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Part One: Lake Chapala

My First Impressions of Lake Chapala, Mexico
For more information about renting the casita in San Antonio Tlayacapan described in this article contact Patsy Weber at mailto:pweber3433@yahoo.com.  The price may vary.  I paid $30 a night and thought it was quite a bargain (especially since most hotel rooms at the Lake cost $50-100 a night).

As I write this, I am looking out the window of the house I have been renting for the past two weeks in San Antonio Tlaycapan, Mexico (a small town of 4000 people located near the shore of Lake Chapala, about 45 minutes from Guadalajara). 
I gaze at the typical Mexican courtyard that separates the main house where I am sitting from the comfortable casita (small guest house) where I enjoy spending most of my time, with its cheerful, rich adobe walls and tiles   
I listen to the soothing water flow out of the Spanish style fountain that sits at the front of the courtyard; peer at the tile-roofed, side patio with rattan patio furniture; and gaze at the Spanish tiled lower patio with potted ferns, bougainvilleas, geraniums, and other brightly colored flowers.  Then, when I finish using the computer, I rest on the blue, floral tiled adobe bench on the upper, cobblestone patio and admire the adjacent flaming red flowered tree and the flittering white and orange colored butterflies.   
From the bench, more than anything else, I love the dramatic mixture of colors that grace the walls of the courtyard and home: pastel blue, pinkish-purple and light lime green.  The view of tall, verdant mountains.from my window is ençhanting. I love the thick adobe walls, dating back over a hundred years old, that grace the main home..  I will miss it when I leave. 

I enjoy all the familiar comforts of home North of the Border here in this house: a washer and dryer, fast internet connection, a 200+ channel satellite TV system (including such familiar staples as PBS and the Arts & Entertainment Network), a telephone system with Voice Over Internet Protocol that allows me to call anywhere in the USA for free.

Walking to the street outside, I see the seemingly timeless activities of a small Mexican town. In the morning, I pass shy uniform clad, youngsters, holding onto their mothers´ hands on the way to school.  I walk a few blocks to the East to a typical Mexican small town plaza with an iron gazebo surrounded by small outdoor tables and stalls offering limes, bananas, and tacos for sale.
I eat at any of the many reasonably priced restaurants within a five minute walk from my door.  Each serves well prepared Mexican, Italian, and continental foods that are listed on English and Spanish language menus provided by friendly bilingual waiters. 
I tread up San Jose, the main cobblestone street in town, toward the primary carretera (highway).  The homes on San Jose, a rag-tag of condominiums, small adobe homes, and large Mexican colonial edifices, are often guarded from view by the public by tall walls and gates.  Movement on the narrow, rutted sidewalks like those throughout Mexico, is often impeded by parked cars and sleeping dogs.
On the way up the street, I pass several businesses mixed in between the homes including a horse stable, an iron worker shop, a mechanic´s garage, and several of the ubiquitous abarrotes- the small mom and pop convenience stores selling everything from a bottle of beer to a single aspirin - that grace every Mexican town.  I also stroll by many utilitarian SUVs and sedans displaying license plates from throughout the United States and Canada. 
Once I get up to the carretera, I walk a couple blocks east to Paz´s Liquor Store where I can buy Scottish whiskey, Kentucky bourbon, Mexican tequila, and wines from every corner of the globe.  Or I can go grocery shopping for every imaginable American packaged food from cake mixes to pastas at the Super Lake Super Market (reputed to have the best selection of American goods anywhere in Mexico). 
I run into Americans and other expatriates almost everywhere I go (no one seems to agree on how many expats live here.  The best guess seems to be five thousand full time and fifteen thousand in the winter season).  Some have spent considerable time in other countries and can easily compare Lake Chapala with far flung corners of the world like Brazil and Baghdad.  Most are escapees from a stressful life in the United States who seek a quiet, inexpensive retirement by the temperate shore of the lake.  
Expatriates seem to have made a sport out of debating whether this area is “too American¨ or not.  Some like a wizened, twenty year resident I met during a visit to the Lake Chapala Society complain vociferously that the newest crop of expats don’t seem to understand that they are in Mexico and are spoiling their paradise.  Others seem to welcome more people, though almost every one seems to think that the lake can get too crowded at times.
Almost every expat seems to agree that there is a lot to do here.  Many advise newcomers to be careful not to extend themselves by becoming too involved in the numerous activities and clubs here.  
Within a 5-20 minute bus drive (or a 20-60 minute walk), I can leave San Antonio and visit two large lake communities, the nearer Ajijic or Chapala in the opposite direction.  
On both sides of San Antonio, squeezed between here and Ajijic and Chapala, are American styled subdivisions with gates.  While the homes in these subdivisions are often quite attractive and the lots are ample, I can’t imagine living in these communities that seem so popular with both Americans and Mexicans.  I would miss the Mexican streetscape that greets me outside of my door too much.
Ajijic is “gringo central” on the lake.  The central streets and carreteras are chock filled with traffic jams, art galleries, restaurants, and services for expatriates (including a movie theater, a couple of gyms, several travel agents, immigration, moving and insurance services, and a multitude of real estate agents).  The side streets are quieter, featuring immense Mexican styled homes, many of which have been converted to bed and breakfast inns and restaurants. Ajijic, surprisingly, turns its back on the lake (parts of which are a federal preserve).  There are only a few inns abut the lake and the lake side park and promenade are eerily vacant during weekdays. The Lake Chapala Society in Ajijic serves as a hub for social and charitable clubs (nearly ninety different clubs ranging from bridge to travel to assistance for the local library) and provides logistical support (including offering visitors legal and financial advice, and a substantial library and video lending program) for the local gringos.  
Chapala makes a nice contrast to Ajijic.  I like the way that Chapala’s lakefront features restaurants, promenades and kiosks rather than vacant, trash filled space.  In addition, Chapala, though busy, is cheaper and a bit more Mexican in feel than Ajijic. 
Who should live at Lake Chapala?

I think almost anyone could enjoy living here.  The location and weather are excellent.   The pace of life is quiet and restful.   The mixture of Mexican culture and American convenience makes the Lake Chapala region very appealing for a large range of people.   There is so much diversity of people, places, and reasons for living here that I believe that many Americans could happily begin a new life here.

While most of the expats here are retirees, there are more middle aged people here than you might expect.  I would encourage you to read the book Midlife Mavericks by Karen Blue if you are a middle aged person thinking about living here.  It will give you an intimate, inside look at many people who have lived (and mostly) thrived here.

I agree with many expats that it doesn’t make much sense to live here if you want everything to be just like home.  While this is probably the most American place in the country (the lake is one of the few places you could survive with minimal Spanish skills), it is still part of Mexico.  And, as such, it requires a little bit of patience, flexibility and sense of adventure to be fully comfortable here.
The Good and Bad of Life at Lake Chapala

The Good:

· The cost of living is less than in most places in the US today.  The average house costs about $100 a square foot – a relative steal if you compare it to similar resort communities (located near large cities) on the West and East Coasts, where homes can cost as much as $600 per square foot!   The food, transportation, and most other expenses are about 60-75% of the cost of living in most American communities (although some things, like imported goods, can be more expensive than at home) 

· The natural setting is awesome.  The mountains and lake are very pretty.  The weather is almost always pleasant.

· The homes here are beautiful.  I love the rich textures of the adobe walls, the hand laid brick walls and the ornamental floral tile work.

· Having access to the many expat services makes it easier to settle here than in more Mexican communities. 

· You are only 30 minutes from the airport, 45 minutes from one of Mexico’s major bus terminals, and an hour from Central Guadalajara.
· The food is good here.  You can eat at a variety of restaurants, almost all of which have good service and food.  If you tire of restaurants, you can buy almost anything you are used to cooking at home.

· Public transportation is good around the lake and to the rest of Mexico.  The buses are usually clean, punctual, and run frequently.  The only problem is that most local buses stop running at about nine o’clock.

The bad:
· Other parts of Mexico are cheaper (though I understand the lake is cheaper than some gringo hot spots like San Miguel de Allende, an artist colony about one hundred and fifty miles northwest of Mexico City and Puerto Vallarta, a beach resort town about one hundred miles northwest of Guadalajara).  You can buy a home in a more typically Mexican city for about 30% less than here.  The cost of restaurants and transport is also somewhat cheaper (about 10-20%) in less “gringoized” places.  That said if you really want to live somewhere cheaply, I’d suggest either cheaper Latin American countries (like Nicaragua and Ecuador (30-50% cheaper), Southeast Asia (30-70% cheaper) and maybe even Argentina or Brazil (10-20% below Mexico).

· The electricity and utilities do go out more often than in the States, particularly during the rainy summer season.  While I have been here, the electricity has gone out about every other day.  I’ve also had problems with the satellite reception and the phone at times.

· While I don’t know if this is a widespread problem here, I have been frequently attacked by mosquitoes since I arrived (this was a problem in Cuernavaca as well).

· The traffic (particularly in Ajijic) can be intense, particularly during the high tourist season.

· Regardless where you live in Mexico, you still have to put up with noise (loud music during fiestas, church bells, and roosters cackling at the break of dawn), rutted sidewalks, occasional bad smells (like sewage), and other minor annoyances of Mexican life.  
Advice for Living Successfully at Lake Chapala
Every Thursday, Judy King, the publisher of the Mexico Insights newsletter, Living at Lake Chapala, gives a three hour class for people who are thinking about setting up a new life in Lake Chapala.  The class costs $25 for one person and $40 for a couple.  
Here are a few basic pieces of advice from her seminar that I feel are particularly useful.   I have deliberately made this advice somewhat general.  I want to give you an idea of some of the things you can expect if you decide to live here; however, I would suggest that you take her class and ask more local expatriates for get more details and make sure that the advice is up to date:
· If you are thinking of renting a house here, it is best to go through a real estate agency.  Mexican landlords typically assume that the tenants will make all repairs.  Real estate agencies know how to negotiate rental agreements that will give tenants more rights.   They also can help you make sure that you find the rental property best suited for your needs.

· You can bring in a car from the US.  Bringing a car into Mexico, saves you taxes and insurance costs.  However, you cannot sell the car in Mexico and you need to return it to the US.  If you need to junk the car before you return it to the US, you must get special permission.  In these days of computerization (especially since you are required to leave a credit card imprint at the border before you bring in a car) you will not be allowed to bring another car into the country until you remove the first.  

· If you want to buy property here, you need to be very careful.  There are no mandatory disclosure rules.  You need to pay particular attention to the fault lines.  As with anything here, it helps to check around to make sure that the people you’re dealing with are reputable.  To show homes listed in the multiple listing service, realtors here have to go through classes to ensure that they are equipped to deal with the special issues in the area.  However, the quality of realtors varies considerably.  Just because a realtor is an American doesn’t mean that they are trustworthy or competent.  A couple of American trained inspectors have just opened up shop here.  You may want to use their services to ensure that the construction is adequate for your needs.
· The real estate market has been hot here for the last 18 months. Three years ago, most houses were on the market for an average of four years. The current real estate bubble is tied to the bubble in the U.S. Even though it is hotter, you still want to move slowly (wait at least six months) before buying a house to ensure that you are getting a good deal and that you know where you want to live and that in this all cash market you really want to invest that much money here in a piece of property. .   

· While hiring maid and other personal assistants is inexpensive by American standards ($2.50 an hour), keep in mind that if they work for you for one month, you can be liable for a couple months pay in the event you decided to fire them.  You are also required to pay for their vacations and a two week Christmas bonus. .

· If you want to move your belongings here from the USA, you should contact one of the local moving companies here at Lake Chapala.  They will know how to deal with all of the regulations required to keep you from paying importation duties.  You will also need to get a FM3 permit from your local Mexican consulate in your home country in order to apply for the permit to move your belongings, duty free. The FM3 regulations vary between consulates.  You can transport smaller goods (books, beddings, dishes, etc.) in your car and avoid making arrangements through a moving company.  If you decide to do this, check with local expats to find out how to do so without incurring special importation duties. 
· Living here is pretty safe.  Small scale theft does occasionally take place.  You need to be careful that you are dealing with reputable people when using local services to ensure safety.  Serious crime is very rare.

· Most expats pay for their day-to-day, simple medical care out of pocket.  The costs of visiting a doctor here are considerably lower than in the US and the doctors are much more willing and able to spend time with their patients..  Many doctors here are well trained (some attended school in the US; many went to school at UAG, Universidad Autonomia de Guadalajara, which is considered to be as good as many US schools) and speak English.  Residents take care of their long term, more serious medical needs in different ways.  You can buy insurance to transport you by air ambulance to the US (or a big city here) and pay for US medical insurance or Medicare.  You can also pay a modest fee ($20-30 a month) for Mexican government medical insurance, IMSS.  IMSS services are on the surface a bit rudimentary (you have to bring bedding, for example) but usually considered to be fairly good quality.  Judy recommends that, in order to avoid problems with IMSS rules concerning pre-existing conditions, you use the services of a facilitator who can guide you through the process. 

Part Two:  Studying Traditional Medicine in Cuernavaca

Class Description
I took a ten day course entitled Traditional Mexican Healing from the CICE, a small language and culture school in Cuernavaca between August 17th and 27th ,  then stayed ca a week beyond the end of the class.   

The class was taught by Estela Roman, a traditional medicine practitioner who studied for two years at Notre Dame University and speaks English fluently.  Estela has spent nearly twenty years studying traditional medicine from local curanderos (healers).  These healers, who are often elderly, use a combination of herbs, sobadores (intense massage), temezcales (steam baths), and limpias (spiritual cleansings) to help cure people of their physical and psychological maladies.  

While I expected the class to be primarily dedicated to studying different types of cures and explaining the cultural basis for the cures, Estela’s class emphasized helping the participants to cure their own ailments.  At first, I must admit, I found this approach a bit off-putting.  Part of me did not want to confront my own demons.  Instead, I just wanted to find out about the cures as an intellectual pursuit.
However, over time, I came to realize that Estela’s approach made a lot of sense.  I learned a lot about cultural beliefs just by participating in the different activities.  And I found out some interesting things about myself (please see the last article Lessons from the Road).

This is not to say that Estela’s course did not provide information about different cures.    I met five curanderos who generously shared recipes for both common ailments and specific medical issues based on questions from the students.  Estela also gave several informative and interesting short lectures about the Mesoamerican belief systems that formed the basis for these cures (see article: My Impressions of Traditional Medicine). 

The class had three other participants.  Monica, a Reiki healer and newly minted Spanish teacher originally from Colombia who has been living in Los Angeles for twenty years (see article: The Pied Piper of Cuantepec), and Alberto and Liz, a formerly married couple from California and Arizona, who drove to Mexico in a camper.  Monica and Liz both knew Estela from classes they had taken with her in California.
All of the classes, except several field trips, were conducted in Estela’s home.  Alberto and Liz stayed in Estela’s home.  Monica and I rented rooms in the home of one of Estela’s neighbors, Dona Maty (see article: Dona Maty and Her Daughters).

The course costs $450.  The fees included field trips to Tepoztlan (to climb to Tepotztlanelco, a pyramid hidden in the jungle) and Xochicalco (see article: Feeling at Home in Xochicalco).  Estela provided several meals, temezcales, massages, and other services.  We had to pay extra fees for services from the curanderos, including massages and herbs.   The courses are offered two to three times a year in the summer.
Estela designed the course to accommodate the needs and interests of the students.   As such, each class would be different.  Estela was very willing to spend extra time with us after the class ended.   

Feeling at Home in Xochicalco
I am surprised how often I feel at home almost immediately in a place when I travel.  Often I can easily understand why I feel so comfortable in a new place.  In Buenos Aires, for example, I immediately felt at home with the Argentinean sense of style, pace, and rhythm.  In colonial cities in Mexico, I feel comforted by the warm climate, people, and architecture.

Every once in a while, I can’t put my finger on why I feel comfortable somewhere; I just do.  Such is definitely the case at Xochicalco, the remnants of a Pre-Columbian city located about one hour southeast of Cuernavaca that I visited as part of the traditional medicine course.   

Somehow, even though I know that I would feel out of place living in a garrulous Pre-Columbian community like Xochicalco, I felt almost immediately like it is part of me in some inexplicable way.

When I closed my eyes there, I knew I visited Xochicalco hundreds of years ago as an objective yet empathetic outsider at a time when the community was at its peak.  I envisioned their marketplaces filled with exotic foods and feathers from various Mesoamerican communities. (Xochicalco served as a trading center for several different Mesoamerican societies).  And when I went inside a cave, I felt a strong sense that this was one of the most spiritual places on Earth.  I even saw a human sacrifice with a sense of acceptance and understanding instead of disgust.   
Estela told us that Mesoamericans tried constantly to perfect their society and that the demise of the Xochicalco, in her mind, was caused by their arrogant belief that they had achieved this goal.  In light of my previous psychic visit, I immediately felt a sense of admiration for Xochicalco’s efforts to make this place sacred; yet I also comprehended how these efforts also led to their downfall.

Somehow, I felt like the Xochicalcans had a lot to teach modern Americans.  Maybe we, too, are becoming arrogant in our drive to develop a perfect society.

My Impressions of Traditional Mexican Medicine
After attending the Traditional Medicine course (and reading some books on traditional healing), I have developed an appreciation for the value of traditional medicine to cure modern ills.  I am impressed by the way that traditional medicine takes into account all aspects of a person’s being – psychological, biological, and social – in diagnosing problems and uses a holistic approach including nutrition, herbal cures, and spiritual cleansings to address a person’s ailments.  I think we can learn a lot from both traditional Mexican medicinal techniques and philosophy.  
Here are a few of the beliefs of Mexican Traditional Medicine:
· Many serious illnesses can be cured by proper nutrition.  It recognizes the importance of traditional food – particularly fruits and vegetables (I was amazed how vital prickly pear cactuses called nopales, can be) – to help keep a person healthy and preserve their cultural identity even after they are sick.   

· The body has cycles that aid or impair cures.  It sometimes requires that certain cures are applied when the problem organ is at rest (often at three or so in the morning) and others when the body is most active. 
· Each person is a universe.  And everyone should be in charge of making their universe as healthy as possible.  We are connected to the rest of the world through various portals in our body. 

· Psychological and interpersonal problems are often created by evil winds and traumatic physical experiences 
· Most modern physical and psychological ailments (except AIDS) can be cured by natural means, such as massage therapy, steam bath, nutrition, and spiritual cleansing.  
When I entered the class, I doubted that the traditional medicine would be very effective.  Even though I knew that many modern cures (like aspirin) were based on traditional herbal cures from around the world, I had put my trust completely in modern science.  

I am now less skeptical.  When I asked one of the curanderos to stop itching from mosquito bites, she went in her garden and collected a group of grasses for me to rub on my skin.  It was by far the most effective cure that I found for this problem.  I was surprised how much better I felt physically after the intense sobadoras I received.  All three messages, coupled with Reiki and even astrology, helped to make me feel much more centered in my body and to identify blocks that were keeping me from achieving my optimal self.  I also discovered that the intimacy of the temezcal, a steam bath, can help the participants to cure each other.  Some of the comments that I received during the temezcal from Alberto, the only other male in the course, helped me to realize that, even though I am not a traditional macho male, I have more power than I thought to make other men feel comfortable in their own skin (and vice-versa).   
Dona Maty and Her Daughters
NOTE: My homestay with Dona Maty was arranged through Estela for $17 a day including at least two meals a day.

Frequently I advise students in my seminars to stay in homestays (renting a room) in local people’s homes whenever possible.  While most people probably are attracted to this arrangement because of its low cost, I think homestays are a great way to get to know another culture, make new friends, and practice another language.

My faith in the benefits of home stays was once again confirmed during my stay in Cuernavaca with Dona Maty and her daughters, Olga and Gaby. Looking back at my three weeks under their roof, I have a lot of good memories, including:

· The tasty, healthy homemade soups, breakfasts, and fresh fruits that Dona Maty prepared every day. 
· The evenings we spent (particularly when Monica was with us for the first two weeks) laughing together.  I particularly enjoyed kidding Dona Maty and her daughters’ about their view that women should run the world (my retort: they may be right but I have to watch myself around these “Amazons”)

· Gently flirting with Olga and Gaby, two attractive young professionals (Olga is a teacher; Gaby, an accountant)

· The expansive view of the surrounding mountains, including Popocatepatl, Mexico’s largest and most emblematic peak from the rooftop room where I stayed.

· Waking up to the sound of Dona Maty’s birds every morning. 

· Listening to Dona Maty tell me about the joy she experienced whenr she stepped barefoot on the sands of Acapulco beaches every morning (on the advice of her doctor) during her vacation.  These stories helped remind me that even the smallest things can make a vacation magical. 

I also appreciated the opportunity to practice Spanish.  When I first got to Cuernavaca, I had problems communicating in the language.   It has been over two years since I used much Spanish and I experienced frequent difficulty remembering specific words because of interference in my brain from Russian (I speak Russian and Spanish at about the same level).  Now, thanks to my practices with Dona Maty, I feel more comfortable speaking Spanish again.  
The Pied Piper of Cuantepec
One of my favorite things about traveling is that every so often I meet someone who I really like during my journey.  Such was the case with Monica, who I already mentioned was a fellow student in my Traditional Medicine class.

I enjoyed talking to Monica about her life.  She had a great sense of humor and a fun loving spirit.  I liked hearing about her early life in Colombia and her current life in California and admired her efforts to find happiness through the healing arts after the tragedies of her life.
I think I felt closest to her, however, during our visit to Cuantepec, a small Nahuatl (a modern cousin to ancient Aztec language) speaking community about ten miles east of Xochicalco.   After an hour or so of sitting in a housing complex of one of Estela’s relatives, Monica decided to become friends with the kids of the village.  She asked them to teach her some words in Nahautl and she taught them some English in return.  

The kids latched onto her immediately.  Before long, she was running with the kids throughout the village taking pictures, visiting all the main sites of the town (including the corn grinding machine), and playing soccer.  She had a natural and infectious ability to talk to the kids at their level without condescension.  By the time we left the village, kids were following us out of town to stay goodbye to Monica.

Even if I don’t see her again, I will always treasure my memory of watching Monica lead the kids around Cuantepec like the Pied Piper.    She helped remind me that some of the most touching moments in travel can be created by just reaching out to other people.  The kids also showed me that people can be happy even with the minimal amount of material goods as long as they know how to make their fun.  

A Final Note

Lessons from the Road

Travel is a powerful instrument for personal change.  Several times in my life, I’ve made decisions to seek a different life path while traveling.  In 1992, while lazing around on Ambergris Caye, Belize, I decided that I would not feel complete unless I saw more of the world.   I left for Russia in 1994 to teach English for a year and a half.  During that time, I realized that I needed someone else in my life and ended up marrying one of my students, Nina.  While we are no longer married, I am glad I made that decision because, while the marriage was painful at times, it made me a more centered, determined, and stronger person.   In Hawaii in 2001, after deciding to divorce, I began to devote myself fto  a career that allowed me to travel, teach, and write for a living.

Now it seems as if travel once again will be a potent force for change in my life.  After spending three weeks in Estela’s course and two weeks here at Lake Chapala, I see that I want to find an adventurous partner to join me on my travels and my life.

I can’t say that there was a pivotal moment in the five weeks that allowed me to come to these conclusions.  However, I can say that a couple things happened that played an important role in helping me to acknowledge the importance of having someone to share my life.  During the sobadores (message) and a reiki healing by Monica, I felt a very powerful unmet need to share a strong bond with someone.  Liz, an astrologer, helped reinforce this realization when she read in my astrological chart a powerful connection between addressing this unmet need and my process of becoming a more self actualized person. 

The last two weeks spent alone here at Lake Chapala have helped me determine that finding a travel and life partner will be my most important goal for awhile.  While I like Lake Chapala very much, I’ve returned temporarily to one of my least favorite emotional states:  an uncomfortable tug of war between longing for human interaction and staying at home, watching TV, and just (to use teenage vernacular) vegetating.    I often revert to vegetating whenever I am not forced to interact with others, especially if it is hard for me to come up with something I have in common with strangers.   I admire people who can come up to others and just shoot the breeze with people.  For me, it is about as much fun as going to the dentist to get my teeth drilled.

For years I criticized myself for shyness.  Now, I realize that I can deal with shyness by seeking chances that help me to come out of my shell.  I unconsciously have chosen to be a traveling student and volunteer because I’ve never found a better way to break my shyness.   I automatically share something in common with other participants and am away from the crutches, like TV, that allow me to vegetate and avoid human contact.

In my mind, travel is powerful because it allows people to fill voids in their life.  For most people that void is a need to slow down and rediscover their connections with themselves and/or their partners or family.  For me, it is a need for excitement and human interaction.  Thankfully, there are so many ways to travel that anyone can find a means of seeing the world that will help them.
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