
The Eye
Beach, Village + Urban Living in Oaxaca
April 2015, Issue 47
FREE



Contact us to book your day tour:
Office in Santa Cruz
Tel: 958 587 0871

6 hour Botanical Garden Tour; 60 varieties of 
exotic flowers and tropical fruits from Asia 
to Central America, swim in the Magdalena 
River.
Includes: Transportation, guide, breakfast 
and lunch with home grown organic juices 
and fruits.

www.hagiasofia.mx

Botanical Park

Tel: 958 581 0025
www.ecoyspa.com

Discover Peace and Traquility 

Lawyer Perla Vazquez Moctezuma

Marina Park Plaza Local #9
Chahue, Huatulco, Oaxaca
Mobile 958 116 7292 Telcel

Mobile 958 107 3221 Movistar

Contact us for all your
 legal needs! 

www.consultorialegalvm.com

Immigration Specialist

http://hagiasofia.mx/
www.consultorialegalvm.com
http://www.laspalmashuatulco.com/
http://mantaraya-hotel.com/
https://www.facebook.com/LimonBistro
http://ecoyspa.com/
www.consultorialegalvm.com
https://www.facebook.com/Cafe.Juanita.Huatulco
https://www.facebook.com/Cafe.Juanita.Huatulco


Read ‘The Eye’ Online

www.eyemagazine.net

Jane
The Eye 3

The Eye is a monthly all-English magazine that 
is distributed throughout the state of Oaxaca. It 
can be found for FREE at hotels, restaurants 
and community hot spots.
 
Should you wish to receive copies, advertise or 
submit some writing or photography please 
send us an email. 

This magazine is made possible by the 
advertisers so please thank them when you use 
their services.
huatulcoeye@yahoo.com

Frida’s
Fish Taco Food Truck

Look for us in the park outside 
the ADO bus station

Tuesday-Saturday
11.30am-6:00pm

Sundays in Santa Cruz

Huatulco 

Editor: Jane Bauer
Copy Editor: Deborah Van Hoewyk

Writers: Jan Chaiken, Marcia Chaiken,  Julie 
Etra, Leigh Morrow, Carole Reedy, Alvin 

Starkman, Deborah Van Hoewyk, Kary Vannice

Cover Photo:  Dmitry Rukhlenko

Photography/Art: Alvin Starkman, Pedal 
South, Various Sources

Advertising Assistant: Casilda Mendoza Lopez
Layout: Jane Bauer

Opinions and words are those of the author 
and do not necessarily reflect the opinion of 

The Eye.

We welcome submissions and input. 
To get involved send us an email. 

huatulcoeye@yahoo.com

“...it seemed a part of her life, to step from 
the ancient to the modern, back and forth. 

She felt rather sorry for those who knew only 
one and not the other. It was better, she 

thought, to be able to select from the whole 
menu of human achievements than to be 

bound within one narrow range.” 
― Orson Scott Card, Children of the Mind

y first experiences with ruins in Mexico were 
memorable, although if I am honest, they 
left me feeling underwhelmed. It’s not 
because I didn’t find them interesting or Mbeautiful, but they seemed to bring me to a 

time so distant that I found it a challenge to connect. I even 
used to joke that I was ‘ruined for ruins’.  However, I could 
not have been more wrong. Traces of the existence of their 
inhabitants co-exist in our modern world, if you just know 
where to look. 

Judit, a women from Xanica who works with me, only 
learned to speak Spanish when she was eight years old. 
While I know there are communities that still use 
indigenous languages, I was surprised that a woman 
roughly the same age as myself, counted an indigenous 
language as her mother tongue. This past summer Judit 
and I worked in Frida’s Fish Taco truck together and in-
between serving up tacos, she would teach me a few 
Zapotec words and I would, in turn, teach her a few English 
words. I learned how difficult it is to pronounce Zapotec 
words; you need to move your mouth in a completely 
different way and make sounds that don’t seem to exist in 
English or Spanish. Sounds are drawn out with precise 
enunciation and melody. Despite considering myself to 
have a knack for languages, when Judit’s mother stopped 
by for a visit and I greeted her in Zapotec, she didn’t 
understand me. I haven’t given up though and my thirst to 
learn more about this magical culture has only grown.

In this issue our writers explore Zapotec culture; the poetry, 
the depth and richness of the language and their arts. 

Zapotec culture is so much more that ancient ruins, it 
is a vibrant part of our world today. 

Don’t miss Kary Vannice’s piece about four men on the bike 
journey of a lifetime. If you are lucky enough to be in Mexico 
during Semana Santa, Carole Reedy provides a 
comprehensive guide to navigate you through the 
celebrations.
Enjoy!

Leigh 
Morrow explores Zapotec poetry and tells the story of Felipe 
Lopez who has been teaching a course in Zapotec at the 
University of California, San Diego. Jan Chaiken and 
Marcia Chaiken visit the Eco Archeological Park of Copalita 
and follow up on the sepulcher that was found there in 
2012. I highly recommend a visit to the park on your next 
trip to Huatulco. Deborah Van Hoewyk gives us an in-depth 
look at Zapotec culture then and now, further illustrating 
that 

https://www.facebook.com/FishTacosHuatulco
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Books About Native Mexican Cultural History

By Carole Reedy

n integral part of the travel adventure is 
anticipating your journey, which often includes 
studying the local culture before even stepping onto 
the tarmac. Not only do we want a glimpse into the 
physical world we're entering, we want to know A
something of how it got that way.   

Many of us experience and learn through fiction, especially 
historical fiction, which can make learning more palatable. 
So…you're going to Mexico. Along with your trusty travel guide, 
pick up a copy of Michener's classic Mexico (offering an 
overview of the country's history and geography in Michener's 
classic grand style), Gary Jennings' Aztec (and maybe even the 
sequels Aztec Autumn and Aztec Blood), and a copy of Laura 
Esquivel's Like Water for Chocolate, to get a taste of that most 
integral element of travel: food.  

A recent novel of Esquivel's, titled Malinche, examines the 
relationship between an Indian woman and the conqueror 
Cortes. None of these is great literature, but you're already 
getting a feel for your destination. 

In that spirit, here's a brief list, supplemented with 
commentary, of some highly readable non-fiction literature 
that provides introspection into the human nature of the 
residents of Mexico through their colorful, exotic history.  The 
first two are written in Spanish, with excellent English 
translations available. English speakers conversant in 
Spanish will manage them with ease. Do give it a try.  

THE TRUE HISTORY OF THE CONQUEST OF 
NEW SPAIN (La historia verdadera de la 
conquista de la Nueva España) by Bernal Diaz de 
Castillo.  A very long and detailed but readable 
account of the arrival of the Spanish to the 
shores of Veracruz in 1519 and their journey to 
Tenochtitlan, the present-day Mexico City. This 
tale is told from the perspective of personal 
experience.  

THE LABYRINTH OF SOLITUDE (El laberinto de 
la soledad) by Nobel Prize winner Octavio Paz.  
One of our most beloved poets and essayists has 
written seven essays that attempt to explain the 
Mexican mind to outsiders by exploring the plight 
of the Indian cultures in relation to the Spanish 
invaders.  

MEXICO READER (HISTORY, CULTURE, 
POLITICS) 
Edited by Gilbert M. Joseph and Timothy J. 
Henderson.  This is a good place to either start 
or complete your reading preparation for 
Mexican travel.  Eight hundred pages 
containing 100 essays make up this popular 
anthology, filled with a diverse selection of texts 
on Mexican history and culture, from meetings 
between Pancho Villa and Zapata to Montezuma 
and Cortes.  Different points of view on a topic 
are presented, offering the reader not only solid information, 
but also the chance to pause and reflect.  

THE CLOUD PEOPLE: DIVERGENT 
EVOLUTION by Ken Flannery and Joyce 
Marcus. This is a heavy read, but well worth it 
as it's a thorough treatment of the evidence and 
a major resource on Oaxacan prehistory. 

M E X I C O :  F R O M  T H E  
OLMECS TO THE AZTECS by 
M i c h a e l  C .  C o e .  T h i s  

companion to Coe's best selling THE MAYAS is 
recognized as one of the most readable and 
authentic introductions to the ancients. This 
seventh edition is full of new findings, 
including the solution to the origin of maize 
farming. It's organized chronologically and is 
archeologically oriented to the sites of the 
Aztecs, Olmecs, Toltecs, and Zapotecs. It's been described as 
an essential book to read while planning a visit to the various 
archeological sites in Mexico. 

ZAPOTEC WEAVERS by Andra Fischgrund 
Staton.  Before visiting the unique town of 
Teotitlán de Valle, outside Oaxaca City, be 
sure to read this well written, deeply cultural 
treatment of the Zapotec rug weavers.  It 
analyzes the social aspects of the family while 
offering an explanation of the weavers' 
methods, including basic information about 
construction, design, and the dyes used. There 

are outstanding photographs and a “where to buy” section. 

ZAPOTEC WOMEN: GENDER, CLASS, 
ETHNICITY IN GLOBALIZED OAXACA by 
Lynn Stephen. This new second edition has 
more than 70 fresh pages of narrative, photos, 
and tables.  It's regarded as a classic in the field 
as a complete analysis of these strong women. 

THE MAYA WORLD  by  
Demetrio Sodi Morales, A 
GUIDE TO MEXICAN ARCHAEOLOGY by 
Román Piña Chan, and OAXACA, THE 
ARCHAELOGICAL RECORD by Marcus 
Winter are all published by Minutiae Mexicana 
in a series called Indian People of Mexico.  
These are small books are written in English 
and available for less than five dollars each on 
Amazon.   

A must-visit for those who 
become enchanted with the 
various Indian cultures of 
Mexico is a trip (or two or three) 
to the Museum of Anthropology 
in Mexico City, located in the 
lovely Chapultepec Park. Here 
each culture is given a section 
of its own. It's impossible to see 
everything in a single day, so 
block out sufficient time in 
your schedule for at least two visits. The Oaxacan portion at 
the back is especially interesting, and don't miss the second 
floor with its native dress and adornments. An outdoor 
restaurant on the lower level offers a welcome respite between 
cultures!
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Poetry in the Clouds
Oh, Zapotec, dear Zapotec 

language that gives me life, 
I know you will not die
until the sun's demise.

– Gabriel López Chiñas, "Diidxazá"

housands of years ago, the people who lived in the 
forested slopes and valleys of the Sierra Madre del 
Sur, where fog lingers on the tops of trees, and corn is 
communally planted, spoke in a language that rose Tand fell like music.  Today they still do. The Zapotec 

language, the oldest written language in America, comprises of 
50 different dialects that together have almost as many 
varieties as there are pueblos in which it is spoken. Some half a 
million people speak Zapoteco, most living in the states of 
Oaxaca and Veracruz, usually speaking one or two varieties of 
their native language along with Spanish. In some areas, this 
native language is used in all daily communication such as 
commerce, religion and literature, but in other areas, the 
Zapotec language is on the brink of extinction. 

More than three quarters of the dialects have fewer than ten 
thousand speakers fluent in the language, so its preservation 
has become critical. Although all varieties of Zapotec share 
some basic phonological and structural similarities, there are 
so many differences between and among them, that 40 of them 
are considered to be mutually unintelligible. Unlike English or 
Spanish, Zapotec is a tonal language with three pitches, low, 
high and ascendant (the movement from low to high). The 
number of contrasting tones differs from one dialect to 
another.  Further complicating the learning for outsiders is 
that none of the tone changes are marked in the written form. 
Zapotec poetry perhaps best displays the dazzling rich 
rhythms and auditory effects of this language. 

Natalia Toledo, a poet who travels the world to read her poetry 
in her native tongue, commented that when she reads her 
verses in Vietnam, Italy or North America, people are 
enchanted even though they do not understand the Zapotec 
language at all. It is the sounds that captivates.  

“Zapotec/ I saw you/flying/ like a carpet/ upon the 
pleasure/of my tongue”. 
When it comes to translating this poem there is no real way to 
capture the layers of sound that happen in the original work.

…

“When poets write in Zapotec, they entrance their readers with 
their melodic verses, remind their people who they are by 
reimagining local traditions, and call them to take responsibility 
for the future of their language and culture.” 

Preserving these dialects, and recording their spoken words, is 
a key element in The Mountains Voices Project. 

( ) To date, over 300 interviews 
have been conducted by local people in local dialects and 
posted on their website.  The topics range from their opinions 
of politics and community to customs and for our interest in 
this article, identity.

When Zapotec native speakers were interviewed for the project 
and asked about their identity they indicated their language is 
seen as a key feature of local identity. A narrator interprets 
Mario Fernando's pain in school. 

A Zapotec poem by Antonio López Pérez reads:

As Spanish professor and translator Claire Sullivan notes

www.mountainvoices.org

"Maybe the hardest thing in the primary [school] is that they 
didn't let you speak Zapoteco, because they punished us and 
our fathers or our mothers if they heard us speak 
Zapoteco....They drew attention to us and they sent for our 
parents and gave them a punishment too.... And that is how it 
was and we lost the language. I still understand [the language] 
because, thankfully, I've maintained a close relation with the 
village and I listen to what the people say in Zapoteco. I 
understand them perfectly well but [laughing] now I can't 
answer them in Zapoteco, no! It's possibly the most bitter 
experience I've had because now I know the importance of the 
language" 
Mario Fernando, age 36, community manager.

"When [my relative] Camerino went to the school, he spoke 
[Zapotec] language very well, because his grandfather and his 
father did not teach him to speak Castellano (Spanish) ....and 
the teacher removed him from the class and she told him: 'Look, 
do not speak [Zapoteco], because....I do not understand you 
...and your classmates do not understand you either. No, you 
can not speak the language.' And she turned him out, poor 
Camerino, because he spoke in [that] language."
Maximina, age 67, trader.

Compounding the disappearing language issue, transnational 
migration began. Over the past five decades, Zapotecs have 
been leaving for the opportunities of California, further eroding 
the nurturing of their original dialect.

Felipe Lopez was one of them.  He 
left Oaxaca and arrived as an 
undocumented immigrant 25 
years ago. He worked in the 
agricultural fields of California, 
then moved to Los Angeles, where 
he struggled as a dishwasher until 
he became a legal resident. Lopez 
was inspired to compile a two 
volume dictionary of the Zapotec 
language, the first of its kind. The 
d i c t i onary  t i t l ed  Zapo tec  
Dictionary of San Lucas Quiavini 
(Di'csyonaary X:tee'n Dii'zh Sah 
Sann Luu'c) was published in 
1999. The dictionary bears the 
name of Felipe's home town.  It 
includes 9,000 words translated 
into English and Spanish and was 
designed for the 50,000 Oaxacan 
Indians whose native tongue is 
Zapotec.  Felipe was inspired to 
create the dictionary as he 
witnessed the erosion of his 
language.

By Leigh Morrow

https://www.facebook.com/LimonBistro
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Another lifeline to the Zapotec 
language was extended in 2010 
when The  Univers i ty  o f  
California in San Diego offered, 
for the first time, a Zapotec 
language class.

Two years later, in Salinas, 
California, The Natividad 
Medical Center began hiring 
medical interpreters bilingual in 
both Spanish and Zapotec. Last 
year, the Natividad Medical 
Foundat ion launched an 
interpreting business that 
specializes in indigenous 
languages including Zapotec, 
Mixtec, Trique and Chatino. 
 
And then, Rodrigo Pérez 
Ramírez, who lives in San Andrés Paxtlán ,Oaxaca,  had an 
idea.

He wrote down his vision for his endangered language and 
entered it in a Global Voices draw, where the winner would 
receive funding for the project.

Rodrigo won a Rising Voices Microgrant, and now is creating 
audio recordings in Zapotec with Spanish translation of 
everyday images of the community.  From simple objects to 
people's names, plants, animals, holidays, traditions, short 
stories of sites, festivals, interviews and events in the 
community. Records created will be published with the help of 
an open source application for mobile phones called ojoVoz. 
Generated content will be published in real time on the 
platform of the virtual museum of the Zapotec language. 
 

stHis 21  -century union of an ancient language and the Internet 
aims to ensure the presence of the Zapotec language in the 
digital world and have those voices, sounds, tones and 
inflections survive indefinitely through document clouds. 
Zapotecs, who called themselves “Be'ena'a Za'a” meaning  “The 
Cloud People”, believed that they had descended from 
supernatural beings and when they died, they would return to 
their origins, in the clouds.

Appears they have done, exactly that.

Leigh Morrow is a Vancouver writer who operates Casa 
Mihale, a vacation rental in the quaint ocean front 

community of San Agustinillo, Mexico.  Her house can 
be viewed and rented at www.gosanagustinillo.com

Dear Friends of The Eye:

We really enjoyed our presentation on March 3 at the 
Mansiones Cruz del Mar Theater in Huatulco. It was a treat to 
talk to such a varied group about our work documenting and 
saving endangered languages; the conversation was one of 
the most stimulating we 
have  eve r  had  a t  a  
presentation. 

We then joined the rest of 
our team in Totontepec Villa 
de Morelos in Oaxaca's 
Sierra Mixe (Sierra Norte). 
We are about fifteen people 
including our linguists, 
v i d e o  t r a i n e r s ,  a n d  
c o m m u n i t y - m e m b e r  
trainees in linguistics and video production. The trainees' 
new videos as part of our Community Self-Documentation 
program are exciting both 
for their quality and 
content.

Our favorite is a children's 
game where the children 
pretend to be animals that 
speak  M ixe .  I t ' s  s o  
satisfying to see the young 
children speaking Mixe 
while their older siblings 
make such good films. 
We've also been working on 
the Mixe Dictionary and on 
the community's online 
“ c o m m u n i t y  
e n c y c l o p e d i a ” — M i x e  
Portal—that will house the 
videos, dictionary, sound 
library, and photos and 
other materials that will be 
used in language learning 
and also linking the many 
Totontepecanos working in 
distant places in Mexico and the States. The project is a model 
that gives indigenous communities a resource for stabilizing 
their language and culture. We'll send you links to some 
videos and the Portal soon. And thanks for helping us stay in 
touch through “The Eye”.

Ben Levine and Julia Schulz, Co-Directors, 
Speaking Place

Rockland, Maine 04841 USA   
www.speakingplace.org

n March 3rd The Eye launched the Lecture Series with 
a presentation from Ben Levine and Julia Schulz Owhose work was explored in the September 2012 

article by Deborah Van Hoewyk.
http://issuu.com/huatulcoeye/docs/september2012

The Eye 
Lecture Series

http://www.oaxacadream.com/
http://www.laspalmashuatulco.com/
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Pre-Hispanic Residents 
of Huatulco

By Jan Chaiken and Marcia Chaiken

n October 5, 2010, 
Huatulco 's  Eco-
archeology  park 
opened to the east of 
Tangolunda Bay O
near Copalita.  It 

provides a unique experience of pre-Columbian life on the 
Oaxacan Coast as it existed well before the Spanish conquest of 
Mexico. The park, located just past the turnoff for Playa La 
Bocana, consists of over 81 hectares (200 acres), including a 
museum and trails leading to recently excavated archeological 
sites, primarily undisturbed conservation areas, and 
magnificent views of the coastline.  Developed by FONATUR 
(the Mexican government foundation for promoting tourism) 
and INAH (National Institute of Anthropology and History), the 
park offers residents and tourists alike an informative and 
visually inspiring experience.

T h e  m u s e u m  d i s p l a y s  
archeological  f inds from 
excavations in the State of 
Oaxaca, including from this site 
which overlooks the mouth of 
the Copalita River.  The 
workmanship and artistic 
beauty of many of the pieces are 
stunning.  Numerous items are 
in such pristine condition that it 
is difficult to accept that they are originals rather than replicas.

The 2010 opening of the museum and park culminated more 
than a decade of work by anthropologists under the direction of 
Raúl Matadamas Díaz, a researcher at INAH with whom we met 
recently for an update about the archeology of Huatulco.  At 
the time the museum opened, the artifacts discovered in 
Copalita had not been fully investigated.  For this reason, the 
information provided to visitors was not very specific (and also 
all the signs and available literature were written in Spanish, 
making a visit there somewhat of a challenge for English-
speaking tourists).  Since that time, the artifacts previously 
discovered (including the ones on display) were studied 
carefully, and additional areas of the site were excavated, with 
recovery of important finds for the anthropologists.  Even so, 
some questions have still not been fully answered, including 
the ethnic background of residents during different periods of 
occupation of the site, where the residents traveled from to live 
here in Huatulco, what kind of commerce they had with other 
populated areas elsewhere in Mexico, their form of governance, 
and their relations with powerful rulers nearby.

Two years after the park opened to the public, in October 2012, 
INAH announced the discovery at the Copalita site of the 
sepulcher of a person who appeared to have been the ruler of 
this place 1300 years ago.  His tomb was surrounded by 
remains of 38 other individuals, some of whom had lived in the 
same era.  Near his skeleton were found a collar of 5 pieces of 
jade (a material not naturally found in this area), objects for 
religious offerings, a ruler's staff, and pieces of vases, jewelry, 
and chest decorations. 

The human remains discovered at the site were initially 
removed to INAH's Oaxaca facility for analysis, but the bones 
which had lasted centuries in Huatulco's humid climate did 
not tolerate the drier air and cooler temperatures of Oaxaca 
city and were returned to a building within 100 feet of the 
museum at the Eco-archeological park. An INAH archeologist 
continues to study them at this location, occasionally sending 
minuscule samples to Mexico City for DNA analysis.  By 
comparing the DNA from these samples with DNA from 
populations in other places in Oaxaca, the Isthmus, and 
Chiapas, INAH researchers hope to be able to clarify the 
migration of ancient populations in southern Mexico.

The study of these artifacts has already resulted in a much 
improved understanding of the pre-Hispanic residents of 
Huatulco – their cultural heritage, body size and strength, diet, 
longevity, health problems, occupations, funeral practices, 
and many other details.  Prior to this discovery, the artifacts 
retrieved from the site had belonged to non-elite residents, 
their homes, and daily activities. 

According to a written 
summary prepared by 
INAH this year as a 
source for this article, 
the site was occupied 
more than 2,500 years 
ago, around the same 
time that Monte Alban (a 
much more well-known 
a n d  e x t e n s i v e  
archeological site near 
the city of Oaxaca) was 
flourishing.  Even at 
that time (500 BC), the 
c ommun i t y  had  a  
system of writing, a well-
established calendar, 
and a strong political, 
socioeconomic, and 
religious organization.  
T h e  c o m m u n i t y  
numbered at least 3,000 
people.  They had a 
remarkably advanced 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  
construction, especially 
of types of cement 
suitable for building in muddy areas subject to inundation.  
Visitors to the site will see the remains of a large temple (only 
part of which has been restored), a central plaza, a ball field, 
and walls, canals, and passageways dating from this time.  
From the numerous shells and fish bones found, it is known 
that the inhabitants engaged in fishing, hunting, making of 
fish nets, and dyeing of textiles from the pigment found in local 
purple snails. Agriculture was not prominent, except possibly 
for family gardens.



The site went through a sequence of abandonments and 
repopulation. By the year 500 AD, the population was very 
prosperous and well governed. It specialized in making ceramic 
utensils, producing cotton products, sewing nets for catching 
and transporting fish and other seafood, navigation, and ship 
building.  The various types of stone materials found from this 
era that the inhabitants either came from wide areas of 
Chiapas and the central valley of Oaxaca, or they had extensive 
commerce with these areas.  At the site in Copalita were found 
gray obsidian from the volcano near Orizaba, white Mayan 
ceramics from east of here, and tools for grinding basalt (a kind 
of rock not found naturally here). As a result, the 
anthropologists are still uncertain about the cultural heritage 
of the residents at that time, but it was probably a multi-ethnic 
community of Mixtecs, Zapotecs, Zoques, Mixes, and 
predecessors of ethnic groups that now inhabit the Isthmus of 
Tehuantepec.

By the year 800 AD, the site had been essentially abandoned.  
The buildings which were discovered dating prior to that time 
had been covered with 1.3 meters of dirt and sediments, 
indicating that the river changed its course or that there were 
successive inundations of floods separated by droughts.  The 
sediments included parts of trees, rocks, animals, houses, and 
cooking utensils. The archeologists speculate that the 
community was forced to flee to higher altitudes or that the 
economic activities related to clay, snails, and fishing became 
untenable.

The site was again populated by Mixtecs around 1100 AD.  
This period is well understood from other archeological sites in 
Oaxaca and from writings of Spanish explorers who conquered 

ththe area hundreds of years later.  In the 12  Century, the 
Mixtec population was ruled by Ocho Venado (Deer Man 
number 8), who successfully conquered and populated large 
portions of southern Mexico.  The Mixtec population remained 
there until it was decimated by the conquistadors, and from 
then on the Copalita site was no longer an important 
population center.  By 1540, Huatulco was entirely a major 
Spanish port.

Currently, fifteen archeological sites are known in the various 
bays of Huatulco.  Major unexplored ruins exist in the heights 
overlooking Chahúe Bay and in the wetlands of Cacaluta Bay.  
Unfortunately, the development of the bays for tourism has 
already obliterated several of the sites – and current plans for 
development of Cacaluta into a new hotel complex are likely to 
prevent study in that area. 

INAH intends to revise the displays at the museum to include 
some of the more recent discoveries and also explanations of 
the current research knowledge. Most of the artifacts currently 
on display at the museum will be replaced with more recently 
discovered pieces, including large vases, figurines, and 
personal and ceremonial decorations made of turquoise and 
jade.  The planned update of the museum includes signs in 
English as well as Spanish, plus a video whose soundtrack will 
include native speakers of indigenous languages spoken by the 
early residents of this site. We were privileged to see some of the 
pieces at the INAH offices in Oaxaca and to hear details of the 
museum renovation at the INAH office in Bocana Copalita.  
Look for an article in “The Eye” next year describing the 
updated museum.

Also projected for the future is the release of a Spanish-
language booklet describing the pre-Hispanic history of all of 
Huatulco, written by Raúl Matadamas and Sandra Ramirez 
and planned to be on sale beginning in May 2015 at the 
Copalita Eco-archeological park, at airports, and at  venues in 
La Crucecita where magazines and books are sold.  It is 
entitled “Antes de Ocho Venado y despues de los Pirates: 
Arqueología e Historia de Huatulco.”  INAH archeologists are 
currently undertaking a new round of excavations of the 
Templo Mayor at Bocana Copalita.  Who knows what other 
treasures may be found in the area?

 suggest 

The Eye 9

RESTAURANT-GRILL

THE PLACE TO BE

RESERVATIONS 587 1157
French & International Cuisine

Open From 5pm To 10 pm Closed Sunday
Located in front of the Binniguenda Hotel

Santa Cruz, Huatulco

Huatulco Weddings

Your Wedding Experts in Huatulco, Oaxaca, Mexico

www.HuatulcoWeddings.net

Source: http://www.theposthole.org/read/article/204

www.eyemagazine.net

The Eye 
Magazine Website

Beach, Village + Urban Living in Oaxaca

List your home for sale
or for rent on our website!

List your events, business, restaurant, hotel, 
services, things to do, vacation rentals and property 

for sale for FREE on the best English 
guide to Huatulco, Zipolite, Mazunte, 
Puerto Escondido and Oaxaca City.

Find great articles from our current 
and past issues. Comment and 

Communicate Directly with our Writers.

https://www.facebook.com/LATERRAZAHUAX?fref=ts
http://www.huatulcoweddings.net/
http://eyemagazine.net/
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What's On In Mexico City? 

Semana Santa…And Beyond

By Carole Reedy

ere in Mexico, the two most important weeks of 
the year take place in the weeks surrounding 
Easter, with the Christmas holidays a close 
second. It's really no surprise since 90 percent of Hthe population is Catholic.  During these Easter 

weeks, the city's residents pack up their cars or head to the bus 
stations or airport in anticipation of a well-deserved rest at one 
of the many beaches that hug the Mexican coastline.  It's an 
opportune time to explore Mexico City since traffic is more 
manageable, with fewer people on the streets, work hours 
reduced, and schools closed.  Beware, though, of the highways 
entering and leaving the city as they will be full of escaping 
Chilangos.

This year Semana Santa is celebrated from March 28 until 
April 12, Easter falling on Sunday, April 5 (also the day of the 
Daylight Savings time change), Palm Sunday on March 29, 
Maundy Thursday on April 2, and Good Friday on April 3.  
These are the major celebratory dates.  

During the four main days (Thursday, April 2, through 
Sunday, April 5), all banks will be closed, along with 
government offices.  It's best to wrap up all business before the 
two-week period because during them business transactions 
are difficult to conduct.  Another bit of advice: heed your cash 
flow. ATM machines may not be serviced in a timely fashion, so 
best to withdraw the funds you need before April 1. During the 
four main days there's also limited activity in the markets, 
museums, shops, and theaters.

Other locales with major Semana Santa celebrations are San 
Miguel de Allende, Patzcuaro, Oaxaca City, Taxco, and San 
Cristobal de las Casas. 

Palm Sunday (Domingo de Ramos) is celebrated in the 
churches, usually with processions that reenact Jesus' entry 
to the city. You'll know it's Palm Sunday because everyone on 
the street and riding the buses will be carrying palms! Woven 
palms are sold outside the churches, often in intricate designs 
suitable for souvenirs or hanging in your home. 

Maundy Thursday (Jueves Santo)  The day that 
commemorates washing the feet of the apostles, the Last 
Supper, and Jesus' arrest in Gethsemane.  In San Miguel de 
Allende on this day the traditional seven churches are visited in 
the evening by residents and tourists.  In Mexico City, at the 
Catedral Metropolitana, masses are held in the morning and 
afternoon.  For exact times, check the website:

The cathedral will hold services every day of Holy Week, but 
Holy Thursday is the day that altars and halls are bedecked 
with flowers.  Usually the Cardinal performs a lengthy ritual 
washing of feet in a ceremony that celebrates the Last Supper. 
Last year it took place at 5 pm, but best to check at the 
cathedral for the exact time this year. 

Good Friday (Viernes Santo)  The crucifixion of Christ, or Via 
Crucis. The most elaborate and largest re-creation in the 
country of this event takes place in the form of a passion play in 
the municipal of Iztapalapa, in the southern part of the city.  
More than 4,000 residents of Iztapalapa perform in the play, 
which has been presented every year since 1843, and well over 
a million spectators arrive to experience it.

www.catedralmetropolitanademexico.mx

 Best perhaps to watch it on your hotel television or look into an 
organized guided tour.  The trial by Pontius Pilate occurs at 
midday, followed by thousands taking part in the Procession to 
Calvary, carrying crosses of different sizes. The man chosen to 
play Jesus carries a cross that weighs more than 100 pounds. 
The representation ends with Judas hanging himself at the 
side of Jesus. Another representation of the crucifixion takes 
place in the main plaza of La Villa de Guadalupe, home of the 
Basilica of Guadalupe.   

Holy Saturday (Sabado de Gloria) There is a custom in Mexico 
called the burning of Judas because of his betrayal of Jesus.   
Paper mache figures of Judas hang from lamp lights in the 
zocalos. They're then burned, often accompanied by 
firecrackers. Sometimes the figures are dressed to look like 
Satan, but often they resemble political figures. In some 
communities this tradition takes place on Sunday instead of 
Saturday. 

Easter Sunday (Domingo de Gloria) The Main Cathedral in 
the Zócalo will be jammed for the many masses on this, the 
most important, holiday on the Christian calendar.  But it's 
well worth it to saunter near the area to experience the 
excitement and joy.  Don't look for Easter Bunnies, jelly beans, 
colored eggs, or any gringo traditions.  You may see, in certain 
communities, colored egg shells filled with confetti being 
broken over friends' and families' heads.  Even though 
Halloween has burst upon the scene in Mexico, thus far Easter 
hasn't changed.

The Mexican League baseball season starts April 3 
throughout the country. So, whatever city you're visiting, if 
you're a baseball fan, be sure to look for a game.  The season 
runs through the end of August.  There are teams in Mexico 
City, Puebla, Tijuana, Reynosa, Monterrey, Oaxaca, Quintana 
Roo, Saltillo, Tabasco, Aguascalientes, Campeche, 
Chihuahua, Monclova, and Yucatan. Mexico City won the 
2014 championship! 

If you don't make it to Mexico for the Easter holidays, don't 
despair because there are always celebrations in this most 
colorful of countries.  On the heels of the Semana Santa, the 
Annual Mexico City Festival of Centro Historico is held 
from April 16 to 29. This two-week festival highlights diverse 
events such as opera, concerts, theater, art exhibits, dance 
production, and a gourmet fair.  Proceeds from the event go to 
help the restoration of Mexico City's centro historic downtown 
area. 

The largest fair in Mexico takes place from April 19 to May 11, 
the Feria of San Marcos in Aguascalientes.  There are 
activities galore, including the finest Mexican singers 
performing at various venues. The food court offers all kinds of 
traditional treats and the best matadors are represented at the 
corridas de toros (bullfights), which take place almost daily.  
There are also traditional cockfights, along with a fun-fair, 
rodeos, art displays, dance, and other events.  Although 
gambling is illegal in Mexico, the Feria has a specially licensed 
permit to operate a casino.    

Following the Feria de Aguacalientes, Mexico City once again 
hosts the Feria de las Culturas Amigas, an international fair 
with more than 80 countries represented.  Each brings 
samplings of its food, traditions, dances, music, and various 
wares to display and sell.  Last year it was held in the Zocalo, 
other years on Paseo de Reforma.  At this writing we don't have 
dates or location, but the fair is usually held the last two weeks 
in May.  We'll announce the exact days here in next month's 
issue of The Eye. Patria, Libertad, Trabajo y Cultura is Mexico's 
motto.  And there is never a dull moment in the capital city.   

http://www.huatulco-catering.com/wine.html
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Zapotec: Language and Perspective

iving here on the Oaxacan coast, we native English 
speakers forget that Spanish was not the native 
language here (in fact there are 16 distinct languages 
in the State of Oaxaca).  Although we have absorbed 
so many Native American words in the USA and L
Canada daily vocabulary, like cars, bridges, 

highways and athletic teams, it is a bit different here (from my 
perspective). Many pre-Colombian languages in Oaxaca are 
still spoken, and Zapotec words are found in daily culture in 
and around Huatulco, such as the names of restaurants like 
Itoó (come and eat) and hotels like 

At Hagia Sofia, the lovely gardens on the way to 
Pluma Hidalgo, the plants are labeled with scientific, Spanish 
(Mexican) common, and Zapotec names.  

Without getting into great and somewhat 
obscure detail, this brief article discusses Zapotec perspectives 
on nature, how the plant and animal kingdoms are classified 
and viewed, and selected cultural components such as how the 
weavers from the Valley of Oaxaca (Teotitlán del Valle) work 
with nature to produce stunning and unique colors.

The Zapotec language belongs to the Oto-Manguean language 
family and is spoken by people 

te of Oaxaca; however, there are numerous dialects and 
major differences in vocabulary throughout the region.

 Etnobiologia Zapoteca 
(V.M. Cerqueda [ed.], Universidad del Isthmo, 2005), which 
specifically focuses on the dialect of the San Baltasar 
Chichicapan region, south of Oaxaca City. 

The Zapotec organize the living world very 
differently from the academically 
accepted Linnaean system, where life is 
morphologically defined mostly by sexual 
parts (flowers and fruits) and uses a two-
ranked system to make decisions and 
correctly identify organisms. Among the 
Zapotecs, life forms are more likely to be 
described according to ecological 
function or behavior. For example, the 
majority of the names of animals begin 
with pe/be or pi/bi, which means breath, 
wind, or spirit. Th

í
á

á = mushroom
4. plant (although there is no specific word for plant in 
Zapotec). 

People are not considered animals. They are further 
subdivided into normal people and supernatural people, the 
later being more interesting; supernatural people are further 
subdivided into evil (like the devil), stone dwarfs, and fairies. 

Binniguenda (actually Binni 
guenda, two words, and means Shaman, a live soul, or ancient 
people), etc. 

Language, especially if you speak more than one, shapes and 
expands the manner in which you experience and interpret the 
world around you. 

from the southwestern-central 
highlands of Mexico. Today native speakers are estimated to 
number over half a million, with the majority inhabiting the 
sta

For this 
discussion on ethnobiology, I reference 

e Zapotec divide the 
kingdoms of life into four broad 
categories: 

1. bw nn = people
2. m n = animal
3. buaa' 

 

The animal category is very broad, ranging from elephants to 
lice, but is broken down to creatures walking on four legs, 
aquatic animals, and small and large birds. Not sure where the 
lice fit. Getting even more complicated, they are then further 
defined as ferocious animals, useful animals, dangerous 
animals, flying animals, aquatic animals, and snakes and 
snake-like animals (not sure about the rationale for including 
scorpions and spiders in this group). A great fable about this 
latter group involves a book worm (literally), who says to an owl 
about to eat him/her, 'But you don't eat worms! You eat rodents 
and snakes.'  And the owl replies 'since you worms are in the 
same group as the snakes, I am perfectly authorized to eat a 
poor worm'. 

Mushrooms constitute 11 categories. As mentioned, there is no 
specific word in Zapotec for plants, and although 'yàga' is used 
for 'plant', it also refers to trees, sticks, wood, and firewood. 
Subgroups include big trees, medium trees, cactus, brooms (I 
thinks this refers to leguminous plants that are invasive in 
California), vines, grasses, herbs, and wetland plants. 
Enigmatic is the existence of a generic word for banana in 
Zapotec (yaga bi+dua), although this plant, and all its varieties, 
are native to Asia. So where did the name come from? Turns out 
that bananas look vaguely like a native cucumber-ish plant 
roasted and eaten with sugar. 
  
The Zapotec weavers who make the lovely 
tapetes (wall hangings) use all natural 
dyes, in combination with a variety of 
mordants, to achieve a rich array of 
d i s t i n c t  c o l o r s  

(

). As was recently explained to a 
fortunate group of us by Jocobo Mendoza 
Ruiz and Maria Luisa Vasquez de 
Mendoza, each piece is unique and the 
colors are never precisely repeated, as they are subject to 
numerous variables. 

Cochineal (Dactylopius coccus), a 
parasitic mealy-bug like insect that 
grows on cactus pads, produces 
initially a deep red color, modified to 
various shades including pink and 
purple by adding lime juice or other 
mordants. Since the insects are so 
small, the dye is very expensive. 

Marush, an herb in the mint family, produces a green or bright 
yellow color. 

Añil, indigo, (Indigofera suffruticosa), is still cultivated on the 
Isthmus of Tehuantepec and is a member of the Pea family. In 
Nahuatl it is called jiquitle. Its production is tedious, 
methodical, and labor intensive. Harvest occurs by hand 
approximately four months after seeding and is done early in the 
morning so the plants don't dry out. Two brick tanks, one above 
the other, are used to extract the dye. The plants are soaked in 
the upper tank and processed in the lower tank. The dye is then 
strained to remove residual material and dried in fabric. The 
waste material is composted with worms and re-used. Although 
there is an “artisan” market in Mexico and elsewhere, the cost of 
production and high labor requirements limit the 
competiveness of the product with commercial dyes from India 
and Japan, but it remains the choice dye for the Zapotecs.  

www.biidauu.com.mx/spanish/10.ht
ml

By Julie Etra

http://www.cosmoresidences.com/
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ecently, two seemingly unrelated, and perhaps 
insignificant, events in my life came together to 
teach me a valuable and inspirational lesson.R

Event One  – I read excerpts from the Roman philosopher 
Seneca's 2,000-year-old discourse On the Shortness of Life.

Event Two – I meet 4 men biking from Alaska to Argentina and 
interviewed them for The Eye.

After nearly 9 months of biking, the team from Pedal South 
arrived in Huatulco, admittedly, a little behind schedule; four 
young men of ambition, determination and vision, 3 American 
and 1 Mexican. Two filmmakers, one photographer and one 
writer. 

The four met a few years ago though a Students of the World 
internship program each undertook after graduating from 
university; volunteering their time, talent and skills to help 
document and publicize non-profit organizations and the good 
they are doing in the world. Their passion to help promote non-
profits became the foundation for their plan to bike the 
Americas and make a movie, telling the stories of people they 
encountered along the way. 

I spent about an hour talking with 2 of the team, Thomas and 
Ricardo. As the interview started I began with the standard 
questions…When did you start? What route are you taking? 
How long will this take you? What's the most exciting thing that 
has happened to you? They kindly answered my questions and 
shared accounts of Grizzly Bear encounters in Alaska and the 
absolute silence of the northern wilderness. 

But when I asked them about the purpose of their trip, I began 
to see who these men really are and how their journey is a 
testament to the “Art of Living Wide Rather than Long”, as the 
Roman philosopher Seneca wrote in On the Shortness of Life. 

As they travel, these men are chronicling life. Not just their 
lives and their journey, but the lives of the people they meet. 
Capturing the reality of everyday life in the cities and towns 
they travel through. It was clear to me, through their stories, 
that these men were seeing humanity in a way that few people 
will ever take the time to experience.

They spoke of the demands of 100% self-reliance, pedaling a 
bike 18,000 miles, carrying every essential for daily life on their 
person, navigating unknown lands, cultures and languages, 
that never let up. Comfort becomes subjective and safety 
paramount. Every minute, of every day, becomes calculated, 
meaningful. 

I could see how arduous this lifestyle must be, but at the same 
time, when comparing it to my own daily experience (emails, 
Facebook, work) it seemed much more meaningful and 
inspiring. It made me see how the mundane busyness of my life 
is clouding over how quickly it is passing me by. This is what 
made me think of Seneca's discourse.

Seneca wrote - It is not that we have a short time to live, but that 
we waste a lot of it. Life is long enough…if it were all well 
invested. But it is wasted in heedless luxury and spent on no 
good activity…we are not given a short life, but we make it 
short… Life is long if you know how to use it.

Clearly, I thought, these men know how to use this precious 
gift of time. Their lives will be long. It made me wonder if they 
sometimes heard some version of the Roman philosopher's 
words echo in their minds as they rode, watching the rest of 
society, like me, caught up in the dizzying distraction of the 
being busy, expecting something great to come of it…

Everyone hustles his life along, and is troubled by a longing for 
the future and weariness of the present…The greatest obstacle 
to living is expectancy, which hangs upon tomorrow and loses 
today…To what goal are you straining? The whole future lies in 
uncertainty: live immediately.

Pedal South

By Kary Vannice
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While Pedal South has a 
rough timeline for their 
expedition and a loosely 
defined route to follow, they 
l ive immediately,  not 
thinking twice to take extra 
time to attend a First 
Nation's People country 
music festival in Canada or 
spend a few days with a poetry-reading recluse in the 
mountains of Oaxaca. They are not bound by another's 
agenda, but live to squeeze the juice from every experience and 
document it, to share with others.

But, on a journey such as this, there are times when living 
wide can feel like living long. As Ricardo Palomares recently 
posted on his Facebook page…

In the end, having met Ricardo, I have no doubt he will see this 
photo and think along the lines of Seneca's thoughts on 
aging…

…you must not think a man has lived long because he has white 
hair and wrinkles: he has not lived long, just existed long. 

Far from just existing, Ricardo is living every moment, and 
while it may show in the changing features of his face, the 
changing features of these men's hearts and souls are what 
make the journey worthwhile. 

In their own words…

“The goal is to inspire, share and connect people to other people 
and the whole, by showing the beauty of their being. We just 
want to feel connected, and so do they”. – Thomas Allison

Yeah! I thought; 
that is definitely a 
mission that would 
compel 4 men of 
adventure to pedal 
1 8 , 0 0 0  m i l e s ,  
endur ing  da i ly  
hardsh ips  and  
capture it all on 
film – to inspire, 
share and connect. 

Even though my encounter with them was brief, I so admired 
these men and the project they had undertaken. I was truly 
inspired by their drive to live more deliberately and not let life 
slip by, simply existing. 

My chance meeting with the men of Pedal South and the 
ancient words of a Roman philosopher somehow came together 
to inspire me to be more aware of the art of living wide rather 
than living long. I am grateful for the lesson, and I look forward 
to learning more as I follow their journey online and see their 
film, upon its release. 

If you would like to know more about Pedal South, their 
project, and their journey, follow them on Facebook 

( ), Instagram 

( ) or check out their website 

. 

It's been nine months of constant travel. We are nomads, 
change is our best friend. The ability to adapt comes natural 
nowadays. My face has changed so much. I look older, raw, 
and much tougher. - Pedal South Headquarters, Mile 7053.

www.facebook.com/pedalsouthfilm
instagram.com/pedalsouth/
www.pedalsouth.org/

Galeria del Angel
Art Studio with works by

Mateo Lopez & Cheli Araceli

Next to Melchor Ocampo,  Puerto Angel
Appointments:

Cel: 958 109 0013
Tel: 958 584 3343

mateo_537@hotmail.com
Work on Commission Available

Mezcal
Educational Excursions of Oaxaca TM/MR

While in the state capital, learn about this century's 

most coveted spirit by spending a day with recognized 

authority Alvin Starkman. Visit rural artisanal 

distilleries (palenques) using both ancestral clay pot 

and traditional copper stills. For novices and 

aficionados alike. Sample throughout your excursion 

with no obligation to buy. 

www.mezcaleducationaltours.com
mezcaleducationaltours@hotmail.com

Santa Cruz, Huatulco
Tel. 958 105 1671
Cel. 958 100 7339
Closed Mondays

www.cafejuanitamexico.com

http://www.ownmexico.org/
http://www.cosmoresidences.com/
http://hagiasofia.mx/
http://www.oaxacadream.com/
https://www.facebook.com/Cafe.Juanita.Huatulco
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The Fallacy of Oaxaca's 16 Ethnolinguistic Groups: 
 The Zapotec Experience

By Alvin Starkman, M.A., J.D.

t's generally accepted that there are 16 indigenous ethno 
linguistic groups in Oaxaca, and that the Zapotecs 
constitute the largest in terms of both numbers and 
geographical distribution throughout the state.  However Ia closer examination reveals that, at least for Zapotecos, 

the variation in dialect, dress, food, religious observance and a 
plethora of day-to-day customs is remarkable.

Regarding the origins of the word Zapotec, according to many 
the word in the Náhuatl language, tzapotecatl, was a somewhat 
derogatory term used during pre-Hispanic times by the Aztecs 
to describe people of the region they were conquering.  The 
inhabitants had darker skin than their invaders, more like the 
meat of the zapote fruit.  

You may be surprised to know that Zapotec is a language 
family, as opposed to being a single tongue.  In fact the 
Mexican government recognizes 60 Zapotec languages.  If you 
want to learn to speak Zapoteco and attend at the Amate 
bookstore in Oaxaca to buy a dictionary, you'll find two; one 
English-Zapotec and the other Spanish-Zapotec.  But neither 
will assist you much in mastering the dialects spoken in 
Oaxaca's central valleys, both are translations of Zapoteco 
spoken on the coast or along the Isthmus of Tehuantepec.

Until about ten years ago, without giving it much thought I had 
assumed that the diversity of cultural norms, including 
dialect, was a function of geographical isolation of individual 
communities which had endured for centuries, millennia to be 
more accurate. For example, it was reasonable to surmise that 
the traditions of Zapotecos on the coast would be different from 
those of residents of Oaxaca's central valleys, because of the 
formidable mountains separating towns and villages on the 
Pacific from those inland.  It surprised me to learn that within 
the Tlacolula valley alone – an expansive flat valley between the 
city of Oaxaca and the archaeological zone known as Mitla – 
there are significant differences in cultural traits.

The Zapotec villages of San Lucas Quiavini, San Bartolomé 
Quialana and San Marcos Tlapazola are located just below the 
foothills of the mountain range located a few miles behind the 
town of Tlacolula.  The villages themselves are situated on a 
flat agriculturally based plain connected by dirt and paved 
roads, each no more than a couple of miles from the other.  Yet 
their cultures are distinctly different, including language.  The 
residents of San Lucas speak much faster than those of the 
other two villages.  Their word for “no” is té-ebc.  In San 
Bartolomé it's té-ela and in San Marcos it's e-ecá. Their word 
for “yellow” is en-gatz, the same as in San Marcos but spoken 
with a different tone.  However in San Bartolo it's b-jatz, 
altogether different.

Greetings amongst the residents of the three villages are also 
distinguished from one another.  In San Marcos they shake 
hands just as we do in the US and Canada.  However two miles 
down the road in San Bartolomé one merely touches the 
fingertips of another though hands are extended as if a 
“normal” handshake was about to happen; and in San Lucas, 
the third in the string of villages, one's hands are extended 
together cupped palm side up, while the other person similarly 
extends cupped palm side down, into the hands of the fellow 
villager. 

At first blush the dress of the 
women of the three pueblos may 
appear to be the same, but a closer 
look reveals differences.  The neck 
and s leeve forms and the 
embroidery, if any, of the dresses 
worn are distinct for each village.  
The colors worn by the women of 
San Lucas are more understated, 
and the dresses worn by those of 
San Bartolomé are much more 
floral than for the women of the 
other two villages. Females of any 
age from San Bartolo wear a wide 
sash around the waist, whereas in 
the other villages the sash is used 
by only more elderly women.  Those of San Bartolo wear only 
one model of shoe, while in the other pueblos the women are 
not so ritually restricted and can wear whatever style of shoe 
they want.

Both sheep and turkeys are raised in all three villages.  
However mole for festive occasions, including Día de los 
Muertos (Day of the Dead), in San Lucas is traditionally served 
with mutton (barbacoa de borrego), while in San Marcos and 
San Bartolomé turkey is the norm.  And in San Bartolo mezcal 
is imbibed much more so than in the other two villages. There 
is surely a relationship between level of alcohol consumption 
and extent of celebrating.  During Muertos in San Bartolomé. 
the comparsas – parades through the streets – are much larger, 
costumes more elaborate and music and reveling much more 
remarkable than in San Lucas. Yet a couple of miles down the 
road in San Marcos the tradition of comparsas is completely 
absent, notwithstanding that Muertos traditions are a melding 
of Catholicism with indigenous ritual and belief.

Though the villagers in all three pueblos are predominantly 
Catholic, religious ritual also varies.  While the same padre 
officiates in each of the three, choir customs are different, in 
some cases distinguished by the singing of different songs 
depending upon in which church, while in other cases the song 
may be the same but its pitch, tone and chorus may be differ.  
Regarding the Easter tradition of attending a station of the 
cross, or the calvario, residents of each village make pilgrimage 
to a different cross on a hill.  Only the residents of San 
Bartolomé  also do so New Year's Eve; while at the cross they 
fashion figures made of predominantly clay, offerings to leave 
behind as a means of making a request of Jesus, be it for 
improved health of a friend or relative, success in a venture, 
and so on.  

While some differences in cultural norms manifest at only 
certain times of the year, idiosyncratic behavior and custom is 
apparent throughout the year, in at minimum language, 
greetings and dress. When visiting the Sunday market at 
Tlacolula, see if you can distinguish residents of one village 
from those of another. 

Alvin Starkman began regularly visiting Oaxaca in 1991 and 
has been a full-time resident since 2004.  He operates Mezcal 

Educational Excursions of Oaxaca 

( ).  www.mezcaleducationaltours.com

http://www.oaxacadream.com/


The Zapotecs, 
Then and Now

nce upon a time, the Cloud People lived in a great 
city on a hill that overlooked a fertile, Y-shaped 
valley in the cradle of high mountains.  No one 
quite knows when or why the Cloud People came Oto be in the valley, but they built the great city 

when two groups came together, possibly for mutual 
protection.  Legend says they called themselves the Cloud 
People because they were created by gods who lived in the 
clouds.  There were also those who believed that humans 
sprang from jaguars, trees, or rocks.  As time went on, they 
called themselves, in Nahuatl, 

Who were the ?  
Once upon a time was over 2,500 years ago, and these were the 
ancestors of Oaxaca's major indigenous group, the Zapotecs. 
Maybe a thousand years earlier, they were living a nomadic 
hunter-gatherer existence high up in the mountains, but 
gradually came down, settled in the valley, and built Monte 
Alban, firmly established by 500 BC.  Depending on which 
archaeologist is counting, the Monte Alban civilization went 
through at least five phases, in which they created a 
logosyllabic writing system (one character per syllable), formed 
a state, created a distinctive style of art and design, became 
powerful commercial traders, set up a 365-day solar calendar 
and a 260-day religious calendar, increased trade and contact 
with other groups, fought (in padded-cotton armor), developed 
agricultural/irrigation systems, and perfected both adobe and 
stone-and-mortar construction techniques, not necessarily in 
that order.

Monte Alban lasted as the largest city (30,000 people at its 
height) in the southern Mexican highlands until about 700 AD, 
when the power center shifted eastward to Mitla in the 
Tlacolula arm of the Central Valleys.  Again, why that 
happened is not known for sure, but there are indications the 
cause might have been environmental deterioration.  Mitla was 
more of a religious center than Monte Alban, so it suffered 
greatly when the Spanish arrived and started extirpating all 
vestiges of “paganism.”

The Zapotecs of today
Oaxaca (58%) is one of two Mexican states with majority 
indigenous populations (the Yucatan is 62.7% Mayan); the 
Zapotecs constitute about a third of Oaxaca's indigenas.  
Today, there are four major Zapotec groups, characterized 
mainly by differences in language (linguists differentiate nearly 
60 varieties of Zapotec):  those who live in the Monte 
Alban/Mitla area of the Valles Centrales, the serranos who live 
in the Sierra de Ixtlán (part of the Sierra Madre del Norte), a 
third group that lives in the Sierra de Miahuatlán (part of the 
S.M. del Sur), and the istmeños, who live to the east where the 
Sierra Madres thin out in the Isthmus of Tehuantepec.  

tzapotēcah, the people who live 
where the sapote trees grow.

tzapotēcah

By Deborah Van Hoewyk

While the indigenous people of Mexico were subjected to some 
of the same disastrous strategies of exploitation, forcible 
inclusion, forcible exclusion, and downright murder as were 
the indigenas of the United States and Canada—a discussion 
worth several books in itself—they have emerged better off in 
many ways.  The Mexican constitution recognizes the country 
as “pluricultural,” indigenous people have the right to govern 
themselves by their traditional “uses and customs,” 
indigenous settlements own their land in common, they can 
determine how their lands can be developed, they have access 
to government assistance of their choice, they can preserve 
their language and set up their own communication media.  

The Eye 15



A statistical portrait of today's southern Zapotecs
The southern group of Zapotecs live in isolated villages in the 
mountains that tumble down around Bahias de Huatulco.  To 
get a flavor of life in one of these villages, let's take a trip to 
Santiago Xanica, both a municipality and a “head town” 
(cabecera) in the Miahuatlán District of the Sierra Sur region. 
Nearly 3,000 people live in the municipio; over half of them are 
considered to live in “extreme poverty” (muy alto 
marginalización).  In Mexico, the official definition of 
marginalization includes “lack of access to education, living in 
inadequate housing, the 'perception' of insufficient income, 
and the relationship of these factors to residence in very small 
towns”—how they measure the latter is unclear.
 
In 2010, life expectancy was just over age 75, but infant 
mortality was about 32%.  Nearly 30% of residents were 
illiterate.  In 2005, about 68% of the residents experienced 
food scarcity (an improvement over the 78% in 2000), and 76% 
lacked employability skills (again an improvement over the 
83% in 2000).  

The majority of people living in the municipio made a 
subsistence living in 2010—that is, they raised their own food 
and bartered for their basic needs.  About 27% had paying 
jobs, and most of those people (61%) worked in the primary 
sector (agriculture, livestock, forestry, hunting/fishing); 16% 
worked in the secondary sector (mining, manufacturing, 
construction, utilities), and 22% in the tertiary sector 
(management, commerce, services).  Of those working for pay, 
67% made less than the minimum wage per day ($4.30US in 
smaller towns in 2010), 12% made between $4.30 and 
$8.60US a day, and 17% made more than $8.60US a day.  

The Town of Santiago 
Xanica 
The town of Santiago Xanica is 
located more than 4,500 feet 
above sea level, with a 
temperate climate and a 
summer rainy season with 
h o t t e r  t e m p e r a t u r e s .   
Although it's only 30-odd 
kilometers as the crow flies 
from Huatulco to Xanica, it 
takes between three and four hours, and a four-wheel drive 
vehicle, to get there; in the rainy season and afterwards, until 
washouts have been repaired, it is difficult or impossible to 
reach the town in a vehicle.

According to 2015 estimates by INEGI (Instituto Nacional de 
Estadístic y Geographía), Xanica has 810 people.  The 
Xanicans are about half men, half women; women have 
between 2 and 3 children each.  Nearly three-quarters of the 
adults speak Zapotec, but most of those also speak Spanish.  
Although the town has four schools that cover all levels up to 
university, the average schooling attained is between 4 and 5 
years.  About 16% of adults are illiterate.  

There are 210 houses, all but 17 of which have running water.  
Only 8 houses have no electricity, 7 lack drainage to a septic 
tank, and 27 still have dirt floors.  While INEGI counts no 
computers in homes, the government has a couple, computers 
are included in the municipal development plans, and cell 
phones are common.

Although this official information might lead you to conclude 
that Santiago Xanica isn't worth much attention, think again.  
And as tourists and snowbirds in Oaxaca, you might think the 
most politically active people are folks from Local 22 of the 
national teachers' union—again, think again.

Santiago Xanica, at the heart of international indigenous 

politics

Xanica participates fully in Mexico's national political system.  

They write periodic municipal development plans that identify 

infrastructure and communication needs; they seek and 

accept federal and state level assistance in the form of social, 

health, and education programs and funding.  However, the 

Mexican constitution provides for indigenous self-government; 

with changes in Oaxacan electoral laws in 1998, it became 

possible for municipalities to choose to govern themselves by 

tradition (usos y costumbres)—free of the presence of political 

parties.    

Santiago Xanica is one of over 400 municipalities (out of 571) in 

Oaxaca that govern by usos y costumbres (see The Eye, 

“Governing Oaxaca,” May-June 2014).  

At the same time municipalities started opting for government 

by usos y costumbres, organizations began to form to defend 

indigenous rights; Xanica's group, CODEDI (Committee in 

Defense of Indigenous Rights in Xanica, Comité de Defensa de 

los Derechos Indigenas de Santiago Xanica), is a leading 

organization in the movement.  CODEDI works with an 

alphabet soup of comparable organizations, including the 

state-level CODEP (Committee to Defend the Peoples' Rights, 

Comité de Defensa de los Derechos del Pueblo); APPO (Popular 

Assembly of the Peoples of Oaxaca, 

Government by usos y costumbres got off to a rough start 

across Oaxaca, with accusations of cronyism and corruption; 

about a quarter of the municipalities questioned the 2001 

results.  In 1999, a PRI municipal president was installed in 

Xanica with a minority of votes; most of Xanica's Zapotecs 

simply ran their usus y costumbres administration in parallel.  

This situation continued through the 2004 election of PRI 

candidate Ulises Ruíz Ortiz as governor of Oaxaca under 

contested circumstances; his administration was marked by 

protests and strikes, which he returned with general 

government interference in indigenous issues across the state, 

and a PRI president in Xanica.  

The Ruíz government sent twelve police patrols to encourage 

more cooperation in Xanica.  On January 15, 2005, gunfire 

broke out when the police attempted to go through on a road 

then blocked by building materials for a house being 

constructed by techio (a community assignment).  The police 

claimed that CODEDI leader Abraham Ramírez Vázquez killed 

a policeman (no body was ever produced), and arrested 

Ramírez and two others, Noel and Juvento García Cruz, on a 

variety of charges.  Ramírez, despite being moved among three 

or four prisons, protested the injustice of his arrest; in 2011, 

after six years in jail, he was released, cleared of any crimes 

whatsoever.  (The Cruzes were released before Ramírez.)  

Asamblea Popular de los 

Pueblos de Oaxaca); AMZ (The Magonista/Zapatista Alliance, 

Alianza Magonista Zapatista—the Magon brothers were pre-

Revolutionary social activists and anarchists); the coalition 

OIDHO (Indigenous Organizations for the Defense of Human 

Rights in Oaxaca, Organizaciones Indias por los Derechos 

Humanos en OaxacaI), among others.  Indigenous action in 

Mexico is watched carefully around the world, and Xanica 

regularly appears in the social media platforms of international 

activist groups.  
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The imprisonment was seen at the time as repression of 
indigenous rights, if not of CODEDI itself. On February 5, 
2006, CODEDI member Sergio Ramírez Vázquez was 
distributing literature in front the Xanica market.  The 
literature explained “The Other Campaign,” a second Zapatista 
movement that supports indigenous rights and was opposing 
windfarms and corporate development in the Isthmus.  Police 
patrols beat Ramírez senseless with rifle butts, destroyed the 
literature, and carted him off to jail.  Two other CODEDI 
members interceded, and were also badly beaten.  On June 18, 
2007, the police, accompanied by a commando unit, burst into 
the home of César Reynaldo Luis Díaz, a member of CODEDI, 
APPO, and the AMZ (which supports la Otra Campaña) and 
arrested him without a warrant, on charges stemming from the 
events in 2005; again, all except misdemeanor charges were 
dismissed.

CODEDI, on its own and in collaboration with other indigenous 
organizations, has continued to oppose incursions on 
indigenous rights:  corporate development of indigenous 
lands, international megaprojects, privatization of community 
natural resources for the benefit of tourism.  With 
demonstrations large and small, they have been there—on 
Thursday and Friday, July 6 – 7, 2013, 600 CODEDI members 
organized a blockade of Highway 200 at the junction to Santa 
María Huatulco to protest government indifference to 
indigenous issues.  Luis Díaz declared, “We will stand to fight 
any failure to act.”  The government agreed to meet and 
negotiate on the next day.  

In many ways, things have calmed down.  Luis Díaz is now 
Xanica's Municipal President, and has said “Xanica has left 
violence behind.”  Xanica can now proceed on such tangible 
goals as building roads and bringing potable water and 
electricity to remote villages.  Luis Díaz's intangible themes are 
to build on Xanica's indigenous foundations to “reconstruct 
the social fabric” and to achieve a plural and inclusive 
environment for the “indigenous brotherhood.”  Xanica hopes 
for an inclusive, peaceful, and prosperous future.

This is not to say, however, that indigenous activism will take a 
backseat to community development.  On April 14, 2014, the 
Zapotecs of San Miguel del Puerto, supported by CODEDI, 
occupied the park in La Crucecita to demand the return of the 
lands FONATUR expropriated in 1984 for the Bahias de 
Huatulco resort.  Legally speaking, the lands no longer belong 
to San Miguel del Puerto, so the protest was no doubt designed 
to pressure the government to respond to other priorities.  
With no results by November 19, the protesters marched on the 
zocalo in Oaxaca City.  CODEDI banners abounded. 
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www.huatulco-catering.com

“Great instruction, delicious food 
and wonderful hosts!”

“Chiles&Chocolate is a MUST-DO!”
“You don't have to be a 'foodie'

 to enjoy this experience.”
“Best Day of our Trip through 

Panama Canal!”

Tel. 958 105 1671    
Cel. 958 100 7339

chiles.chocolate@yahoo.com

Chiles&Chocolate
Cooking Classes
Huatulco, Oaxaca

http://www.huatulco-catering.com/wine.html


English AA 6pm
Puerto Escondido 
Cafecito Riconada

English AA 6pm
Puerto Escondido 
Cafecito Riconada

English AA 7pm
Huatulco 
Remax Plaza

1 2

23

3 4

5 6 7 8 9 10 11

12 13 14 15 16 17 18

19 20 21 22 24 25

26 27 28 29 30

SUN MON TUES WED THURS FRI SAT

Xochimilco 
Organic Market

Etla Market

Tlacolula Market

Ocotlan Market
Xochimilco 

Organic Market

April

English Al-Anon
Puerto Escondido  
4:30 P.M. at Cafecito

 Duplicate Bridge 
(ACBL sanctioned)

 Fridays at noon - $20 
pesos

 Hidalgo 104, 
Jalatlaco

 www.oaxacabridge.com

Huatulco’s 
Organic Market

Santa Cruz

Huatulco’s 
Organic Market

Santa Cruz

Met Live
Rossini’s 

La Donna del Lago
Teatro Macadonio Alcalá

12:00pm

On the Riviera

Oaxaca City

Weekly Event
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“Sweet April showers do 
spring May flowers.”

Thomas Tusser



http://www.ownmexico.org/


http://www.cosmoresidences.com/
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