You fight the battle that confronts you
at the time, and invariably there is one that has to be fought.
Remember that long before the Spaniards came many of us,
leaders and common people, had reached the conclusion that
there could be only one God. There can now be no doubt of
this, and it is a good thing that our evil gods have been re-
placed; but never forget that it was not the Spaniards but
your own people who destroyed the old gods. Therefore
worship the true God with pride, knowing that your people
came to Him of their own accord.

Stranger: But the Spaniards refused to believe that. They
say awful things about us.

Gray Eyes: Never allow anyone to ridicule the Cactus
People. Fight back. Remind them that we were the one city
that the Spaniards did not conquer. We were brave to the
end, and if General Tezozomoc had lived I think we could
have withstood the Spaniards. As it is, we should be glad
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they came, for it made our work of destroying the old gods
easier. But do not let anyone claim that we were savages, or
that we lived like animals, or that we were nothing before
the Spaniards came. The cloth you were wrapped in when
you were born was woven of rich cotton and silver and
quetzal feathers, and it was much finer than any the Span-
iards have shown us since.

Stranger: When 1 listen to them I become so angry that
sometimes I hate Spain.

Gray Eyes: You mustn’t do that, Stranger. The probability
is that it’ll be a Spaniard you’ll marry.

Stranger: How can you say that? When you just told me
to stay away from the lieutenant?

Gray Eyes: Because [ think it will be your task to bring
the Cactus People and the Spaniards together. And to ac-
complish that you shall have to marry a Spaniard of some
importance, one who is powerful enough to make a differ-
ence. But when you do, remember me and make me proud.
Carry yourself like a princess. Keep your eyes fixed straight
ahead and move regally. Walk like a princess, for you are
descended from a great general, a good king, and the fairest
young man our city could produce. You were born in wis-
dom, for it was with her own mind that your grandmother
discovered the new God. You are the daughter of a people
that was never humiliated.
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THE CRITIC

N FRIDAY MORNING I was awakened by something
that formed the most distasteful part of any assignment
overseas. It was a telegram that read:
Big boss has assured O. J. Haggard of Tulsa that you will
get his party tickets to the festival and explain bullfighting.
Haggard very big in oil. Good guy. Helped finance our pur-
chase paper mills. Commiserations but this 2 must. Drum-
mond.

I had barely digested this unwelcome message when the
Widow Palafox was banging on my door with the news that
Haggard and his party had arrived and where could she put
them? I didn’t know Haggard but I could be sure he was a
jerk. However, 1 also knew that if he were a minor jerk Drum-
mond would have got him off my neck, so I told the widow,
“If these people don’t get rooms, I get fired.”

“They’re very important”” she asked.

“Si, muy importantes. How many in the party?”’

“Five. One couple. Man and daughter. One widow.”

“Oh my God,” I groaned. “We'll never be able to find five
tickets.”

I shaved, climbed into my festival clothes—baggy white
Mexican pants with a rope for a belt, white shirt, red
bandanna—and started apprehensively down to the lobby.
When I got there the Widow Palafox pointed to the big table
out on the terrace at which sat my Tulsa visitors, five expen-
sively dressed, solid-looking Americans who were now my re-
sponsibility. Gritting my teeth, I went out to meet them and
was pleasantly surprised by the urbane manner in which O. J.
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Haggard, a sixty-year-old suntanned oilman, did his best to put
me at ease.

“You’re Clay, I'm sure,” he said with abundant charm. His
white teeth gleamed and he pressed my elbow. “Let’s get one
thing straight. We’re imposing on you and I know it. But we
did want to see the fights and your—" He was going to say
“your boss,” but he was delicate: “and your office said they’d
ask you to help.”

“My—" I also paused. “My office doesn’t know how tough
it is to get tickets.”

Mr. Haggard led me to one side and whispered, “Look,
Clay, these characters are loaded. Do them good to spend some
of it. You get the tickets, no matter the cost, and add a healthy
commission for yourself. I mean it when I say I’m embar-
rassed about barging in this way. Now let me introduce my
friends,” he said more loudly. “This is my wife, Helen Hag-
gard. This is my disreputable redneck partner, Ed Grim, and
his pretty daughter, Penny. With no wife, Ed has to serve as
both parents. And this is the queen of our gang, Mrs. Elsie Ev-
ans. When her husband was alive he was the rainmaker for our
team. We miss him.”

I was beginning to like the oilman, so I said frankly, “With
enough money we can get tickets, but rooms—"

“Son!” he cried expansively, although I was a man over
fifty, “you’re talking to a gang of dirty-neck Oklahoma oil
people. You think characters like us worry about beds? We’re
used to sleeping on rigging platforms. And our wives are just
as tough. Half of them never wore shoes till they were sixteen.
They’ll sleep where I tell em to sleep. But, seriously, could
you square us away on this bullfight business?”

“I can explain some of it,” I said gingerly.

“The big boss told me you used to live in Mexico,” Haggard
probed.

“Untl I went to Lawrenceville.”

“Hey, gang!” Haggard said. “Clay here says he can explain
bullfighting.”

“Hooray for the bull"™ redneck Grim shouted, whereupon
his daughter said rather bluntly: “Daddy, don’t make a fool of
yourself.”

The authority with which she said this and the way in which
her father accepted her rebuke made me pay closer attention to
this young heiress from Tulsa. First of all, she had a wealth of
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red hair, not the fire-engine red of which my roommate at col-
lege once said: “I wouldn’t allow hair like that to be near an
open can of gasoline.” Hers was more like what my wife used
to call burnt orange, real red but with a touch of amber. She
wore it with a line of bangs straight across her forehead, the
rest pulled back, with a darker red ribbon disciplining a pony-
tail in back. She was about five feet six, slim, attractively
formed and dressed, and with a puckish smile that seemed to
proclaim: “I don’t take myself too seriously.”

In my reporting I had always had difficulty describing fe-
males. If they were under sixteen they were girls, if older than
eighteen, young women. In my four days with Penny Grim I
found that she followed the same categories. When talking of
frivolous subjects that might interest high school kids she re-
ferred to herself and her friends as girls, but if the topic con-
tained even a shred of mature substance, she became in her
own words a young woman. She had come to participate in a
gaudy Mexican festival, hoping no doubt to encounter experi-
ences that would justify the long trip south. I wished the red-
head well, but I did not want to teach either her or her elders
the mysteries of bullfighting.

From dismal experience I had learned what every other
American stationed in Mexico learns: that yokels from the
home office don’t really want to know anything serious about
bullfighting and that a man can waste a lot of time and money
proving it. But at that moment I saw coming at us from across
the plaza 2 man who once seen could never be forgotten, the
one in all Mexico who could best explain the aesthetic, histor-
ical and moral significance of the bullfight.

“Here comes our expert!” I cried with enthusiasm, for the
newcomer could relieve me of the onerous task of trying to ex-
plain and defend what we would be sceing the next three af-
ternoons. He was a huge man, taller than most Mexicans and
much more rotund. Indeed, his enormous girth caused him to
waddle from side to side ke a duck, but it was his costume
that riveted attention. Even on this relatively warm day he
wore a large, flowing black cape that came down to his ankles.
On his head was an expensive caballero’s broad-rimmed hat,
also black. When he was a few feet from the steps leading to
the terrace he spotted me and cried: “Sefior Clay! You’ve
come down from New York to lie about us again. Greetings,
and watch your step.”
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With that he bounded up the three steps with surprising ag-
ility, took me in his bearlike arms and embraced me. Then he
saw the Widow Palafox, and with another leap grabbed her in
his arms, crying in his penetrating voice: “Still poisoning the
public, you Borgia?” Then, facing us all, he said with no hint
of jollity: “It would not be Ixmiq if one could not sit on this
terrace and catch a breath of old Mexico. Widow Palafox, al-
low them to change nothing.”

Breaking in to make introductions, I said to my table:
“We're unbelievably lucky. This is Le6én Ledesma, bormn in
Spain, thrown out by the Fascists, now a citizen of Mexico and
our foremost bullfight critic. He has arrived just in time to an-
swer your questions.” Reaching for a chair, I invited him to sit
at our table, and he took his place between Mrs. Evans and
Penny Grim, saying as he did so, “I may be a big hulk, but
I’'m not stupid,” and to the delight of the two women, he
kissed their wrists.

“I’ve known Sefior Ledesma, during my various writing
stints in Mexico, for many years. He’s younger than me, but
he’s taught me much of what I know about bullfighting. Mae-
stro, let us have your classic spiel about the eighteen bulls in
a typical three-day festival.”

“That’s as good an introduction as anyone could make to
our national art form. Yes, bullfighting is not a sport. It’s an
art, ancient, unique and difficult to comprehend. During the
next three days you’ll have the rare opportunity, for such fes-
tivals don’t happen too often, of seeing cighteen bulls in ac-
tion.”

He smiled at the Oklahomans and ticked off on his fat
fingers: “You'll have Friday, Saturday, Sunday, three fights, six
bulls each day, eighteen in all. Forget the matadors and the pic-
adors and the pedns.”

“But I came to see the matadors,” Penny said, twisting her
head to look at him. “Now you tell me to forget them.”

“I guess that’s the real reason we came,” her father said.
“She badgered me. Said she’d seen all the American football
players she needed. She was a cheerleader in high school, you
know, one of the best baton twirlers in the state. Finished sec-
ond in the big competition. Told me that now she wanted to
see the real thing, a matador.”

“Properly so,” Ledesma said. “But for now the important
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thing is the bull. Focus on him and you’ll penetrate the secret
of the fight.”

“Where did you learn such excellent English?” Mr. Haggard
asked, and Ledesma said offhandedly: “Also French, German
and Italian. When you’re a fugitive from your homeland, you
know you must leam the languages of your future countries.”

“Are these special bulls?”’ Mrs. Haggard asked.

“Yes,” Ledesma snapped, growing somewhat impatient at
these interruptions of a set speech he had been using for years.
“Now the way to attend a bullfight is this. Admit before you go
that you're not going to enjoy a single thing you see. Of your
eighteen bulls, three are bound to be complete catastrophes.
They will be mean, uncontrollable and cowardly. You have no
idea how horrible their deaths will be. The matador will be
scared green and he will stand way over here like this. ...”
Nimbly, Ledesma leaped to his feet and grabbed a butter knife.
Burlesquing a matador with a bad bull, he stabbed futilely at the
imaginary animal. “Once, twice, nine times, ten times. You
count. The poor matador will try to kill that damned animal un-
til the beast looks like a pincushion. You, madam, will get very
sick and you will want to vomit. You, madam, will vomit. It
will be horrible, disgraceful, without a single bit of art or
beauty.”

“Does this always happen?” Haggard asked.

“Always. Inevitably, some bulls are bad,” Ledesma replied
with finality. “The only way to avoid such catastrophes is to
stay home.”

He returned to his seat. “So three of the eighteen will be to-
tal catastrophes, and anything bad you want to say about bull-
fighting will be justified. It will be worse than disgraceful. It
will be revolting. The next six bulls won’t be much better.
They’ll refuse to fight. They’ll hook to one side or the other.
They won’t run true and they won’t show much action of any
kind. The matadors will sweat and curse and try all manner of
tricks. But to no avail. These six fights will be so dull that you,
sir, will say, “Let’s get the hell out of here! And if I happen
to overhear, | may join youn, because you’ve never seen any-
thing more -dull than these six bad fights will be. If you were
allowed to carry a gun I would not blame you if you tried to
shoot the matador. He will deserve it.”

He laughed and ordered a bottle of beer. “We’ve now seen
half the bulls and not one has beer worth watching. The next
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six will be what they call regular, more or less acceptable. (In
Spanish, reguighr.) That is, they'll be cowardly and inept, but
from time to time they will charge with terrifying force, so
each bull will cause one or two incidents that may please you.
But since each will also cause a hundred incidents that are
downright boring, I can’t promise you much excitement. The
horses won’t be in the right places, the banderillas won't go in
properly. And on each of these so-called regular bulls the mat-
adors will mess up the first two or three attempts to kill.
Frankly, you’'re going to find these. fights rather tedious and I
wouldn’t blame you if you all leave after the second. I'm
warning you that bullfighting can be very miserable indeed.

“That leaves three bulls—on the average one for each after-
noon, but they could all appear on one program, say this after-
noon. Now they won’t be great bulls, but they might be good.
And here’s the tragedy. By the time these reasonably good
bulls appear, the matadors will have been so unnerved by the
bad ones that in all probability they’ll accomplish nothing.
Properly handled, these good bulls would charge, but the mat-
adors will not be able to make them do it. The bulls will also
be capable of dying bravely, but the men will no longer be
brave. We have an old saying in this business that is lamenta-
bly tue: ‘When there are bulls there are no men, and when
there are men there are no bulls.” And that’s the way it will
be.” He threw his hands on the table palms down.

“You don’t paint a very exciting prospect,” Haggard said
with some interest. .

“In the eighteen bulls,” Ledesma wamed, “there will occur
perhaps three details that could honestly be called thrilling. But
they’ll happen so fast, and so unexpectedly, that you won'’t re-
ally understand what it was you saw. There will be a blur, a
moment of exquisite suspense, and then the blur again. You’ll
probably miss it.”

0. J. Haggard was apparently not satisfied with this answer.
“If that’s true, Sefior Ledesma, why do people bother to go?”

Ledesma thought for a moment, put his fat hands together,
and stared directly at the Oklahoman, “Because, Seiior Visitor,
out of two hundred bulls there will ultimately come one that
shows extraordinary bravery. And on that day the old parable
will not apply, for there will be a bull and there will also be
a man. And for twelve minutes out there on the sand you will
see something that occurs nowhere else on this earth, the per-
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fect duel between life and death. You will see sunlight sculp-
tured by a flaming cape. You will see stark power ripping at a
defended horse. You will see men on their toes daintily throw-
ing their lives upon the homs, and at the end you will watch
a man with a frail piece of cloth play a bull to death. People
will scream with insanity from the tension. Horses far from the
scene will neigh, and when it is all over you will sit limp as
death yourself.”

The fat critic relaxed his hands and sat silent. No one spoke,
so he added quietly, “Of course, this happens only once in ev-
ery two hundred bulls, or three hundred, or perhaps a thou-
sand. When it does, all Mexico remembers the name of that
bull and it’s inscribed on plaques and written down in books.
We won’t see such a bull in Toledo. Chances are all against it.
But if you ever do see such a bull, my dear visitors, you will
realize that this is the most profound experience a man can
have, except for his first success with love.” He said laugh-
ingly, “That’s what keeps us coming back to the bullrings. We
know that the six bulls for today will be bad, but we hope
against hope that tomorrow one will be good. Now I must
wash.”

“Sefior Ledesma!” Mrs. Evans interrupted. “We’re about to
visit the pyramid. Won’t you please join us.”

“I really can’t,” the critic apologized. “Long trip.”

“We’ll wait till you wash up,” Mrs. Evans insisted, placing
her hand on the fat man’s arm. “You speak so eloquently.”

I was glad she said this, for I was never with Ledesma when
I didn’t learn something. He was a clown but he was also an
Aristotle. The woman’s obvious goodwill charmed him and he
said: “All right! Let me wash my face, and you, madam, shall
ride to the pyramids with me in that red Mercedes over there.
These peasants can ride in their Cadillacs.” In a few minutes
he was back with us, and we started for the ancient center of
the Altornecs.

When we reassembled before the pyramid, Ledesma said, “I
have never had any desire to be a guide, for you spend your
life showing people things they don’t want to see, but whether
a man wants to or not, he ought to see this pyramid.”

“Did they hold human sacrifices here?’ Grim asked, and
Ledesma explained how every fifty-two years, when the Cac-
tus People feared the world might be coming to end, they con-
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ducted a cruel number of human sacrifices to lure the sun
back.

“What do you mean by ‘cruel number’?”’ Grim asked, and
Ledesma snapped; “In the thousands. But even in normal years
they killed regularly, to keep their people frightened of their
power.”

“Could we climb up and see where it happened?” Mrs. Ev-
angs asked, and he replied, “Years ago I grew too fat to climb
this pile of rocks, but if any of you want to irnagine that you’re
human sacrifices trying to lure the sun back on the fifty-second
year, go ahead. I'll wait here and be the priest that catches
your bodies as the boys topside roll them down.”

Mrs. Evans said, “I'm going. Anyone else?” Four of us fi-
nally climbed to the top and the first thing I did was point east-
ward to the gaunt smokestacks and say, “That’s the Mineral,
where I grew up.”

We surveyed the countryside and Mr. Haggard asked, “Is
that shimmering white thing over there the cathedral?” I
looked toward Toledo and saw the resplendent church.

“That’s it.”

“Where’s the bullring?”

“Behind the cathedral,” I explained. “Can’t seem to see it
from here.”

“But it’s in that area?” Hapgard asked. “I always orient my-
self to the topography,” he explained. “These old Indians cer-
tainly picked themselves a site, didn’t they?” He turned around
several times, admiring the valley that the pyramid com-
manded, but constantly his eyes were drawn back to that dis-
tant white fagade. “Come to think of it,” he added, “those
Catholics didn’t do so bad, either, did they?”

But my eyes were on the Mineral, set empty and forlorn
against the hills that it had robbed of such stupendous treasure.
I could see the Indians toiling up the deep hole in the earth,
each lugging his burden of ore, and I could imagine the secret
cave where we had hidden the prize bull and my room in
which we had saved the life of Father L6pez. My mother and
father had been an important part of that old mine and I was
proud of their contribution.

While I was describing the Mineral to the men, Mrs. Evans
had discovered the frieze of eagle warriors and, calling me
over, said: “There’s something about these figures, half-man,
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half-eagle, that seems the perfect exemplification of force,
predatory and fearful.”

I told her: “I remember the first time I saw them. I said to
Father, ‘But they don’t have beards!” and he asked, ‘Why
should they wear beards?’ and I explained, ‘In my book the
bad men always have beards,’” and he told me that these eagle
warriors were neither bad nor good, just soldiers with the char-
acteristics of eagles.”

When Mr. Grim joined us he took one look at the eagles and
said: “I want to get down. This place specializes in cruelty.
Too scary.” He jumped from the top platform to the first step
and his weight dislodged a heavy stone, which went careening
down the face of the pyramid. “My God!” Mrs. Evans
screamed. “Do be careful!” and from below came the calm,
even voice of Ledesma: “I don’t care if you kill yourself up
there, but don’t kill us down here.”

When we joined him at the foot of the steps he astounded
me by taking both my hands and saying apologetically, “You
must excuse me, Norman, but now 1 have to speak poorly of
your sainted father, for almost every glib conclusion he
reached in his famous book The Pyramid and the Cathedral
was wrong.”

Mrs. Evans spoke for me. “The librarian in Tulsa told us,
when she heard we were coming here for the festival, that we
had to read that book. We did, all of us, I think.” She looked
at Penny, who said eagerly, “Yes, 1 read it. A super book. It
was so neat in explaining things.”

“What did it say that impressed me so much?" Mrs. Evans
asked. “That this pyramid, big and brutal, symbolized the In-
dian heritage of Mexico? That the cathedral down there, so
heavenly beautiful in its fagade, represented the lyrical grace of
the Spanish inheritance?” We all agreed, especially me, for that
had been Father’s thesis, but I have to insist that he did not
take sides—he claimed not that one was better than the other,
but just that they were fundamentally different. Ledesma took
me by the arm and led me along a path that led westward from
the bottom of the steps we had just descended, and as we
walked he said: “Forgive me for what I just said about your fa-
ther. No fault of his. When he wrote he couldn’t have known
that what we’re about to see existed, deep down under this pile
of rubble.” And he led us to another triumph of pre-Columbian
Mexican art.
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“About ten years ago, long after Norman’s father had writ-
ten his book and left Mexico, archaeologists excavated at this
site along the base of the pyramid a mound that had for some
years tantalized their imaginations, and look what they uncov-
ered!”

He showed us a miracle, a terrace some hundred and fifty
yards long and twenty wide, its surface composed of delicately
tinted red paving blocks laid down in gently swaying patterns
that led the eye toward the distant hills that rim the plateau.
Along three of its sides run benches, built of a darker red stone
and providing a resting area for several hundred people. But
the wonder of the terrace, and the feature from which it takes
its name, is the procession of bas-relief jaguarS that march
above the backs of the benches. In all there are a hundred and
nineteen animals, each about three feet long and each com-
pletely different from its companions. Some of the jaguars are
laughing, some are snarling, some scratch themselves, one
feeds her young, and others chase deer. But there they are, a
hundred and nineteen beasts, the joy of the jungle, the soft
counterpoint to the eagle-studded pyramid.

“We call this the Terrace of the Jaguars,” Ledesma said rev-
erently. “How exquisite it is, how lyrical, how soft and gentle.
How did these beasts get here? In Mexico they live only inland
of the ocean shore. What are they doing on this terrace in To-
ledo? They were brought here, I think, not as living animais
but as ideas in the imagination of artists whom the Altomecs,
the Cactus People as they are called, captured during raids in
the vicinity of Veracruz or maybe even distant Yucatdn. And
here, in stone, they were brought to life, a procession of the
most beautiful animals ever carved in Mexico.”

After we had had a chance to study the animals, each almost
springing to life, he continued: “These supple jaguars, hiding
at the very foot of the pyramid, deny every generalization
made by John Clay. He said this was a cruel place, but the ja-
guars are depicted as gentle. He said this was a haunt of ea-
gles, but the jaguars bring us down to earth. He pointed out
that the hill of the pyramid was lonely and treeless and for