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A journey is best measured in friends, rather than miles.
Tim Cahill
No one realizes how beautiful it is to travel until he comes home and rests his head on his old, familiar pillow.

Lin Yutang
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Part One:  Learning about Mexican Identity, Culture, and Politics in Tepoztlan, Mexico
Program Description

In October I spent two weeks participating in a special program offered by CETLALIC called “Cultural and Popular Resistance in Mexico” in Tepoztlan.  The course took place during El Dia de los Muertos (The Day of the Dead).  
CETLALIC is one of the most unusual language schools anywhere.  It offers many special programs with progressive political and cultural themes.  It also provides Spanish language classes (which, like most language schools, you can enroll in on any Monday and take for as long as you want) using a more progressive methodology (based on Paolo Freire, a Brazilian educational theorist) than most other schools.
All of CETLALIC’s special programs (which cover gay and lesbian studies, labor and women’s movements, and language and culture for healthcare workers and ministers) combine discussions, field trips, and intense language study.  To the best of my knowledge, CETLALIC is the only language school in Latin America with these programs.

CETLALIC’s special programs are typically two or three weeks long.  They cost between $1025 and $1600.  The language classes, by themselves, cost $170 per week for group lessons and $300 for private classes.  It costs $25-30 a day (depending on whether it is a shared or private room) for CETLALIC to arrange a home-stay with a Mexican family (which includes three meals a day).  This is a little more expensive than a more run-of-the-mill Spanish school (about 10% more); however, I think the school’s specialized programs and unique methodology make the courses worth the additional cost.

The “Cultural and Popular Resistance” course combines several two- to three-hour discussion sessions (which usually take place every other day) and field trips along with three to five hours every weekday of Spanish language classes (three hours daily of grammar and two hours of conversation every other day).  The two-week course including full room and board costs $1025.
Most of CETLALIC’s classes are held in Cuernavaca.  However, the “Cultural and Popular Resistance” course is taught in Tepoztlan.  (Please see the article: Life, Politics, and Culture in Tepoztlan.)  

My “Cultural and Popular Resistance” class consisted of only two students: Marisa, a high school teacher from San Francisco and myself.  Marisa was recently assigned a Spanish class and decided to take a hiatus from her work to participate in CETLALIC’s internship program (which provides participants who have signed up for at least five weeks with free classes in exchange for working in CETLALIC’s office) to improve her Spanish language skills.  Marisa and I were taught primarily by Roberto, a 30-year-old Tepoztlan native, who served as a walking encyclopedia of the town’s unique history, culture, and people.  
Roberto and Agus, the conversation teacher, provided us with the best language classes I have ever taken.  (I have studied Spanish in seven different schools over the past 20+ years).  Since Marisa and I were at a fairly similar level in Spanish (she was a bit better than I), Roberto developed a class that successfully combined a solid review of some of the trickier Spanish grammatical concepts, an active discussion of Mexican slang, idioms, and double-entendres, and a useful look at some of the most common mistakes that Americans make unknowingly in speaking Spanish because of cultural differences.  (Tip: Breaking Out of Beginning Spanish by Joseph J. Keenan provides a good analysis of some of these mistakes.)  

Agus created a forum for spirited political discussions between the two of us about politics, culture, and economics in the US and Mexico.  While we frequently saw America from a different viewpoint, I will always treasure these discussions with Marisa because they showed me that Americans (including me) are in many ways as class conscious as Mexicans.
I stayed with Roberto, his ten-year-old son Rafael (Rafa, for short), and his mother Doña Berta (Don, male, and Doña, female, plus the person’s first name is often used in Mexico as a sign of respect, particularly if the person is older than you.  Note: if you use the last name with Don or Doña it indicates that the person is snobby.)  Roberto divorced his wife and, by mutual consent, took custody of Rafa.  While this family situation was quite unusual in Mexico, I was impressed by how well the family functioned.  
The family lived in a large complex owned by Doña Berta near the center of Tepoztlan.  (The town’s ex-convent and museum is within a two-minute walk.  There is also a large street market featuring hundreds of New Age products--including computerized aura readings--on the street next to the complex every weekend.)  Doña Berta’s mother inherited the plot (which was used for agriculture until the house was built) from her grandmother.  
Doña Berta, a practicing homeopath for 20 years, built the complex to house patients undergoing treatments at her clinic about 25 years ago.   Nowadays she and her family live in part of the complex on the second and third floors and rent out the rest as apartments and offices for local New Age businesses including a Reiki specialist, a massage clinic, and a tattoo studio. 
I rented a spacious room on the third floor with a view of the colonial patio of a popular restaurant next door.  Thankfully the room was quite quiet.   The rest of the third floor was occupied by a home office which occasionally Doña Berta used to give tarot card readings.

One of the best parts of the trip was talking to Roberto and Doña Berta.  They both had some interesting stories to tell about the students from around the globe they hosted in their home during the six years that Roberto taught at CETLALIC (including one about a teacher from a small Alaskan town populated almost entirely by Inuits) and had unique views on Mexican life, politics, and culture.  I was particularly fascinated by Doña Berta’s view that since mothers always influence their children as much or more than their fathers, most of the negative aspects of machismo come from the way that Mexican women raise male children.  

Doña Berta and Roberto also entertained and educated me with many stories about the diverse people, many of whom came from Europe, the USA, and Canada, who lived in and around Tepoztlan, their own family history (particularly Roberto’s grandmother, a prim Victorian-era matron), and life in the area.  (NOTE: Many of the people in the area migrate regularly to Canada for seasonal work.  Unlike Americans, Canadians maintain lists of jobs for Mexican laborers and give work visas to migrants who receive most of the benefits available to a Canadian resident.)
Life, Politics, and Culture in Tepoztlan
Tepoztlan, a community of 30,000 people located about 45 minutes south of Mexico City and about a half an hour north of Cuernavaca, is a perfect location for the class.

Tepoztlan’s combination of eerie rock formations, which look like they’re from the Moon, active New Age atmosphere, and the Mayan step pyramid attracts day trippers from Mexico City and tourists (mostly backpackers) from all over the world.  It is also home to one of the largest Boy and Girl Scout conference centers in the world.  (While I was in Tepoztlan a large group of scout leaders from Belgium and Scotland also came to town.) 

	Tepoztlan Tips: 

Try the locally-based chain Tepoz Nieves (Ices of Tepoztlan).  Taste one of the hundreds of exotic ices  including my personal favorite Mezcal, a Mexican alcoholic beverage similar to tequila, and figs.
Visit the ex-convent of Tepoztlan.  The convent provides an excellent introduction to Tepoztlan’s customs, history, and traditions.  As you walk in, check out the elaborate gateway decorated with beans and corn husks depicting the history and culture of Tepoztlan.  (The gateway is changed several times a year.)  Also worth a look are the costumes for the chinelas, folk dancers at the city’s famed September 8th festival.  Note: Unfortunately, the museum’s exhibits are only in Spanish.  
The Museo de Arte Prehispanico (Museum of Pre-Hispanic Art, otherwise known as the Museo Carlos Pellicer after one of the country’s most famed poets who lived part-time in Tepoztlan) provides one of the best introductions to Pre-Columbian art in Mexico.  While other museums (particularly the world-class Museo Nacional de Antropologia in Mexico City) have much larger collections, the Museo de Arte Prehispanico is so well laid out and simple to access that you can get a basic overview of Pre-Columbian art here in an hour or so.     
See the ex-convent of Tlayacapan, about 30 minutes northeast of Tepoztlan.  The mummies uncovered during the renovation of the convent offer a fascinating glimpse into the world of wealthy Spanish colonists.  In addition, the exhibits describing the area’s rich artistic traditions and ceremonies and life at the convent before the Mexican revolution are very interesting.
The pyramid of Tepozteco, about 3 kilometers outside of Tepoztlan, is difficult to visit if you are not in good physical shape.  I tried to traverse the 500 or so steep steps with a group of other students but couldn’t.  It was a Sunday (when there is no entrance fee) and there were many other climbers, making it difficult to climb slowly.  The other students were much faster than me and I quickly fell so far behind that I decided to return after going halfway up the mountain.  (Someone in better shape than me could climb up and down the steps in two to three hours.  I think it would have taken me four to five hours.)  In addition, the steps were wet and slippery.  


Tepoztlan has one of Mexico’s most active and traditional cultures.  Home to over 180 fiestas, Tepoztlan is famed for its carnivals (only Mazatlan and Veracruz attract more tourists), posadas (celebration of the 12 days before Christmas), and El Dia de los Muertos (the Day of the Dead).  (Please see my article: Celebrating the Day of the Dead in Tepoztlan.)  The city is also famous for its elaborate costumes and dancing celebrations on September 8th in honor of Tepozecatl, also known as Quetzalcoyotl, an Aztecan feathered serpent.  Quetzalcoyotl is believed to have originated in the valley around Tepoztlan.  (Note: One unusual aspect of Tepoztlan is the community’s efforts to maintain their indigenous language, Nahautl (the modern version of the language of the Aztec), by using it in their celebrations.)
The fiestas are organized by the town’s twelve barrios (neighborhoods).  Some of the barrios, like Santa Cruz, are famed for their insistence on maintaining traditions; others are more modern.  The barrios are all organized around the neighborhood churches.   While many Mexican cities have a similar structure, the barrios in Tepoztlan are more active than most other cities in the community’s life, economics, and, even at times, politics.
To me the most interesting part of Tepoztlan is its unusual (and well documented) history and politics.  (In the early 1960s, Oscar Lewis, one of America’s premiere anthropologists, documented the culture of the village in his book Life in Tepoztlan.  In the 1990s several books were written in Spanish about the town, including Breve Historia y Narraciones Tepoztecas by Angel Zuñiga Navarette.)
The city has often come to odds with the traditional power elite.  When the Spanish arrived, the Tlahuica who inhabited the pyramid at Tepozteco were one of the few people who successfully fought the Spanish incursion for a couple of centuries (based partially on the remote locations of the pyramids).  In the 1960s, the town, though more similar to other Mexican communities than it is today, was more politically active, wealthier, and sophisticated than most other towns its size in Mexico, according to Oscar Lewis.  
At the end of 1994 citizens began to learn that a powerful international consortium wanted to construct a golf club and resort community on a 200 hectares communally-owned lot (designated for open space and an archaeological reserve) located about ten miles outside of the city of Tepoztlan.  The project was extensive—including a large office complex, 800 luxury estates, an artificial lake, hotels, an equestrian park, a heliport, and an 18-hole golf course.  Locals feared that the project, which received minimal environmental review, would threaten the valley’s volatile water supply, spoil the archaeological relics on-site, and change the nature of the community from a small, traditional community into a world-class mega-resort.  The developers claimed that the project would provide 10,000 temporary jobs for the community for as long as a decade.
The citizens protested the project for several months and, though they received some early support for their struggle from the local government, were stonewalled by the state (Morelos) and federal government.  The governor of Morelos even pledged his complete support to the project developer without consulting in anyway with the local community.  Project developers even began to grade the land without consulting the townspeople. (Tepoztlan is both a town and a municipality.  The town was almost entirely against the project.  The municipality, which encompasses ten towns and several outlying areas, had at least one small community, near the site, which supported the project.)
The citizens, increasingly annoyed by the governmental indifference, decided to take matters into their own hands.  In September 1995 they took over the government, ran the mayor out of town, and elected a new mayor (for the first time, almost everyone in town voted) outside of the dominant party-based political structure.  This ushered in a long, sometimes violent, fight to stop the golf course and gain recognition of the new government by state and national government.  (At that time, Mexico was ruled by the PRI, Partido Revolucionario Institucional, but beginning to see the rise of other parties: PAN, Partido Accion Nacional, and PRD, Partido de la Revolucion Democratica.  In 2000 for the first time in 75 years power transferred to a non-PRI party, the PAN.) 
In the end the citizens of Tepoztlan succeeded in their battle to combat the golf course.  The new government ran the city for a year and a half and received services from the state and federal government despite active opposition from the country’s elite, including a campaign to discredit the town’s leadership on the nation’s most powerful media outline, TV Azteca.
While the Town did see a substantial reduction in tourism based on its instability and reputation for violence (a couple of people were killed in the town’s takeover and subsequent battle for recognition), Tepoztlan has benefited from the insurrection in the long run.  Activists from around the world trumpeted the town’s battle to the worldwide press, giving the town renown outside of Mexico.  The town has been able to resist several threatened incursions onto its unique identity, like franchised chains such as McDonalds.  The town’s businesses seem to be among some of the most successful that I’ve seen in Mexico.
Celebrating the Day of the Dead in Tepoztlan
I felt blessed to glimpse Tepoztlan’s (and surrounding cities’) fiesta-based culture while participating with Doña Berta and her family during the Day of the Dead celebration on November 2nd.  
In the days before the Day of the Dead, Marisa and I joined Doña Berta and her family in preparing for the celebration.  We learned from a friend of Roberto how to cut intricate geometric designs into the crepe paper squares that grace the windows of Mexican homes on the Day of the Dead.  We shopped for the contents of the family altar including copal (pine sap incense), terciopelo (velvet flowers) and cempochtli (marigolds).  We helped the family place the photos of their dead loved ones, placed food (Pan de Muerto, Day of the Dead Bread, and candied skulls), alcohol, and cigarettes on the altar to attract the loved one home and spread marigold petals to form a path from the door of the home to the altar so that their loved ones could find their way home.  We watched as Roberto carefully carved a gourd and placed a candle inside (to light the way) so that Rafa could go around the neighborhood collecting sweets.  (Unlike most other Mexican towns, children also collected sweets one week after the Day of the Dead as well.)       
Different communities celebrated the Day of the Dead in different ways.  Marisa, Roberto, and I visited several Day of the Dead altars in the center of Cuernavaca dedicated to various social movements.  (I was very moved by an altar dedicated to homosexuals who lost their lives to anti-gay violence.)  Then we went with the other CETLALIC students to a small town just outside of Cuernavaca which celebrated the Day of the Dead by opening up the altars outside several prominent citizens’ homes to the public and invited the public to enjoy coffee, alcoholic drinks, and light refreshments. 

Tepoztlan and its neighbors are actively fighting the incursion of Halloween into the Day of the Dead celebration.  Signs throughout the area proclaim, “No to Halloween” and “Don’t wear masks here.”  Many traditionalists resent the introduction of Halloween masks and want to forbid kids actively asking for treats and money during the Day of the Dead ceremony.  They believe that Halloween is a foreign holiday that does not instill in children the value of remembering and celebrating their dead ancestors.

Having witnessed the beauty, respect, and somberness of the Day of the Dead ceremony, I would be saddened to see the incursion of Halloween upon the tradition.  I think that there is a definite value in remembering the people who graced your life in the past.  I may, in the future, dedicate an altar to my grandparents, friends, and relatives who died and adorn it in a Mexican manner.  Something about the ceremony just feels right to me.  We need to remember the people who helped us become who we are.  Halloween may be a good adjunct to the day.  But it seems to me merely like a good excuse to let off some steam.
________________________________________________________________________Part Two:  Studying Spanish (and Other Things) in Oaxaca, Mexico
Program Description

I studied Spanish for three weeks at Solexico (http://www.Solexico.com), a language school in Oaxaca, for five hours each workday.  I studied 2 ½ hours of grammar (from 9-noon with a 30-minute break) and 1 ½ hours of conversation each day (from 12:30 – 2).  (Note: Like most language schools, Solexico counts this as five hours of instruction.)
Solexico maintains two other schools: one in Playa del Carmen (near Cancun) and a brand new school in Puerto Vallarta.  The school does a good job of separating students according to their level.  Tests are administered to every student to determine their appropriate levels and I didn’t encounter any students who seemed unhappy with their class placement.  The school is run by Elizabeth Petter, a young woman from Texas (please see my interview with her later in this newsletter) and her Mexican husband Oscar.
The classes in Oaxaca cost $114 for 15 hours of instruction a week (three hours of grammar instruction per day for five weekdays) or $167 for 25 hours of instruction (three hours of grammar and two hours of conversation per day) for a week.  It costs $21 a day for private room and board with a host family ($15 for a shared room).  Solexico’s classes and home-stays in Puerto Vallarta and Playa del Carmen cost more than in Oaxaca.  The same services in Playa del Carmen cost about 30 percent more and about 20 percent more in Puerto Vallarta.  Individual classes are available at all three locations.
	Oaxaca Comments 
Oaxaca is the most “touristy” city that I visited during my four-month stay in Mexico.

Oaxaca has (with the possible exception of Chiapas) the largest indigenous population in Mexico.  Generally most tourists fall in love with the city and state of Oaxaca because of its semi-arid climate, California-like mountains and valleys, large pre-Columbian ruins, excursions to indigenous villages, huge and diverse marketplaces filled with elaborately embroidered textiles and elegant black pottery, architecture (the Santo Domingo Church and ex-convent are among Mexico’s top attractions in my opinion), arts and crafts, and extensive classes and educational tours.  (Note: For more details on the classes and tours, see my article: Cooking and Art Classes in Oaxaca.)
Unlike anywhere else I went on this trip, I had been to Oaxaca before.  In 1986 you could still see indigenous people clad in traditional costumes and move around the city easily by public transport.  (Today movement is slowed down by heavy traffic--especially during siesta time, between two and four in the afternoon.)  The costs of the restaurants and hotels were much cheaper in 1986.  (A hotel room I stayed at for $6 in 1986 costs almost $80 today.)  In addition, in the past the Xocalo (central square) was better than today.  About a year ago it was “rehabilitated” to make it more tourist-friendly and consequently less lively and authentic.

On the other hand, a lot of good things have come to Oaxaca in the past twenty years.  The indigenous culture is much more proudly displayed today and the variety of cultural opportunities available to tourists is much greater than in the past.  In addition, there are some wonderful (although a bit expensive) restaurants serving Mexican foods with a nouveau cuisine twist.  (I really enjoyed a four course meal at the La Olla (Reforma 402), one such restaurant.)
For suggestions on where to go in Oaxaca please see my tips blog.


The maximum size for a class is five students.  Since my Spanish is at a fairly advanced level (which is fairly rare in most language schools) I was placed in smaller classes.  For all three weeks, I studied grammar with just one other student, Laurie, a sweet, intelligent, and gentle woman from Boston, who had worked for many years in marketing for an English language school for foreign students in the USA.  For two weeks my conversation class was comprised of just me and one other student, though, for one week of conversation classes, I was placed in a class with three other students.  (If you’d like to read some comments about learning Spanish at an advanced level, check out my blog.)
The classes are taught using exercise books developed by Oscar, the school’s co-founder.  As a whole, the exercise books help to give the class structure.  However, the teachers do not strictly adhere to the books, especially if the students seem to want other activities.  (In most of my grammar classes we spent quite a bit of time in conversation.)  My only suggestion to Solexico for instruction would be to spend more time helping the students learn pronunciation.  I think, however, this is the single biggest fault of most language schools. (Note: I asked Elizabeth Petter, the director, about this.  You can see her response in the interview with her later in this newsletter.) 

The bulk of Solexico’s students, at least when I was there, were young people from Holland and Switzerland, though there were a fair number of middle aged students from the USA and a couple of expatriates who lived in Oaxaca.
I liked my teachers immensely.  Laura, who taught my grammar classes for two weeks and conversation class for a week, was a fun-loving, vivacious, and gentle person.  I love the CD of songs in the subjunctive tense she gave me and I am grateful for her largely successful efforts to teach me the intricacies of the subjunctive tense.  (Note: The subjunctive, which is used to convey doubt and uncertainty, is much more common in Spanish than English.)  Perhaps more than anything else, I have fond memories of our conversations about our love lives (or lack thereof) and our ability (along with Laurie) to always find something to laugh about together.  I was also glad that I had a chance to get to know a little about her personal history, particularly as the wife (now ex) of a Mexican diplomat in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia and Rome.

Noe, the other teacher who I got to know fairly well (though I did have one week of conversation classes with another teacher, Norma, who was also good), a young man in his early thirties, was very athletic, well traveled (the only Mexican I’ve ever met who has been to India), and intelligent.  I like some of the interesting exercises he used to help elicit conversation and enforce grammar rules (I particularly enjoyed an exercise in the subjunctive were Laurie and I had to describe our perfect mate) and enjoyed hearing the story of how he came to teach at Solexico.  (He was the school’s first instructor.) 
I stayed with a great Mexican family, the Mendozas, led by Doña Josefina.  The family frequently took me on excursions around Oaxaca State and cooked fabulous meals featuring my favorite foods every night (Doña Josefina’s molé is the best I have ever had, bar none.  Molé, a sauce made of many different spices including chocolate, is usually poured over chicken or turkey.  Nearly every family has a different molé recipe.  It is   popularly used for holiday meals because it takes a fair amount of work to make.)  I stayed in a comfortable room that included access to cable TV (which allowed me to enjoy programs from the US like ER and CSI with Spanish subtitles, a great way to learn more vocabulary, by the way.)  Doña Josefina cleaned my room daily and took great pains to make me feel very comfortable in her home.   

Her home was located about a forty-minute walk from the school in a neighborhood called Las Cascadas (the waterfalls).  The neighborhood was located near a waterfall and a colonial era aqueduct.  Of all the neighborhoods I stayed in Mexico, Las Cascadas was probably the fanciest.  Most of the homes were large non-tract house (the Mendoza’s house was three stories tall) on ample lots.  The only drawback was the distance from the school.  However, since the family was kind enough to drive me to school every day, the distance did not affect me much.
Solexico offered a lot of activities after school.  Every Wednesday night students met at an expatriate bar called La Divina and once a month the school sponsored a party for the students.  (I loved the party I went to at the school.  I danced until four in the morning and consider it the best party I attended in 2005!)  The schools also gave weekly 45-minute cooking demonstrations, a weekly group salsa class, and even a guitar recital while I was there.  In addition, the school made arrangements for students to participate in one-on-one, free conversation exchanges (in a conversation exchange students meet with a local person who wants to practice their English conversation in exchange for helping the student practice their Spanish), and tours.  (While I was there a group of students got together and went to Puerto Escondido, but I did not go.  The school also tried to put together bus tours, but as far as I could tell, never got enough students.)
Solexico also helped students to make arrangements for volunteer placements.  I originally intended to volunteer at an orphanage during my stay but injured my foot during the first couple of days of school and did not have enough stamina to both study and volunteer.
Interview with Liz Petter, Director of Solexico Language Schools
Right before I left Solexico I talked to the school’s director, Liz Petter, about her experiences establishing the language school, her life in Mexico, and her philosophy behind the school.
I picked her to interview because I thought it would be interesting to capture the impressions and ideas of an American who was fully integrated into Mexican society.  I also hoped to gain some insight into how the school teaches Spanish.

Liz, perhaps more than any other gringo I’ve ever met, speaks Spanish fluently.  She is also fully integrated into the society by her marriage to a Mexican, the school co-founder and director, Oscar.  She has also raised a child in Mexico for the last several years.  (Note: Contrary to the belief of most Americans, being called a “gringo” is not an insult.  It is merely a word used to describe foreigners.  In my experience, Mexicans are quite tolerant of foreigners except politically.)
Here is a rough transcript of our conversation:

Paul:  Tell me a bit about the time you’ve spent in Mexico.
Liz:  I have been here for more than eight years.  I came here first as a student in Cuernavaca.  While I was a student, I met Oscar and we decided to work together to establish a language school in Playa del Carmen, near Cancun.  Oscar was an instructor and administrator of a school in Cuernavaca.  We worked for four years in Playa del Carmen and then decided to establish a second school here in Oaxaca.  We have been here for four years.

We are currently working on establishing another school in Puerto Vallarta and hope someday to have established enough schools so that our students can travel around Mexico and take classes at Solexico throughout their stay.  As a whole, like most small business people I have not been able to get a lot of pay for my work here because Oscar and I are constantly investing money into our business.  At this point, I don’t get much more money than my Mexican employees.
Paul:  How are Playa del Carmen and Oaxaca different?  (NOTE: The school’s Puerto Vallarta campus was just about to open at the time of this interview.)
Liz:  It was fairly easy for Oscar and me to be accepted into Playa del Carmen.  The population is transient and thus open to new people.   Oaxaca is a bit more traditional.  While people are friendly, it has taken us a bit more time to feel accepted here.  

When we established the school, we thought that the labor conditions would be similar between the two cities.  Though Oaxaca is fairly similar (at least in the center of the city) in cost as Playa del Carmen, we have discovered fairly late in our stay here that people generally earn less money than here in Playa del Carmen.  However, since we pay higher wages here than many other schools, we have not had many problems finding and keeping good teachers.

Paul:  What are the students like?  Is it typical that most of your students are from Europe?  (Paul’s Note: I’d estimate that at the time I was there in November, the student body was more than 70% European.)
Liz:  In the summer we get more Americans than now.  I have heard from some Europeans who want to avoid coming here in the summer because they don’t want to study with Americans.  During college winter and spring terms (from January until May or so) we get a number of groups of students from US colleges and universities.    

As a whole about five percent of students have difficulty adapting to the school and life in Mexico.  We will occasionally get a student who comes in crying and upset about everything here.  This is quite rare, however.  One of the best parts of working here is that most of the students are open and accepting.  Schools such as ours, as a whole, attract people who are able to adjust easily to new cultures.  (Paul’s Note: I think one of the best parts of language schools is the ability to meet a diverse, interesting student body who are all working together to learn how to communicate and understand another environment.) 

Paul:  What is it like to establish a business in Mexico?  How is working and living here different than in the States?

Liz:  It is hard for me to give much advice to someone looking to set up a business here since Oscar is a Mexican and I think my experiences are different than they would be if I tried to set up a business as an American here by myself. 

Mexicans have a different attitude to work than we do.  While they work hard, they do not live to work the same way we do in the States.  They have a clear sense that home and work are separate.  I probably spend more time making sure that things run fluidly here than I would in the States, even though the people who work with me doing administrative work here are quite efficient.  

Paul:  Do you have anything you miss from the States?

Liz:  I wish that my daughter would be able to have more exposure to a more diverse group of class backgrounds than she can here.  Mexicans have a tendency to spend time, based on the schools they go to and activities that they participate in, exclusively with their own class.  When she was younger she was able to spend more time with our maids and was able to get exposed to the reality of life for lower income people here.  (Paul’s Note:  I think this is becoming more and more the same in the USA.)
Paul: I have noticed that the school does not really spend much time on pronunciation and think it may be something that should be added.

Liz:  We cover pronunciation in our beginning level classes.  Since we get students at various levels, some of them don’t have much practice in pronunciation.  I don’t want, however, to repeat pronunciation in the more advanced levels, since we do have several students who start with us in beginning class and stay long enough to finish at an advanced level.  (Paul’s Note: It would probably take a student between two and three months at a school like Solexico to go from a beginning to an advanced level.)
Paul: I noticed that Solexico has a lot of cultural and social opportunities available to their students.  I imagine that that helps you market your classes.

Liz: I don’t have much trouble marketing the classes.  We have arrangements with a number of agencies in the US and Europe that send students to us for a commission.  Even though there are several schools here in Oaxaca, our school manages to always get enough students to keep us going.

I think the main purpose of the cultural and social events is to help students feel comfortable here.  Most of our students come here by themselves and these activities help them to get to know each other.
Cooking and Art Classes

One of the best parts of traveling to Oaxaca is the extensive cultural and educational opportunities geared toward tourists.  Tourist opportunities cover everything from cooking (there are four cooking schools in Oaxaca) to yoga (especially in the beach resort towns of Puerto Escondido and Zipolite) to hikes into the countryside to visit the region’s rich natural history (Oaxaca is famed for its ferns and mushrooms) and indigenous villages.  (You can stay in little tourist-oriented native huts, called Yu’u, for as little as 70 pesos a night, about $7 US.)
I participated in two short classes while I was in Oaxaca.  I hope to go back to Oaxaca in two years and go on hikes into the countryside and do volunteer work there.

One class was taught by a local artist named Armando Ruiz Muñoz at his Ishuakara Gallery (Garcia Vigil #406, Oaxaca, http://www.geocities.com/axtlan) and the second was a cooking class (more accurately called a demonstration) at the Casa Sagrada (http://www.casasagrada.com), a Bed & Breakfast (B&B) and resort center located in Teotitlan del Valle, a small town famed for its weaving about 20 miles outside of Oaxaca.
The art classes involved going to Armando’s gallery and having him give you individualized instruction and guidance for nine hours (three hours, three times a week).  Armando was a very patient teacher and a kind man.  He taught a variety of art mediums, including papier mache, pottery, sculpture, silk screening, drawing, and painting.  The classes cost 500 pesos for the first week – around $47 US--and 350 pesos for each week afterwards.  He speaks some English, but I think you’ll get more out of the classes if you speak some Spanish.  Materials are included in the cost.

I enjoyed the classes.  I studied a bit of papier mache and ceramics.  I always considered myself as having “two left thumbs,” but I discovered that I probably could be a decent artist if I decided to spend some time and effort.  I also found that I liked forming objects with clay.  I’m glad I decided to take the class in Oaxaca.  One of the best things about travel is that you can try new things inexpensively and in a more comfortable setting than at home.  (I find it hard to learn things that I am not comfortable with in the US.  Somehow daily life and fears of negative comments of friends and family keep me from trying out new things.)
The cooking class takes place every Friday.  They include transportation from a restaurant called La Cocina Magica in Oaxaca (Alcala 203) to Teotitlan, a four-course meal, a cooking demonstration, a tour of the local marketplace, and a visit to the B&B.  The whole experience takes about six hours and costs $75 US.  
On the day I took the class, the leader was Shoshana Sadow.  Shoshana is an expert in Traditional Chinese Medicine who lived in China for two years in the early 1990s.  She has lived in Oaxaca for three years and has plans to marry a local acupuncturist and set up her life in Mexico.  She sets up classes in New Age topics for the B&B and gives tours when the owner, Mary Jane Gagnier de Mendoza, is busy.  (Note:  I may interview Shoshana for my April newsletter which will feature interesting people I encountered during my time in Mexico.)

The B&B has an extensive garden, a traditional religious alcove, a sweeping vista of the surrounding mountains, and beautiful weavings made by the husband of the Canadian who runs the place.  Shoshana toured us (there were two other people on the tour) around the place and explained the traditional significance of the religious icons, plants, herbs, and crafts.  We also got to see the inside of a couple of the beautifully decorated rooms.  The chef, Reyna Mendoza, showed us each step of how she prepared the delicious four-course meal featuring green chicken mole enchiladas, cactus salad with an avocado dressing, a variety of salsas and chips, and a homemade banana ice cream.  Shoshana provided comments about the history and significance of the dishes that Reyna prepared.   We also got recipes for the meal to take home.
________________________________________________________________________

Part Three:  Family Reunion in Loreto, Baja California
Background

For the first couple of weeks in December, I traveled with my parents to Loreto in Baja California Sur.  (Sur means south).  We rented a three-bedroom house (designed to hold eight people) there for a week.

My parents found the house through the Internet.  It cost us $700 for the week.  (The price was recently increased to $785 per week.  See http://www.Loreto.com/lynn for more information.)  The home included four beds (one outside), a large kitchen, an extensive library of videotapes and books, and an attractively set-up backyard (including a large bar, outdoor kitchen, and private garden alcove).  We could have also taken advantage of the free use of several cruiser style bicycles.

	Loreto Tips:

While traveling around most of Mexico costs approximately 55-70% of the US, Loreto and the rest of Baja is more expensive than anywhere else in the country.  Count on spending between 80%-90% of the same costs in the US.  There are some good restaurants in Loreto (my parents and I particularly enjoyed the excellent seafood at La Palapa Restaurant on Paseo Hidalgo) that are about 2/3rds of the cost of similar places in California.

The weather in Loreto, while very warm in the summer, is similar to Southern California (maybe even a bit cooler) in the winter.  If you drive there, you’ll pass through the high desert on the way, which can be quite cool in the winter.  

The main road in Baja (Highway #1) is curvy and the shoulder is narrow and at times non-existent.  You will be stopped several times for a military inspection (particularly on the way back north). 

If you are going to stay in Baja for more than a week, you are supposed to have a tourist card.  You can get the tourist card at the border, any migration office in Baja (most cities have one), or the border at Guerrero Negro, between Baja California and Baja California Sur.  The tourist card costs approximately $20.
Almost everywhere in Mexico (in contrast to the rest of the country) accepts US currency and change.  However, often merchants will exchange dollars at the rate of ten pesos to one US dollar.  The official rate is closer to 10.7 pesos to one.  Therefore if you use US dollars you’ll pay about 7% more than if you exchange your dollars for pesos.

While there are many souvenir shops in Loreto offering a large selection of goods from throughout the country, I would not recommend buying much there unless you won’t be traveling to the interior of Mexico in the near future.  Almost everything I found was at least 40% more than similar arts and crafts elsewhere, particularly in Oaxaca.

Though I did not try it, Loreto is famed for its sport fishing.  Overfishing has resulted in regulations about what you can take out of the sea. 

My parents and I found the Moon Handbook: Baja by Joe Cummings to be very useful.  All the book’s recommendations for restaurants were accurate and the background information was excellent and interesting.


The home was quite comfortable and more than ample for our needs.  We particularly enjoyed the video library (I think we saw around ten movies in that week!) and the home’s convenient location.  There are, however, a few things you may want to consider if you decide to visit Loreto and rent the home:
· The beaches (and even the home’s outside patio) suffer from a fair number of jejenes, a miniscule insect also called “no-see-ums” by local American expatriates.  These bugs produce a nasty bite that look larger than a mosquito.


· Like everything else in Loreto, the home is hard to find in the dark.  It took us almost two hours to find the home when we arrived there about an hour after sunset.  That said, once we got our bearings we did not find Loreto to be hard to navigate.
The owners of the home also have a studio home available next door for $65-75 a night.  The home was large enough to accommodate three people but probably best suited for a couple.

The home is conveniently located about five blocks (a 30-minute walk) from Loreto’s central plaza and mission and three blocks from the ocean promenade (called a malecon).  Loreto only has about 12,000 people and you could get around on foot if necessary.  You could also take a bus there fairly easily from La Paz or Northern Baja California.
I met my parents in Tijuana.  We traveled the 700 miles between Tijuana and Loreto by car.  We took two days to make the journey each way to-and-from Loreto.  
My parents and I agree that the highlight of the trip was the drive.  On the way we were awed by some of the dramatic desert landscapes we witnessed, particularly through the Vizcaino Biosphere between El Rosario and San Ignacio (a beautiful date palm oasis). Sometimes between the Ocotillo and barrel cactuses, Beejum trees (which look so much like they should be in some sci-fi movie about life on another planet that they inspired several scenes in Disney cartoons), and eerie rock formations you’d think that the landscape was designed for placement in a man-made cactus garden.  
We also loved the countryside between Mulege and Loreto which passed by the Bahia Concepcion (Conception Bay) which featured spectacular vistas combining azure seas with austere desert and mountainous backdrops.  On the way back we witnessed a sunset near a small town called Catavina (located approximately half way between Ensenada and Loreto) so dramatic and colorful that it brought tears to my eyes.  
Thoughts on Traveling with Parents
When I met my parents in Baja, I had not seen them for almost four months.  For the last year and a half, I have been living with them (though I spent almost six months off and on during that period away from their home) and grown accustomed to seeing them frequently.
Though I called them frequently during my stay in Mexico (usually once or twice a week), I was surprised when I met them in Tijuana how much they seemed to miss me while I was gone.  I was so ensconced with my daily activities during the trip that I did not take note during my calls from Mexico of how much they noted my absence.

Even though I am blessed with a close relationship with my parents (and live with them in a house where it is relatively easy to get away from them), I must admit it is hard at times living with them.  I lived apart from them (mostly by myself) for over twenty years.  I got used to having a separate life and space.  I also re-adopted some habits – such as overeating and watching too much TV-- that hark back to my childhood.

That said, I am surprised by how much I have enjoyed both traveling with them to Baja and living with them in the month since we got back from our trip.  During the trip it was fun to relive memories from our frequent trips to Baja during my childhood.  (Please see my article: Going Back to Baja after 25 Years.)  When I first started to live with them again, I felt that I needed to be on my best behavior and hide parts of myself that they may find unattractive.  Now, I think partially because we were able to share memories from our collective past (and from their childhoods) especially during our trip, I feel more comfortable being myself with them than I ever did in the past.  I still, however, struggle to break some of those old, familiar habits from childhood.
Going Back to Baja after 25 Years
In the 1970s my parents owned a small airplane, a Cessna 172, and used it to go on an annual trip to some remote place in Baja California.  We also once drove with my aunt and uncle, Joyce and Mike, and cousin Curt, to a fly-in resort called Punta Chivato (Point of the Goat).  We also frequently took short driving trips for weekends to Ensenada and Rosarito Beach, at least once a year for several years.

Our family gatherings are filled with stories from these trips.  Seldom do we get together with my aunt and uncle that some memory of our trip to Punta Chivato does not come up.  I have heard the story of how my Aunt Joyce found a tiny, slightly askew wooden sign indicating the dirt road turnoff from Punta Chivato at midnight (after traveling to get there for 16 hours directly from Southern California) so many times that I feel like I could mouth the words regardless who is telling the story.  

Photos from these trips are so indelibly etched in my brain that they serve an important backdrop to my childhood memories.  Whenever I think about my childhood, I envision a photo of myself taken in the remote airport at Bahia de los Angeles with my arms spread like an eagle.  I also remember an image of my family and me in front of large, diverse assortment of unbelievably colorful and large fish at Isla del Carmen (a large island just outside of Loreto).  We went there in the 1970s accompanied by a family friend and a marine biology student on a fishing expedition.
When I returned to Baja these stories and images flooded into my consciousness.  At times, both now and in the past, I resented these stories and images.  I got tired of always hearing these same tales since I had trouble getting anyone to listen to my many experiences in other corners of the world that seem more interesting and powerful than the ones we shared in Baja years ago.   

In the last couple of weeks, however, I am beginning to realize that the glory of these stories and images comes from the fact that they make it easy to establish a connection with other people.  Most of the people I come in contact with have been to Baja and conversely few have been to anyplace that they can relate when I tell them about my experiences in other corners of the world (including Mexico). 

I think this is a big reason why I feel a need to write about my stories.  I hope that the stories and images of my life will find an audience who can relate to them.
Changing Loreto and Baja
While these images from years past flooded through my brain, the most interesting part of the trip to me was noting how much Baja has changed in the past 25 years.
Every part of the trip from Tijuana to Loreto revealed the dramatic changes that have rolled over this place in the last quarter of a century.  The Tijuana of my childhood was a low-lying, dusty, vice ridden city of 250,000 people populated with cardboard shacks and tourists on Avenida Revolucion having pictures taken of themselves seated on top of phony burros.  While the burros still remain, all the rest of old Tijuana has disappeared.  Today Tijuana is a city of 1.5 million people.  Most Tijuana residents seemingly live in simple concrete homes, shop in Walmart, take out meals from drive-in windows at the local Carl’s Junior, and travel around a city populated by tall buildings, factories, and freeway interchanges. 

The landscape from Tijuana and Ensenada has also altered beyond recognition.  25 years ago much of the coastline between the two cities was relatively undeveloped.  Today seemingly nearly every inch of the coastline is populated by tall, multistoried condominium complexes and large sprawling homes built for sale to thousands of refugees from San Diego’s bloated real estate market.  (These homes, even though they seem expensive at $200,000 - $400,000, are less than half the cost of similar places just north of the border.)  
Except for a fancy French restaurant called El Rey Sol, nothing else in Ensenada seems the same.  The tacky souvenir stalls and fish taco carts of yore have been scuttled for well-manicured streets with upscale arts & crafts stores catering to the hundreds of well heeled tourists that are disgorged daily out of the bowels of hundreds of cruise ships.  The small, attractive, but simple fishing community of 75,000 that I remember is now an urban center of 400,000 people filled with strip centers and big box stores that would be more recognizable in Los Angeles than most of the rest of Mexico.

Even much of the rural areas between Ensenada and Loreto are different.  The San Quentin Valley which once featured a couple of small scraggly typically Mexican fishing towns is now filled to the brim with traffic jams caused by the thousands of workers who have migrated here to work in large-scale, sophisticated agribusinesses producing tomatoes for the US market.
The changes are even beginning to touch Loreto.  A large, US based developer is in the process of developing a community for wealthy gringos called Loreto Bay in a resort town called Nopolo, about ten miles south of downtown Loreto.  When completed Loreto Bay will be a master planned community of 6,000 homes where in the developer’s words:

“You notice how the streets and paths flow to make the entire community pedestrian friendly.  You see each neighborhood has shops, grocery stores, bistros, and services within easy walk of the homes…The slower place allows you to find unexpected parks and plazas where people can naturally gather and talk.  It’s called New Urbanism, but it echoes the feel of villages in Europe and Old Mexico.” 
My parents and I visited the sales office for the development for curiosity.  We were told that prospective buyers have to submit a $5,000 refundable deposit before they would send you specific information about the units – their price, size, floor plans, etc.  When we prodded a bit further, we learned that the recently finished units in Phase I of the project start at approximately 1500 square feet in size and will sell for prices starting at $300,000 plus.
While the company has prepared an attractive prospectus emphasizing the project’s careful environmentally sensitive planning, world class architects, and amenities – golf course, US quality water, lovely location, and extensive open space--I could not help but find the project ironic.  It is odd to pay over $200 a square foot for homes that recreate an experience you can find almost anywhere in Mexico – an old village atmosphere – for a fifth to a tenth of the price.  It is also strange to pick familiar, American amenities over access to the greatest amenity that Mexico has to offer – its people.

Nonetheless I will say Loreto Bay has a beautiful location (spectacular cactuses and azure seas set against tall barren mountains) and is an intriguing project.  I hope that if it is built in its entirety it won’t overwhelm the town of Loreto.  Large-scale projects like this have transformed previously sleepy towns like Puerto Vallarta and Cabo San Lucas into mega-resorts.  Loreto is a fairly small town – approximately 12,000 residents – that has problems with its water supply already.  I wonder how Loreto will absorb this project.  It will both double the town’s existing population and flood the area with residents (North Americans) who use more resources than locals.

The project is the buzz of the town.  We heard rumors that the developer flies in prospective buyers from the States and Canada on the same day that cruise ships land in Loreto.  This gives the impression that the buyers need to purchase a property fast to avoid all the competition from other gringos.  (Note: This is a very common ploy used in selling ocean properties throughout Mexico.  Resisting this pressure is a big reason I recommend living in a community for at least three months before you buy anything.)  My mother and I visited a realtor who showed us properties in town that cost as much as $125 a square foot-- a lot of money if you consider how far the town is from anywhere.  Currently there are only a couple of flights a week from a couple of cities in the Southwestern US and the town is an 18 hour drive from the border.     
Part Four:  Living with Mexican Families

Living in a Mexican Soap Opera (Telenovelas):  A Semi True Story 
While I was in Mexico I became addicted to a Mexican soap opera (telenovela) called Amor en Custodia (Love on Hold).  Telenovelas, unlike US soap operas, are shown five nights a week (every weekday) for a three-to-four month period and then they end and a new series starts.  The plots are all somewhat similar:  A rich family concocts intricate plots to keep elaborate secrets from each other and get access to power and money. Many of these schemes and secrets revolve around the patriarch of the family who has had so many extramarital relations that, by the end of the series, we find out that everyone is related somehow
Over the past 25 years I’ve lived with eight Mexican families.  I have been blessed to get to know these families well enough so that they shared their family history – and sometimes secrets – with me.  Watching telenovelas, I realized that collectively these families’ stories could be weaved into a great soap opera.  So I decided to create my own outline for a telenovela partially using these stories.    

Keep in mind that like all good soap operas these stories, though based on real life stories, have been embroidered considerably.  I have changed family relationships, names, and stories, and added fictional elements (from real telenovelas) to enhance the story and protect the identity of the participants.  So here goes my first telenovela:  

La Clase Media Tambien Lloran (The Middle Class also Cries) by Paul Heller

            Note: The title is a play on words.  Approximately 15 years ago, Mexican TV aired one of its most popular telenovelas ever: Los Ricos Tambien Lloran (The Rich also Cry).  This program received worldwide airplay.  I saw a couple of episodes in, of all places, Russia (dubbed, of course, in Russian).
The story opens as Doña Marta is packing up her belongings into her small white Toyota B-210 to move from Mexico City to Tepic, a small provincial capital where she was born and raised.  Doña Marta is a well-dressed, attractive, university educated woman.  She has her three boys with her, Carlos, age 15; Rodrigo, age 12; and Pedro, age 8.  She is leaving a modest but comfortable three-bedroom house without any real plans except to live with her sister, Doña Amalia, and her mother, Doña Magda.
As she is driving, she is thinking about that terrible week a couple of months before when she found out that her husband had had extra-marital relations with twelve girlfriends and acquaintances. She was devastated.  She had relied on these girlfriends for emotional support during the 20 tumultuous years of marriage to her husband, Don Jose.  They had helped her live with Don Jose’s excessive drinking and frequent bouts of anger.  Yet now she can’t rely on her friends anymore.  She is crying softly to herself, out of sight of her children.
When she arrives in Tepic, she and her boys begin to get used to life with her sister and mother.  The kids start to attend school and she and her sister decide to set up a small restaurant near her house.  It is 1976 and she can’t legally own a business or a home without a man’s name on the lease nor can she legally divorce her husband.  The restaurant proves successful and everything is going fairly well until four years later.  Don Jose learns about her success and comes from Mexico City to demand that she gives him ownership of the business since he is her legal husband.  He is drunk the whole time he is there and begins to threaten her life unless she signs over the business.
One day, in a drunken rage, he tells the boys that Doña Marta is not their real mother.  They were all conceived with different mothers.  He has had so many extramarital affairs that he is not sure who are the mothers of Rodrigo and Pedro but knows for sure that Doña Amalia is the mother of Carlos. 
Everything in Doña Marta’s world comes to a halt.  She does not know what to do.  She has been close with Doña Amalia her whole life and is even living in her home.  Her kids are angry and start to drink and take drugs.  She can’t fight for her right to own the restaurant so she doesn’t know how she will make a living.  Doña Magda keeps telling Doña Marta to forgive her sister, but she can’t.  She and Doña Magda begin to fight daily and make everyone’s lives miserable.
One day she is talking to a friend who tells her that she can make money by taking in foreign students at the new language school that is opening up in the center of town.  She is a good cook, housekeeper, and host and she decides to try it out.  Six months later an attractive middle-aged French businessman, Andre, comes to Tepic to learn Spanish for his newest business venture in Mexico.  He comes to live with Doña Marta and they fall in love.  He offers to take her boys and her to live with him in Guadalajara.  Since the laws have changed and she can divorce her ex-husband, she accepts Andre’s proposal and marries him six months later.

She moves into a nice house with Andre and her kids start a new school.  All is well until two years later when the country’s economic crisis makes Andre’s business go bankrupt.  Doña Marta and Andre lose their home and are forced to live in a small government built home far from the city.  Her kids become playboys.  Within a few months, they have all had a child out of wedlock.  Carlos decides to marry his kid’s mother, Arnalda.  Rodrigo abandons his girlfriend, Maria, and her child, Petra.   Pedro has four children with two separate women and abandons them all and moves to Mexico City.  All three of Doña Marta’s children continue to have drinking or drug problems.
After a couple of years of marriage, Carlos decides to leave Arnalda, Rodrigo comes back to live with Maria and Pedro returns back to Guadalajara.  Without anywhere else to go after Carlos leaves, Arnalda and her child, Rosa, move in with Doña Marta and Andre.  Carlos, Rodrigo, and Pedro all enter into Alcoholics Anonymous and begin to take more responsibility for their lives.
Life finally becomes fairly normal.  Doña Marta and Andre open a French restaurant which proves wildly successful.  Pedro decides to marry Giselda, the mother of two of his children.  Rodrigo and Maria get married.  They and their children all move into Doña Marta and Andre’s home.  Arnalda and Rosa continue to live with Doña Marta and Andre, even though Carlos has left for good to live with another woman in a nearby town.  
The story ends…A new telenovela starts…
_______________________________________________________________________


Part Five:  Lessons from the Road

The Value of the Middle
While I was in Oaxaca, I spent several hours touring the ex-convent of Santo Domingo.  The convent, which was recently restored and opened to the public, serves as a home to an excellent museum with extensive exhibits covering a wide range of aspects of daily life in Pre-Columbian, Colonial, and Modern day Oaxaca.  The convent also is home to a cleverly designed ethno-botanical garden which serves as an excellent place to learn about the Mexican foods and herbs.  
As I walked around the convent, I began to think about all of the cultures that have populated the Oaxaca Valley for the last 2000 or so years.  I realized that until that moment I bought into what I would call the current political correct version of Mexico’s history – namely that the Pre-Columbian societies were noble and sophisticated.  The Spanish destroyed these societies and left an empty vacuum in their place, and that Mexico suffers from, as the popular saying goes, “being so close to the USA and so far from God.”  

Walking around the convent I began to rethink this theory.  I couldn’t help but admire the beautiful Colonial embellishment and noble arches and the extensive library of beautiful Colonial era books.  I begin to think back to a book about Colonial Mexico I was reading at the time called Many Mexicos written by Lesley Simpson, a professor at the University of California at Berkeley in the early sixties.  Simpson argued that, while Spanish rule was vicious at times, it is important to remember that it was effective enough to last for almost 300 years.  He also argued, rather convincingly, that many of the missionaries in Mexico were quite kind to the indigenous people and that the Spanish colonial government was so decentralized that it is impossible to say that it was universally cruel or kind.

As these thoughts flooded my brain, I began to realize that nothing is ever as simple as it seems.  I, like most people, have a tendency to want to compartmentalize history, people, and events into neat little boxes labeled “good” or “bad.”  Yet, in reality, very little, be it major historical movements like Colonialism or even small events in my personal life can be categorized so easily.

Now whenever I begin to think that I know how to look at something, I think back to my day at the Santo Domingo Church and realize that I probably need to withhold judgment since nothing is ever as black and white as it seems.  
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