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    To the denizens of the Centro Histórico past and present whose iron-willed tenacity and inextinguishable resilience have kept this island afloat in the face of the most monstrous odds for parts of three millennia now.
  


  
  


  
    “The city received me with all the indifference of a great animal—without a caress or even showing me its teeth.”
  


  
    —ERNESTO GUEVARA, “EL CHE”
  


  
    
       

    


    
       

    


    
       

    

“The city is not just a geographical or spatial place. It is an essential process of our lives and our history. The city is us and where we come from. To take back the space of the city is to recover for all of us a territory that transcribes our lives.”
  


  
    —CUAUHTÉMOCCÁRDENAS, FIRST ELECTED MAYOROFMEXICO CITY
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    El Monstruo
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    The 16 Delegations of El Monstruo
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    El Centro Historico
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    El Metro (Subway Map of El Monstruo)
  


  
    Mexico City Metro map used with the permission of the Sistema de Transporte Colectivo de la Ciudad de Mexico.
  


  
  
  
  


  
    INTRODUCTION
  


  
    WELCOME TO EL MONSTRUO
  


  
    
  


  MURDER AT THE HOTEL ISABEL


  
    It is a comfortable room, but drafty throughout the winter months in this mile-high city. I have considered buying an electric heater, but given the state of the wiring, even a small appliance could short- circuit this old hotel, so I make do with sweaters and long johns until the sun grows stronger and spring is upon us again.
  


  
    Room 102 has grown considerably smaller since I moved in here a quarter of a century ago. True, the 16-foot ceiling has not noticeably dropped, but 102 is now so cluttered with piles of paper that it is difficult to navigate the floor space these days.
  


  
    One whole wall is lined with five-foot-tall stacks of newspaper clippings. The clippings are largely useless—to get at the files near the bottom of the stacks, I have to deconstruct this jumble of yellowing newsprint. Actually, the last big earthquake (6.2) did the job for me, spilling the contents of these moribund archives a foot deep all over the fraying carpet.
  


  
    Books, another hurdle, occupy the northwest corner of my cave, but in no particular order. I can never find the titles I am looking for, so I am always scouring the used bookstores down on Donceles Street for titles that I know I have already bought, and the volumes have taken over one of the twin beds where my lovers once slept. There is no room for new lovers now.
  



  
    When curious visitors wonder why I have stayed in this creepy hotel with all my useless detritus for so many years, I patiently explain that I have become accustomed to the antique furniture that has grown old with me. Despite their great age, the twin beds are still quite firm. The generous cedarwood ropero or closet cabinet is positively Porfirian, dating back to the turn of the last century when this old casona (mansion) on the corner of Isabel la Católica and República de El Salvador was first converted into a hotel by its French owners. But the ropero, which is elegantly stamped with the Isabel’s initials fashioned in brass letters, is so stuffed with drafts of old manuscripts that I can’t open a door or a drawer without inviting an avalanche.
  


  
    In addition to the ropero, I share the space with a bureau of equal antiquity, a pair of writing desks strewn with the tools of my trade, and a dressing table where Irma Guadarrama used to sit to prepare for the day. I still see her lovely face in the large circular mirror.
  


  
    Also living here are four tattered armchairs upholstered in brocade with carved, sturdy armrests that groan with age when one sits back on their arthritic springs, their legs as tottery as my own. Indeed, over the years, I have become another piece of hotel furniture.
  


  
    I do not know who lived in this room before me. When I checked in a week after the great earthquake of 1985, the hotel was deserted and there were no clues, a business card or a forgotten article of clothing or an empty pill bottle, to inform me who the last tenant had been.
  


  
    One reason Room 102 is so drafty is the large French windows that open onto a cracked balcony. In the winters, the cold air whooshes under the threshold or over the transoms of the splintered wooden doors (the panes are embossed with exquisite floral designs), and in the rainy season, the water pours in both above and below. I don’t visit the balcony as much as I once did, ever since a foot-wide chunk of it cracked off the cornice to which it was attached and crashed to the sidewalk. Eliseo, the waiter in the restaurant one floor below, who has been here as long as I have, came running to dust off the startled pedestrians, but no one was seriously crushed.
  


  
    When I first came here, I could sit for hours staring down the gargoyles and cherubim on the façade of the former National Library across the narrow street or conversing with that intrepid traveler Baron Alexander Von Humboldt, who stands tall in his stone greatcoat in the ex-library’s scrubby little garden. But as the old neighborhood began to heal itself from the earthquake, the bumper-to-bumper traffic 
     on Isabel la Católica Street became insufferable and I closed up the French windows and rarely visited the balcony.
  


  
    Then one day, a young reporter from Guillotine Magazine dropped by and told me all about poor Wilfred Ewert, a onetime guest at this hotel, and what happened to him when he stepped out on his balcony on New Year’s Eve 1922-1923.
  


  
    It was a lively period in the life of this neighborhood, here in the heart of the old city and the country that bears its name. The Mexican revolution had finally petered out with the murder of the Great Zapata in 1919 and the streets of the inner city percolated with postrevolutionary insouciance. Cafés and cantinas and a casa de citas (whorehouse) or two lined both sides of Isabel la Católica Street.
  


  
    Two blocks east on the northern corner of the enormous Zócalo plaza, adjacent to the National Palace, President Obregón had commissioned Diego Rivera to daub his first mural on the walls of the National Preparatory School. The Mexican Communist Party had set up shop one block south around the corner, on Mesones Street’s flop-house row.
  


  
    The shooting had died down and adventurous tourists took up residence in the cheap, elegant hotels on the surrounding blocks. D. H. Lawrence and his Frieda took rooms at the Monte Carlo on Uruguay, a stone’s throw from the Isabel, and sucked up the postrevolutionary ferment that would soon inform The Plumed Serpent, a title that first brought me to Mexico at the end of my teens. While in residence at the Monte Carlo, Lawrence is said to have complained much about the plumbing.
  


  
    The Centro attracted other young British writers. Stephen Graham lived at the Iturbide on Madero Street and Wilfred Ewert here at the Isabel. The three Englishmen knew each other and sometimes drank in the cramped Bar Isabel downstairs, although Lawrence, who depended largely on Frieda’s income to survive, was more of a nodding acquaintance.
  


  
    Ewert, a dashing lad who had soldiered in the Great War, had just published the hot London novel of 1922, The Way of Revelation, which wove the tales of a clutch of “bright young men” through the hell of the battlefield. Although London critics had been kind to the book, the New York Times limited its comments to describing The Way of Revelation as being “500 oddly printed pages.” Just turning 30, Ewert, like Lawrence, was keen to set his new novel in this exotic, explosive land.
  



  
    Stephen Graham was Wilfred’s senior and would outlive him by many years. He had found limited success with several travel books on prerevolutionary Russia. Some critics suggest that he was a spy for the British Intelligence Service. One source, the Spanish writer Javier Marías, speculates that Graham had known young Ewert in London, was wildly jealous of his growing literary reputation, and followed him to Mexico. Another Internet entry infers that Graham was gay, citing an article of his published in 1933, “Dancing Sailors,” in which the writer describes gavotting with “nancy men” in a North Woolwich, London, dance hall.
  


  
    Although the gunfire had quieted in the aftermath of the revolution, Mexicans still owned many guns, which they traditionally fired into the air to bring in the New Year, a tradition that Ewert’s friends would soon lament.
  


  
    Soon after midnight on that fateful evening, Ewert is said to have stepped out on the balcony of Room 53 of the Hotel Isabel, which under the old enumeration of the rooms, if my calculations are on the mark, lay two stories above what the management now numbers as 102, and was struck full in the right eye by a bullet of indistinguishable caliber fired by an unknown hand. He was killed instantly. Stephen Graham, who visited his corpse in the Mexico City morgue, testified that his colleague wore a “puzzled, dismayed look” on his handsome young face.
  


  
    The dead writer was quickly interred in the British cemetery which, years later, would be dislodged by the construction of the Interior Circuit, the city’s first raised roadway. The precise details of the writer’s demise are described in a volume that has long since disappeared from public circulation, The Life & Last Words of Wilfred Ewert, written soon after his death by, as the reader may have already surmised, the aforementioned Stephen Graham.
  


  
    Wilfred Ewert was not the only Englishman to have encountered a bala loca (crazy bullet) in this neighborhood during the New Year’s festivities that year. On January 2, George Stebbins, a Boer war veteran described as being in “the meat business” appears to have been trapped in a riña (ruckus) between soldiers outside the Salón Palermo, two streets north on 16th of September Avenue, in which he too caught a fatal slug—the soldiers were said to be arguing about the merits of local bullfighters.
  



  
    One further coincidence in this sinister skein: On New Year’s Day, Carlos Duermas, a reporter for the daily Excelsior, who occupied an adjoining room on the third floor of the Isabel where Ewert was encamped, was struck by a speeding car near the Balderas Street newspaper row and left to die in the street.
  


  
    We know about these remarkable acts of unexplained violence thanks to a dazzling feat of literary fiction, Negra Espalda del Tiempo (The Dark Shoulder of Time), authored by the Spanish experimentalist Javier Marías, whose deeply researched version of Ewert’s death serves as both digression and a reference point to sustain the Spaniard’s argument about literary and real time. Marías envisions literary time as being “the kind of time that hasn’t existed yet, the time that awaits us, and also the time that does not await us, the time that does not happen or only happens in a sphere that isn’t exactly temporal, a sphere that may only be found in writing and perhaps only in fiction.”
  


  
    While police reports attributed Ewert’s unfortunate end to a loose bullet (bala suelta) or bala ciega (blind bullet) or bala loca, Marías is suspicious that this too may be a literary fiction. Bullets fired into the air from the ground, as the police speculated to be the origin of the shot, lose speed as they travel upward, eventually reaching terminal velocity and falling back to earth. In this trajectory, the bala suelta etc. has diminished capacity to inflict damage on any target it may encounter by caprice, and injuries so received are rarely fatal ones.
  


  
    Shooters consulted consider that for the bullet that plugged Wilfred Ewert in the right eye to have hit him at lethal speed, the missile must have been fired at eye level, perhaps from a nearby rooftop—the nearest rooftop position would have been from behind the bowling ball-shaped finials on the roofline of the ex-National Library—or from inside the Hotel Isabel itself, a conclusion that Maestro Marías shares. One more thing: In 2008, there are no balconies to step out onto on the third floor of this hotel.
  


  
    In short, the author of The Dark Shoulder of Time fingers the author of The Life & Last Words of Wilfred Ewert for this crime, conjecturing that Stephen Graham, driven by literary jealousy, had snuck into the Isabel under the cover of the tumultuous New Year’s Eve commotion, entered Ewert’s room on the pretext of having a celebratory draught, and fired the fatal shot into his right eye. There is absolutely 
     no evidence other than the Spaniard’s conjectural fiction to support this conclusion.
  


  
    The death of Wilfred Ewert spawned anxieties among the remaining English writers in the neighborhood. When the Canadian poet Witter Bynner checked into the Isabel several months later, he was assigned the dead writer’s room, #53. Lawrence was horrified and convinced Bynner to move around the corner to the Monte Carlo.
  


  
    Despite Wilfred Ewert’s uncommon checkout, in the quarter of a century that I have lived at the Isabel, not many guests have given up the ghost on the premises. Lucas Alamán, a historian and Antonio López de Santa Anna’s foreign minister, gasped his last here (pneumonia) June 2, 1853, a plaque affixed to the hotel affirms, but that was before my time when the Isabel was still a private residence.
  


  
    One morning soon after I moved in, Celia Cruz, the stooped camarista who made my bed for 23 years before retiring to become a vidente or clairvoyant, found Don Alonso, a Spanish traveling salesman who sold pens and pencils in the provinces, dead in his bed across the glass brick patio from 102. Don Luis, a Gachupín like Alonso (although the hotel is owned by a French family, the Spanish have always operated the Isabel), paid for a lonely Mass around the corner at the chapel of San Agustín. Celia and Don Luis and I were the only mourners.
  


  
    Those who take rooms at the Isabel are a mixed bag: busloads of Costa Ricans on a Mexico City shopping spree and Tabasco farmers in town for an Alcoholics Anonymous jamboree and a few Mennonites in overalls from Chihuahua who have come to the big city to sell their cheese, but most are low-rent European backpackers. During political seasons—a presidential election or a visit from the Zapatistas—North American radicals take up transient residencies. I have run into Naomi Klein in the lobby, and Norman Mailer’s son.
  


  
    Death does not seem to register at the Isabel. So far as I know, no guests (the camaristas call them pasajeros or passengers) have ever hurled themselves from the third floor of the atrium to the glass brick floor below, a death made for the movies (commercial shoots and pornographic videos are the only movies made here).
  


  
    No pasajero has slipped on the slick marble spiral staircase and plummeted to his or her finale or overdosed on heroin or swallowed a whole bottle of sleeping pills and never woken up. The truth is that I’ve never seen a body rolled out of the Hotel Isabel, but maybe I’m 
     naïve and the dead get quietly carted down the back stairs through the catacombs of the boiler room to be collected in the street.
  


  
    This is not to say that ominous things do not take place, but when they do they happen behind locked doors on the upper floors. There are no keyholes through which snoops can pry. Guests mingle in the restaurant and the bar and the lobby, which has recently been redecorated in a style that blends a vaguely Moroccan motif with Don Quijote de la Mancha. Upstairs, the secrets are under lock and key. When I stand across Isabel la Católica Street and look up at the windows staring out on the city, the curtains are always drawn.
  


  
    Nonetheless, odd unexplained sounds pique one’s curiosity: a sharp bump in the middle of the night, a steady tapping on the walls, the rhythmic gasps of disembodied lovers having sex in an empty room three rooms away. Every spring, small birds nestle in the airshaft that separates the bathrooms, cooing mellifluously when I sit down to take a shit. Celia once told me that she had heard an animal thumping in pain in the abandoned elevator shaft and she claimed to have seen ghosts drifting through the back rooms on the fourth floor, which are rarely rented. I don’t discount these spirits.
  


  
    Everywhere in the nooks and crannies of this old hotel, from the roof garden where backpackers form instant communities of lost souls (a marijuana plant was recently found growing in a planter box up there) to the lurid warren of spooky rooms on the third and fourth floors, those who have lived here before still circulate amongst us. Wilfred Ewert drags his suitcase from one haunted room to the next as Stephen Graham stalks him through the darkened hallways. And I never stand out on my balcony anymore, just in case the lost bullet that is looking for us all finally finds me.
  


  
    
  


  BEAT CITY


  
    The high heat of the Mexican Revolution attracted Anglo writers like moths to a dangerous flame. Some burnt up upon arrival. In 1913, Ambrose Bierce, the author of The Devil’s Dictionary, came to cover the war in the north and never got farther than the border, winding up in a common grave in Ojinaga, Chihuahua. American muckraker John Kenneth Turner exposed the underbelly of the Díaz dictatorship in México Bárbaro (1914) and lived to tell the tale. The revolutionary 
     writer and activist John Reed traveled with Villa; his account, Insurgent Mexico, rivals his masterpiece Ten Days That Shook the World.
  


  
    Katherine Anne Porter arrived in 1920 on the invitation of Diego Rivera and stayed on for a decade, growing progressively disillusioned with Mexico. The poet Hart Crane committed suicide by jumping into the Gulf of Mexico from the steamship Orizaba on his way home to Manhattan after a failed homosexual encounter in Veracruz. The postrevolution brought political writers like Frank Tannenbaum (The Wind That Swept Mexico) and Carleton Beals. Anita Brenner’s Idols Behind Altars reflected the postrevolutionary art buzz. Wilfred Ewert’s contemporary, Graham Greene, traipsed The Lawless Roads, a piquant travel memoir, and penned a biting attack on priest-baiting in Tabasco, The Power and the Glory.
  


  
    Bruno Traven, said to have been birthed in Chicago but who grew up in Germany and took on the persona of the anarchist Ret Marut, had an office under the name of Hal Croft at Isabel la Católica #43—his 40-odd titles are still treasured here. Paul Bowles, whose writings delve the darknesses of the human soul, was a frequent visitor to Mexico before moving on to Morocco. The Beats were not far behind.
  


  
    Mexico City’s lure as a Mecca for expatriate writers is intergenerational. When I first escaped the New York jazz scene and got on the road with a copy of Kerouac’s book of the same name in my backpack, Downbeat Magazine carried this revealing note: “John Ross has gone to Mexico to write a novel.”
  


  
    Before they moved on to Tangiers to hang with Bowles, Mexico City was the Beats’ first foreign destination. “El Monstruo,” as Zapatista spokesperson Subcomandante Marcos has affectionately named this city, was cheap and close by, drugs and booze were plentiful, and the cocktail of Aztec blood and urban grit was good for poetry.
  


  
    Although he was a veteran of another war (the drug war), William Burroughs, the scion of the St. Louis adding machine fortune and a committed heroin addict, first arrived here with the wave of adventurous young gringos who used their G.I. Bill stipends to enroll at Mexico City College (now the University of the Americas), cruise the pyramids and the cantinas, flirt up the señoritas, and aspire to write the Great American Novel.
  


  
    By 1951, Burroughs was installed at 210 Orizaba Street, a decaying apartment building in the increasingly seedy Colonia Roma Norte, where he had the notorious misfortune to blow his dear wife 
     Joan Vollmer’s brains out during a purported game of William Tell in which a bottle of mezcal had been substituted for the apple.
  


  
    The Mexico City cops were hardly fools enough to buy Burroughs’s preposterous story that the shooting of his dipso wife was purely accidental. He was dragged off to the Lecumberri Black Palace and housed amongst serious criminals before the eternal mordida (or “bite”) greased the skids and the author of Junkie and Naked Lunch was out on bail. Within months, William Burroughs skipped back to El Norte never to return to Mexico.
  


  
    Orizaba #210 was torn down and rebuilt as condominiums several years ago, but its twin, 212, still stands and has taken on the aura of a Beat shrine. My friend Rocío, who was crashing in the rooftop servant’s room, was surprised one morning by a photographer scouting a shoot on the lair of the Beats.
  


  
    While Burroughs was out on bail, his old Times Square disciple Jack Kerouac came to visit, liked what he saw, got back on the road but returned four times in the next five years to the apartment on Orizaba Street which Burroughs had deeded to a fellow expat junkie Bill Garver.
  


  
    Jack rented a tiny adobe room up on the roof, the azotea, where he assembled the poems that became Mexico City Blues (few are actually about Mexico City), dedicated to Allen Ginsberg, and wrote two novels, one in French and unpublished. The other, Tristessa, is a highly romanticized version of the life of a 23-year-old Mexico City junkie puta goddess he met through Garver and of whom he was hopelessly enamored.
  


  
    In 1956, the year before the publication of On the Road sealed his fate, Jack Kerouac was joined in El Monstruo by Ginsberg, Peter Orlovsky, and Orlovsky’s autistic brother Lafcadio. Gregory Corso, my West Village homeboy, came along for the ride. The Beats caroused Garibaldi Plaza where the Mariachis and the prostitutes and the pick-pockets mingle, and regularly got bombed at the old Club Bombay on the Eje Central near Tlatelolco. Just a few years ago, Beat Padrino Lawrence Ferlinghetti read from his La Noche Mexicana (The Mexican Night), a hallucinatory account of a 1963 bus trip through the countryside, at the Bombay. Lawrence invited me to read with him. The Beat goes on.
  


  
    On my first trip to Mexico in 1957, I kept running into Beats and Near Beats with whom I had rubbed shoulders back in the Village. 
     Alex Trocchi, Scotland’s resident literary junkie long before Irvine Welsh (Trainspotting) claimed the title, was hiding out in Ajijic as was Beat sociologist Ned Polsky. I bumped into the late Steve Schneck (The Night Clerk) with whom I had read at the Half Note on Hudson Street, at Pancho Lepe’s Beat pension in Puerto Vallarta. The legendary hipster drug smuggler Bryce Wilson ran a Beat hotel in Yelapa.
  


  
    In the ’60s, when we were settled into the Meseta Purépecha Indian territory of Michoacán, Timothy Leary would send us acid once a month from San Miguel de Allende and ask us to record our trips. Margaret Randall arrived in El Monstruo in 1962 and began publishing El Corno Emplumado (The Feathered Horn), the first international Beat literary magazine. The Corno was shut down and Randall run off in 1969 by the Díaz Ordaz government following the student massacre at Tlatelolco. Nineteen sixty-nine was, in fact, the year the Beat Generation died alongside the railroad tracks in San Miguel de Allende when Neal Cassady, the driver who put the Beats On The Road, woozy from tequila and barbiturates, lay down on the frozen ground in the middle of February and never woke up.
  


  
    
  


  FIRST CONTACT


  
    We descended on El Monstruo from the north, El Norte, the north of El Norte, New York City, the East Village, an airless one-room bathtub-in-the-kitchen apartment on Ninth Street, a few yards from Tompkins Square Park. We were my then-partner Norma, a Beat Queen seven years older than myself, and her daughter Dylan, named for the wild Welsh poet who had once bedded her mother. Before we hooked up, Norma had been the consort of Kerouac’s childhood sidekick Henri Cru (“Remi Boncoeur” in On the Road). I was 21, an angry “younger Beat poet” (Climax Magazine). Norma knew the world a little better than I did and drank to soften her sorrows.
  


  
    We kited bad checks and flew to Texas, crossed the border at Nuevo Laredo, and meandered around northern Mexico, holing up in a cheap hotel near the bus station in San Luis Potosí. Every day we walked out of the city until we were on country roads. We lay down in fields studded with burros and small herds of goats. The stupendously spiky maguey cactuses that divided the land could have stepped out of Eisenstein’s ¡Qué Viva México! We wore huaraches.
  



  
    At night, we sucked up bowlfuls of rich, greasy birria and barbacoa in the market, and I inhabited the all-night farmacias where glittering vials of under-the-counter pharmaceuticals were sold over the counter 25 hours a day. I stocked up on Benzedrine “White Hamburgers” and we caught the long-haul bus to Mexico City. In 1960, it took a whole day to get there from San Luis.
  


  
    The Monster was more self-contained back then—not every square inch of the surrounding Valley of Mexico had been staked out by the squatters. As the tin-can bus bounced along the outlying avenues in the blue dawnlight, Mexico City looked positively ghostly through the dusty, cracked window.
  


  
    We disembarked near the heart of the city and collected our trunks full of stolen books and baby clothes and household goods. Hipsters who had blazed this route before warned us that Mexico City taxistas would rob us blind. The alternative was the donkey carts that waited by the terminal to transport the sacks that farmers trundled in from the countryside to La Merced market just east of the National Palace. We hired one and rode into the very maw of this monstrous city with a burro as our guide.
  


  
    We arrived on a crystalline November day, the deep sky a penetrating cobalt blue. Twenty-nine-year-old Carlos Fuentes had just published his first novel, La Región Más Transparente, translated as Where the Air Is Clear (the title is from an epigram by the elegant 1920s writer Alfonso Reyes), the overwrought adventures of Ixca Cienfuegos. The book, which ignited the Latin boom, was murky, but a mile up in the sky, the air was indeed clear. No one wore tapabocas (surgical masks) as we see now on winter mornings when the thermal inversions press the industrial gases close to the earth and it is a chore just to breathe. The natives seemed friendly, and street crime was petty and without violence.
  


  
    We settled into a threadbare room just off the Alameda Park near Chinatown and a couple of blocks from Bellas Artes, and took Dylan to see 14 Woody Woodpecker (“El Pájaro Loco”) cartoons at the Alameda Cinema across from the park, and then went out for Mexican chocolate at Sanborn’s House of Blue Tiles, just like Zapata’s campesinos had done when they burst into the restaurant to the management’s great discomfort in December 1914 at the apogee of the Mexican Revolution.
  



  
    We wound up staying on a few weeks, eating on the street and gawking at Rivera’s striking murals on the walls of public buildings. Then as now, the Zócalo, the great square at the core of the old city, was a vortex of social protest—the railroad strike had been broken and its leaders, along with the Stalinoid muralist David Alfaro Siqueiros, had been packed off to Lecumberri. But there was other trouble brewing.
  


  
    Norma, who was six months pregnant, felt obligated to visit with the Virgin of Guadalupe, and we rode the bus to the Basilica out in La Villa, in the north of Mexico City. Dozens of pilgrims crawled up the Calzada of the Mysteries on bloody knees, and Norma prayed to the Dark Madonna to protect the child growing in her womb, a plea the Guadalupana did not heed. I wrote poems in the Cuban cafés of the Centro that Fidel and Che, who were already dispatching in Havana, had once inhabited.
  


  
     

  


  
    In the street,

    The Mexicans chant

    Yanqui Go Home

    But I am not a Yanqui

    And I have no home.

    I come from another country,

    The nation of the Beat.
  


  
     

  


  
    Although the city was clean, even affable, we wanted desperately to get out beyond the buildings and find some land on a really remote mountainside, build a house, plant some corn, raise some goats, have a few kids. So I stocked up on White Hamburgers and we headed south.
  


  
    Well, at least as far south as the Southern Terminal. The first-class buses refused to carry our trunks of stolen goods. I jumped up on one and harangued the first-class passengers about their treatment of the Indians and the campesinos. I took off my huarache and shook it at the curious crowd that was gathering. “You see this huarache?” I yelled. “This is why you will not let us on your bus!”
  


  
    There was nothing else to do except hire a diablero who hand-trucked our trunks over to the second-class terminal, and we boarded a lumpy old omnibus that took us over the top of the Sierra of 
     Chichinautzin to Morelos state, and we just kept moving south (to Oaxaca) and west (Michoacán).
  


  
    Except for brief ins and outs at Benito Juárez International Airport on my way to and from Latin American hot spots, I evaded Mexico City for the next 25 years. Then on Tuesday, September 19, at 7:19 in the morning, the Monstruo was cruelly punched by an 8.1 grade earthquake that killed as many as 30,000 citizens. I was in Lima, Peru, that morning, working Sendero Luminoso stories, and Sandy Close, my boss at Pacific News Service, asked me to head up to Mexico City to cover the aftermath of the tragedy.
  


  
    I touched down early morning September 26 and caught a cab through the broken city. The driver couldn’t get any closer to the old hotel on Isabel la Católica, where I had overnighted down the years, than the Eje Central, and I had to haul my luggage in from that deserted, fractured avenue through piles of rubble.
  


  
    Miraculously, the cavernous Hotel Isabel on the corner of República de El Salvador had survived the killer quake with only a long, jagged scar running the length of its brick façade. Despite the fact that there were no guests, Miguel Ángel, the solemn deskman, was in uniform. I paid him 5,000 old pesos, about five bucks, he handed me the key to Room 102, and I am still here sharing my nights with the ghost of Wilfred Ewert.
  


  
  
  


  
    I
  


  
    THE BIRTH OF A MONSTRUO
  


  
    At high noon, when viewed from the Observation Deck on the 44th floor of the Latin American Tower, this monster of a city appears inert, a gargantuan stone mass spreading to the four cardinal directions as far as the eye can see—which is not all that far, given the dismal air quality. Some 189 meters below, matchbook cars inch through the Monstruo’s clotted veins and pedestrians scuttle here and there like cockroaches when a flick of the kitchen light disturbs their feast.
  


  
    Who first conceived of this city as a monster?
  


  
    The metaphor was contemplated as far back as Aztec mythology, when the city was just an island. In the past century, Ernesto P. Uruchurtu, the Iron Regent who ruled the metropolis like it was his own private fiefdom from 1952 to 1966, confessed to the newspaper Excelsior that Mexico City had become a monstruo. Subcomandante Marcos, the quixotic Zapatista rebel mouthpiece, uses the term endearingly when he refers to the capital.
  


  
    On a Saturday in the spring of 2008, the Monstruo is bathed in ugly scuzz. The glare up here is blinding and the horizon shrouded by pestilent nicotine-stained smog, drizzling particulates, and lethal, albeit invisible, ozone that registers 115 points on the IMECA scale, short of an environmental “contingency” but which cuts like sandpaper on the back of one’s throat.
  



  
    The colors of this city of stone and concrete are muted by the smog: ochres and brick reds and nuanced shades of gray. Close by, the Alameda, a bouquet of mutant chlorophyll, is the only visible green space—the vast Chapultepec Park to the west has disappeared behind a curtain of particulate.
  


  
    The west is the direction of the New City. Monolithic rascacielos (skyscrapers) stand stiff as tombstones on the Paseo de La Reforma, Lomas de Chapultepec, and high-end Polanco, comfortable districts in which the gente decente (decent people) consume daily what it takes to feed the Indian south of Mexico for a year.
  


  
    According to a plaque posted in the lobby by the World Federation of Great Towers, the Torre Latinoamericana, constructed by an insurance company of the same name, was the fourth-largest skyscraper “below the Tropic of Cancer” when it was inaugurated in 1956 by Uruchurtu. The air was still clear and Mexico City the región más transparente , and on most days, you could see where El Monstruo began and ended from up here.
  


  
    The Latin American Tower’s façade is all glass and aluminum, the very essence of 1950s modernism. From its base, the building narrows like a wedding cake in layers, tapering into the spiring sky where it is topped by a tall antenna that looks like it stepped right out of the old RKO logo. If King Kong were still alive, the Latin American Tower could be a knockoff of the Empire State.
  


  
    The Torre Latinoamericana overlooks the broad, busy avenue once known as San Juan de Letrán, now the Eje Central Lázaro Cárdenas, which sports many bars and entertainment venues, most of them concentrated around Garibaldi Square, the Mariachi hangout a mile north. In 1956, the year the Torre opened its doors, mambo was king and the King of the Mambo, Pérez Prado, held forth at the Teatro Blanquita just across the Eje from the crooning Mariachis.
  


  
    But by the mid-1980s the Torre Latinoamericana, much like the mambo, had been eclipsed. PEMEX, the nationalized oil monopoly, threw up a 54-story skyscraper that remained the Monstruo’s tallest structure until the construction of the Torre Mayor on Reforma in 2003, which topped out at 85 stories. Today, the Latin American Tower retains a certain tacky charm, and for those of us who live in the old quarter, the Centro Histórico, it is an iconic reference point always looming over our shoulders.
  



  
    
  


  THE SHAPE OF THE MONSTER


  
    The contours of El Monstruo are achingly flat, acres of low-slung roofs crowded with clotheslines and antennas, the monotony broken by an occasional church cupola and, to the north, by the high-rise cluster of Tlatelolco with 118 buildings, still Latin America’s most grandiose housing complex.
  


  
    The north is the direction of Mictlán, the land of the dead, from which the natives of this place first came and to which they will return when their time comes. The north is also the direction of the Dark Virgin who, as the myth dictates, revealed herself to the Indians on Tepeyac Hill in 1531. An absurd religious theme park and merry-go-round-like Basilica now occupy the site.
  


  
    The view to the south is blunted by the effluvia. Although the south of the city includes some of the wealthiest and most charming colonies in the megalopolis (Coyoacán and San Ángel are two), money doesn’t buy good air. Nonetheless, on clear, cold winter mornings before the thermal inversion descends, the twin snowcapped volcanoes, Popocatépetl (“The Smoking Mountain”) and Iztaccíhuatl (“The Sleeping Lady”) are sometimes on the eyeline, and it feels for a quick minute as if one can see forever. According to popular mythology, the rumblings and exhalations of the hyperactive Popo (“Don Goyo” to those who dwell on his flanks) presage social catastrophe.
  


  
    But such days are few in a city where the air quality is said to murder tens of thousands of inhabitants a year. Air quality in Mexico City is predicated on the number of emission-spewing vehicles creeping through the veins of El Monstruo at any given moment (5 million), the formulation of the gasoline, and the configuration of the Valley of Mexico upon whose floor the city sits. In truth, the Valley of Mexico is not a valley at all but a self-contained basin hemmed in by 8,000-foot peaks with no natural drainage. The surrounding mountains lock in the venomous air and turns respiration into a harrowing adventure.
  


  
    Many have sought to save the Monster from itself. The late leftist illuminati Heberto Castillo, a brilliant civil engineer, had plans to build giant fans on the hillsides to at least keep the bad air moving.
  



  
    
  


  WHAT LIES BELOW


  
    Here in El Monstruo nothing is what it used to be. The city tears itself down and builds itself up again and again with unnerving frequency. What lies below the street stubs your toes every step you take.
  


  
    The old city lies at the foot of the Latin American Tower. Indeed, the site upon which the tower rises was once the Emperor Moctezuma’s fabled zoo where 300 servants catered to the whims of thousands of specimens the Aztec ruler collected—jaguars and tigers and ocelots seized from the southern jungles, delicate Quetzal birds captured in the cloud forests of what is now Guatemala and Chiapas. One whole palace was set aside for birds of prey. North American bison were reportedly on display, tapirs and lynxes and crocodiles, wild boars and American camels. The Conquistador Bernal Díaz del Castillo, who recorded his Conquest in exacting detail, was repelled by the Emperor’s collection of exotic serpents.
  


  
    The Conquistadores came to steal the gold, the Franciscans to save souls. Just as they had torn down the abominable temples of blood sacrifice to Huitzilopochtli and Tláloc in the Zócalo, the padres destroyed the Emperor’s zoo, slaughtered thousands of captive beasts, and cleansed and blessed the site. Father Pedro de Gante was charged with building a convent to bring Indian girls to Jesus Christ—a statue of the good padre suggestively patting an Indian girl on the head can be found today on the pedestrian passage that bears his name just a block away. Some sinners insist the statue is a monument to priestly pedophilia.
  


  
    The Franciscans retained title to the convent tract for the next 300 years. Then in 1856, in the midst of the War of Reform between liberals and conservatives, President Ignacio Comonfort—an ally of the Zapotec Indian chief justice of the Supreme Court Benito Juárez, who was a strong advocate for confiscating the Church’s extensive properties—expropriated the Convent of San Francisco. Hundreds of prisoners were released from the city’s hellish lockups, handed sledgehammers, and encouraged to pulverize the church buildings into dust while the municipal band tootled La Cangrejera (The Dance of the Crab).
  


  
    The pretext for this pounding was urban renewal—the widening of what is now Madero Street—but the caper had more to do with the booming real estate market. What had once been the Convent of San Francisco was sold off in lots to the highest bidders. Only the cloister, 
     which was rented out for a number of years to Chiarini’s Royal Circus, was kept intact.
  


  
    If the New City with its high-rise tombstones sprawls west to Chapultepec, the old city crumbles to the east, beyond the Zócalo—the great plaza that is still the political heart of the nation—encircled by the National Palace and the Metropolitan Cathedral, past the great tin-roofed sheds of La Merced, the oldest public market in the Americas; the monumental Congress of the country, and the Benito Juárez International Airport, out by the garbage dumps of Suchiapa, surrounded by miles and miles of squalid, dangerous colonias all the way to what’s left of Lake Texcoco, draped in impenetrable muck from my vantage point, and from whose primal waters El Monstruo first emerged as Tenochtitlán, a long green island on contemporary maps floating like a crocodile in a landscape of smoking volcanoes.
  


  
    
  


  WHEN THE EARTH MOVES


  
    The Latin American Tower prides itself on being the first skyscraper built in a volcanic zone, one indeed particularly susceptible to killer earthquakes. On the soft, spongy soils of the lake bed, construction bordered on folly, but the skyscraper survived its baptism of fire not a year after it opened for business. The 1957 quake toppled church steeples and sent the golden Angel of Independence hurtling from her perch above the Paseo de La Reforma, but the Torre came through unscathed. The devastating 8.1 terremoto in September 1985 panicked the building’s elevator operators, who abandoned their oscillating cars 37 floors above street level but lived to tell the tale.
  


  
    Although the great quake smashed up the center of the city and killed thousands, the Latin American Tower somehow stood its ground—just across the Eje Central, a popular morning café-and-churros stop collapsed, trapping perhaps 300 victims on their way to work. Indeed, butt up against the Tower are the remains of the Guardiola Hotel, 20 years after the great shake & bake still a decaying jumble of broken walls, an urban ruin whose precise archeological age would be hard to determine without carbon dating.
  


  
    But even if the Torre Latinoamericana has shrugged off the ollines (earth movements in Nahuat), death has visited here on high. Rafael Rivas became the Tower’s first suicide in 1962, leaping over the barrier that encloses the 45th-story observation platform without 
     leaving a note—witnesses claim he flew off into the void clutching a half-finished jug of tequila.
  


  
    Up here, given this elevated scale, human activity is diminished. We are those proverbial ants scurrying across the esplanade of Bellas Artes or protesting two blocks north in front of the Mexican Senate, the ambulantes hawking their pirate wares under slashes of red plastic on the side streets, the pedestrians dodging the bumper cars on the Eje, the lovers cuddling on the park benches of the Alameda. The distance and the height flatten out and neutralize the chaos down below.
  


  
    Up here, humanity’s rhythms seem choreographed and predictable from hour to hour and day to day, except, of course, when El Monstruo yawns or turns over in its sleep and the ground opens up in geological paroxysms and the sky falls in and time stands still and the dust drizzles down on the desolate streets below where suddenly no one is moving.
  


  
    Then the lights go out.
  


  
    
  


  OBSTETRICS


  
    The jagged screech of tectonic plates grinding against each other fills up the void. Gravity is unleashed. The Torre Latinoamericana slides off its foundation and lunges into the darkness. For a nanosecond or maybe millennia the 45-story skyscraper seems to float in space and time. I open my eyes, but the inky blackness is impenetrable. The cityscape has vanished and there is nothing to take its place, no Eje Central, no Alameda, no starry-eyed lovers staring deep into each other’s souls on the park benches, no protesters in the Zócalo, no National Palace or La Merced, no smoldering garbage pits out by the missing airport. There is nothing. Nada.
  


  
    Instead, we are immersed in primal broth. A blind, prehistoric shark curls through the murky waters and disappears into the gloom on the other side of the glass. In one blink, we have leapfrogged back to 50,000,000 BC. The rusting spaceship that was once the Latin American Tower lies submerged far beneath the sea and El Monstruo is still just a gleam in the eye of the Creator.
  


  
    It has taken us 4,000,000,000 years, give or take a few millennia, to get to this part of the story. The Earth has been scooped out of the cosmos, the magma bubbles and cools, fuses, cracks, combusts all over 
     again until finally it finds its orbit around the sun. The moon dislodges itself from the Mothership to leave space for the oceans. Just yesterday, about 15,000,000 years ago, a hard rain of meteors smashed into the wobbly, percolating planet, further rearranging its pitted surface. One great ball of fire and gases plummeted into the ocean near where the Yucatán peninsula hooks north, displacing the sea and asphyxiating the dinosaurs. Now it is midway through the Paleocene Epoch, “the early dawn,” and the oceans cover the Earth. The world is about to be born all over again.
  


  
    As usual, the planet is seething with internal contradictions. The ocean floor caves in and molten rock forces itself up through the wreckage. Each undersea explosion is more stupendously violent than the one before. Enormous masses of volcanic materials accumulate around the crevasses, spiraling upwards toward the sea’s receding surface as the geologic epochs fly by at the speed of light. Finally, the volcanoes poke their conical heads above the waters. It is 25,000,000 years later and we are sailing through the Holocene.
  


  
    The new volcanoes form a belt across what is becoming Mexico from the Pacific to the Atlantic, paralleling the 19th latitude. The volcanoes that survive are still geologically spry, 12,000-foot peaks like Popocatépetl and his Sleeping Lady, Citlalli (Orizaba, Mexico’s tallest peak) and La Malinche that dominate the Altiplano and look down disdainfully upon the urban stain of the Valley of Mexico.
  


  
    The Holocene melts into the Miocene. The world is still an unquiet place. Volcanoes blow their stack and mountain ranges tear themselves asunder, the broken topography flattening into plateaus and deepening into trenches and depressions. A large sinkhole forms in the west of what is now El Monstruo, about where the ritzy colony of Las Lomas sits today. Groundwater wells up through the porous basalt and the lake system fills in.
  


  
    The Valley of Mexico, sited on the confluence of four conflictive tectonic plates, is susceptible to monster earthquakes. To the south, the Sierra of Chichinautzin collapses, blocking the valley’s natural drainage. The year is 2,000,000 BC and the weather forecast is ominous. Great storms rage, lashing the geography and endlessly rearranging the landscape, rounding out the rough edges, etching in the rivers and streams. It takes a long time for the Artist to sculpt the contours.
  



  
    
  


  THE SEED


  
    And then the storms subside and the stiff winds whipping around the summits bear seeds that take root in the rich volcanic soil, and a few million years later the hillsides are covered with oyamel pine forests. The first mammals wander into the Valley of Mexico around 50,000 BC. The mammoths and the mastodons graze on the new grass, grow fat and old and die and leave their bones behind to give us a clue as to who was here first.
  


  
    Giant sloths, a kind of small horse, jaguars (ocelotl) and pumas (miztli) and wolves (cuitlachcóyotl) roam the primeval forest. Tochtlis (rabbits) and wild turkeys (uexolotl) scurry through the grasslands. Cuauhtli the Eagle circles on the heights and millions of migratory birds—egrets and ducks and Canadian geese—feed upon the lakes below, where the fish are abundant and turtles and frogs and salamanders (axlotl) bring life to the muddy banks. Man is the last mammal to intrude in this paradisiacal valley.
  


  
    Science posits that the descendants of Pithecanthropus Erectus finally navigated the frozen land bridge across the Bering Straits 22,000 years ago at the tail end of the last Ice Age, a time frame that Native Americans debunk, insisting that they have been here since the very beginning.
  


  
    If the scientists’ calculations are accepted, the travelers moved at an extraordinary speed through what are now the three NAFTA countries—the first hunter-gatherers are said to have breached the Valley of Mexico circa 15,000 BC, settling around the lake 8,000 years later.
  


  
    By then, perhaps 5,000 human beings were enclaved in the confines of the valley. The environment was still a fearsome one, with the big volcanoes spewing fiery lava and their smoke plumes blotting out the sun. Large hungry animals ruled the forests.
  


  
    
  


  THE MATRIX


  
    A thousand years before Jesus Christ, at a time when civilizations were flourishing in China and Mesopotamia and Egypt, the Olmecs, Mexico’s mother culture, were installing large mysterious granite heads on the Caribbean coastline of the country. Soon they were exploring the central highlands, and their intrusion into the Valley of Mexico is evidenced in the development of the settlements of Texcoco (600 BC) 
     and Cuicuilco (300 BC). The valley’s population had grown to 10,000 in the wake of the Olmecs’ visitation.
  


  
    Cuicuilco, a blazingly green teardrop in the smog-encrusted south of Mexico City, is a poignant example of how the past and the present coexist uneasily here in the abdomen of El Monstruo. Wedged between the periférico (ring road) and a mountain range of residential high-rises east of University City, Cuicuilco is accessible through the back door of the National Historical and Anthropological College (ENAH) or by leaping the hedge behind the upscale Plaza Loreto shopping mall owned by Carlos Slim, the world’s wealthiest tycoon.
  


  
    Enthroned on its singular spiral-shaped altar, one sees how the Cuicuilcos saw the world: The alignment of the sun and moon with the surrounding volcanoes and the shore where the lake once washed, was at the hub of their cosmovision.
  


  
    In 2001, when Slim proposed to throw up a bank of 24-story apartment buildings on Cuicuilco’s western edge that would have ruptured this alignment, those who defend what came before rose as one fist. The Zapatistas arrived from Chiapas, snaked their way up the spiral altar, and stared gravely at the construction. In the end, Carlos Slim shaved six stories off his sacrilege, but no one was satisfied.
  


  
    The cultivation of corn spread slowly in drought-ravaged central Mexico, and it took a few thousand years for maíz to make its debut down in the valley. Although the lakes were a natural source of irrigation, pumping the water uphill to plots along the shoreline was beyond the technological know-how of the locals, who after all were new to working the land, and the cycles of drought and flooding set back the development of subsistence agriculture.
  


  
    
  


  CITY OF CORN


  
    Things changed dramatically with the discovery of underground springs at Teotihuacan 45 kilometers north of what is now the Monstruo around 100 BC. Teotihuacan was destined to become the New World’s first corn culture and ultimately, because its bounty could feed so many, its largest city.
  


  
    In the vision of the First Peoples, corn cultivation was tied to the disposition of the gods who governed the movements of the sun and those who brought the rain. To keep them in balance, tens of thousands of indentured laborers were put to work assembling the 
     great Pyramid of the Sun, the centerpiece of the Teotihuacan complex, between 150 and 200 AD, now one of Mexico’s most lucrative tourist magnets where thousands of white-clad pilgrims climb to the pinnacle each spring equinox to soak up the cosmic rays. Since 2003, amongst other global encroachments, the Pyramid of the Sun has overlooked a Wal-Mart megastore. And in 2009 the governor of Mexico State, a PRI presidential aspirant, sought to install a light-and-sound show that would convert both pyramids into twin jukeboxes that could be seen from 14 kilometers off.
  


  
    But the megastore is really just a continuing expression of Teotihuacan’s dedication to commerce. With its broad avenues and enclosed citadel, the city that grew to 200,000 souls had housed armies of artisans and a great tianguis or bazaar in which tons of agricultural produce changed hands daily.
  


  
    The downfall of Teotihuacan and the diaspora of its population can be chalked up to the recurring droughts that dried out central Mexico during the early years of the first Christian millennium. When the groundwater gave out under the weight of the population, Teotihuacan’s carrying capacity collapsed. The juju of the priestly class (human sacrifice was practiced in moderation) just didn’t seem to have much clout in staving off eventual disaster. Barbarians drifted in from the north and picked the old city clean around the edges. By 700 AD, the first corn culture in the Americas had gone belly-up.
  


  
    
  


  GIVING THE CHICHIMECAS A BAD NAME


  
    The barbarians—Chichimecas from the northern deserts given to predatory marauding—would worry the valley dwellers for the next 600 years. But the longer the outlanders hung around, the more acculturated they became. The Xólotl Codex depicts the wanderings of Xólotl and his son Nopaltzin in the valley—in the pictographs, the travelers are sheathed in skins and the villagers clothed in white cottons. In the last frames, Xólotl and Nopaltzin have settled in.
  


  
    Acculturated Chichimecas settled at the north end of the valley where Tula, Hidalgo, now sprawls. The Toltecs delivered a short-lived civilization that rapidly spread beyond the Valley of Mexico. Having adopted as their central deity a minor Teotihuacan god, the Toltecs carried the cult of Quetzalcóatl, the Plumed Serpent, as far south as the Kingdom of the Mayas.
  



  
    But the Toltecs too were ravaged by the drought cycles and fresh invasions of Chichimecas from the north. When their civilization disintegrated in the 10th century, the valley fragmented into warring factions for the next 200 years, with power accumulating to Texcoco and Azcapotzalco on opposite side of the lake. With diminishing game, perpetual drought, and perennial warfare, the population of the Valley of Mexico shrank drastically in the 11th and 12th centuries.
  


  
    Then in the early 1300s, a particularly brutish band of outlanders stomped into the valley. Purported to be originally from an island in the mythical Lake Aztlán in the Pacific northwest state of Nayarit, the “Aztecas,” or “Mexicas” as they came to be called, had been on the road for more than 200 years hauling around their blood-drenched butterfly warrior god Huitzilopochtli and savaging the locals on their long march south.
  


  
    These churlish primitives were rebuffed by every group they approached around the lake. Tezozomoc, the fierce lord of the Azcapotzalcos, told them to just get lost. So, homeless and beat and pissed off by their reception in the valley, they encamped on a desolate island in the middle of Lake Texcoco, and it was there, mired in the slough of despond, that their priests saw the vision of the eagle devouring a serpent in the spiky arms of a nopal cactus that is now imprinted upon the Mexican flag, and the prophecy of the Mexica priests was fulfilled.
  


  
    Sure, maybe the priests just made it all up to put an end to the difficult journey and establish a common destiny for their people, but whatever the gods had really decided, the travelers were tired and here they would stay.
  


  
  
  


  
    II
  


  
    CITY OF FLOWERS & SMOKING HEARTS
  


  
    This monster of a megalopolis started small. Mexico-Tenochtitlán (from Mexitl, an alternative name for Huitzilopochtli, and tenochtli or nopal) was little more than a collection of mud and wattle hovels for the first decade of its life. The first solid structure of scale was almost certainly the altar of Huitzilopochtli—the “Hummingbird of the Left Hand” and Lord of the Sun at midday—the altar and later the temple that enclosed it would be rebuilt four times during the reign of the Aztecs. The last remodeling was initiated by the Emperor Ahuitzotl in 1485 and baptized with the blood of 20,000 purportedly willing warriors.
  


  
    Farther south on the tiny island, the Mexica-Aztecas erected a large wooden figure of Quetzalcóatl, Lord of the Morning Star, to bolster their credentials as the true heirs of the Toltecs—in their endless wanderings, the Mexica-Aztecas had dallied for 40 years of pillage and rapine in the neighborhood of Tula, Hidalgo, the Toltec homeland.
  


  
    The reader should be cautious. What we know of the Aztecs has been handed down by the European invaders, evangelizing Christians who took a dim view of the Indians’ religious practices.
  


  
    The Aztecs’ true history had been written and drawn on cactus papyrus in the venerated codices passed down from one generation to the next, but the Christians did not read cactus and at any rate thought 
     the books to be the devil’s work—and burnt them on public pyres to banish Satan and bring the Aztecs to Christ.
  


  
    During their 234-year walkabout after abandoning Lake Aztlán in 1091, the Aztec-Mexicas’ basic unit of social organization had been the calpullis or clans—there are thought to have been 15 bands of such hunter-warriors, but most of their titles have been lost forever. In their first years on the island, Mexico-Tenochtitlán was divided into quadrants representing the cardinal directions of Anáhuac, the One True World, and the calpullis assigned to these boroughs whose very names invoked the hopelessness of the place they had chosen to settle: Atzacoalco to the northeast was the Place of the Floods; Cuepopan to the northwest the Place of the Flowers; Zoquiapan in the southeast the Place of the Muddy Waters; and Moyotla to the southwest, the Place of the Flies.
  


  
    When some calpullis complained about the flies, they were exiled to the neighboring islet of Tlatelolco, which later would become a thriving market for the lakeside communities and the Aztecs’ commercial center.
  


  
    Born rough into an uncaring universe, the Tenochas were a contentious lot, and once they had settled in, the calpullis had difficulty reaching consensus on much more than their devotion to Huitzilopochtli. After years of bitter strife among themselves, the calpulli councils called in their southern neighbors from Culhuacan (later Coyoacán) for whom they had served as mercenaries, to resolve their differences and in 1375, some 50 years after the founding of Mexico-Tenochtitlán, the Culhuacan noble Acamapichtli was anointed emperor.
  


  
    The enthronement of the foreigner triggered a seismic shift in the once more or less egalitarian Mexica social structure. The chiefs of the calpullis were invited to construct their homes around Acamapichtli’s palace just outside the sacred precinct of Huitzilopochtli, and the move demarcated class distinctions between “nobles” and “commoners.” The “nobles” indeed reproduced like tochtlis (bunnies), and the little pipiltin, the children of the royal court, were groomed to be the future rulers of Tenochtitlán.
  


  
    Within a half century, the Aztecs had evolved from a gaggle of autonomous clans into a highly centralized, top-down, increasingly urbanized society.
  


  
    The Aztec royal court divvied up power between the warrior and the priestly classes. Warriors were devotees of the Eagle or the Jaguar 
     schools. Although they were largely drawn from the pipiltin, commoners could break into high society by demonstrating exceptional skills on the battlefield—i.e., capturing many sacrificial victims in the Emperor’s flower (xochitl) wars.
  


  
    The priests had their own dark academies where they were initiated into the arcane arts and the rituals of prophecy and divination that allowed them to peel back the future and control the present. The Aztecs lived in a constant state of fear about what the gods had in store for them next—earthquakes, drought, flood, hunger (the Mexicas had once subsisted in the wilderness on a diet of poisonous snakes). With their powers to delve into the darkness, the priests enjoyed disproportionate control over emperors and commoners alike.
  


  
    The sun under which the Tenochas lived, the Fifth Sun, was the Sun of the Ollín or the earthquake. The four previous suns had all been destroyed in cosmic cataclysms. The First Sun, 4-Jaguar, had been eaten by jaguars. The Second, Ehécatl or 4-Wind, had been struck by a magic hurricane that turned the humans into monkeys. The Third Sun, 4-Rain, had been decimated by Tláloc, the deity that governed the rain. The Fourth Sun, 4-Water, had also incurred Tláloc’s wrath and all sentient beings had been drowned save one man and one woman who climbed into a tall cypress tree, where they were turned into dogs by Tezcatlipoca, the Lord of the Night, for disobeying his dictates.
  


  
    Given such antecedents and plunked down in a landscape where volcanoes kept popping off and environmental disaster was always on the horizon, the priests of Mexico-Tenochtitlán were very careful to keep things in place and in balance—that is, the sun up in the sky and the rain, which ruled the agricultural cycles and kept the people fed, abundant.
  


  
    
  


  EVERYTHING IS FORETOLD


  
    Huitzilopochtli was the sun at noon, the most powerful sun. There were other suns, Tonatiuh for one, who represented the sun in its daily journey across the sky and whose glyph is a fat, dripping tongue that looks like it could have been etched into volcanic rock by R. Crumb. But Huitzilopochtli was the maximum solar power at the dead center of the Mexica cosmovision and, as the source of all this cosmic electricity, needed to be constantly satiated with buckets of human blood.
  



  
    “The Hummingbird of the Left Hand” had a curious genealogy. His mother was Lady Coatlicue, always visualized with a fearsome head topped by faced-off serpents, adorned with a necklace of human hearts, hands, and skulls and girdled by writhing snakes, the ultimate Aztec mom. When his sister Coyolxauhqui, the moon, discovered that Mother Coatlicue was pregnant with the young sun god she flew into an Oedipal rage and tried to stab her. Huitzilopochtli, still in the womb, heard the argument and cut through his mama’s belly, a kind of reverse cesarean, to burst into the world (albeit prematurely), where he seized his sister and threw her from a great hill to the earth below. The impact of her fall shattered Coyolxuahqui into a thousand shards, which is why we see the moon in pieces one night at a time.
  


  
    You could look it up. It’s all written on the great eight-ton Moon wheel uncovered in 1979 by workers laying cable under the Metropolitan Cathedral that occupies one corner of the sacred precinct once dominated by the twin temples of Huitzilopochtli and Tláloc.
  


  
    Tláloc, on the other hand, was a more benign deity, a kind of magician and transformer, who, if displeased, could deny the rain. During the dry season his priests, clad in blue and white robes—the colors of the right-wing PAN Party today—harvested small children for the sacrifice that would welcome in the rainy season.
  


  
    There were, of course, dozens of other important deities that needed to be assuaged—Xipe Tótec, for example, the Lord of the Springtime, a kind of Ed Gein-ish god whose priests danced in the flayed skins of virgins to fertilize the new corn.
  


  
    For the Aztec-Mexicas, there were no coincidences; spontaneity had no place. Everything was foretold, controlled by the dispositions of the gods, even the small things relegated to 400 lesser deities or tochtlis (“rabbits”) who ensured the success of everything from the fermentation of the octli, corn beer (today called pulque), to the recovery of mothers after childbirth.
  


  
    Such theology required armies of priests and acolytes, soothsayers hepped up on hallucinogenic mushrooms, the ghastly owl men or búhos who cast malevolent spells, curanderos or healers who knew the secrets (Xipe Tótec was good for the eyes). Within the framework of the Aztec ruling class, the priests exercised a decisive quotient of power, especially in times of war and fearful emperors.
  



  
    
  


  MAKE WAR NOT LOVE


  
    The Tenochas did not have a great sense of public relations. They were surly and warlike and when they invited you over for dinner, the guest was apt to wind up in the cooking pots like the daughter of the Emperor of Culhuacan. When her family showed up for the banquet, the priests were already dancing in her flayed skin—the Aztecas claimed the skinning was justifiable retaliation for the Culhuacanos’ penchant of seizing Mexica warriors and dressing them in women’s clothes—chisme (gossip) that may well have been concocted by Gary Jennings, the supreme Aztec scandal slinger, whose best-selling potboilers exposed millions of unsuspecting travelers to the grisly secrets of the Mexicas.
  


  
    For the Azteca-Mexicas, the best defense was an offense. Hemmed in by city-states that looked down upon them as savages, the Mexicas’ ferocity was their foremost asset. They disemboweled their adversaries and ate them with a passion. They sold wolf tickets to the Azcapotzalcos (Lord Tezozomoc had moved on to Mictlán) and brokered the Triple Alliance with Texcoco and the compact enclave of Tlacopan adjacent to Azcapotzalco, which kept the descendants of Tezozomoc quiescent. But the Triple Alliance, forged under the Emperor Itzcóatl (1428-1440) by the power behind the throne, Tlacaelel, was about as much of an alliance as George Bush’s ill-named Iraq War “Coalition of the Willing.” Wars were often fought under the banner of the Triple Alliance, but the dominant Mexicas, like the Yanquis, always walked off with the lion’s share of the spoils.
  


  
    Although never designated tlatoani (emperor), the conniving Tlacaelel was the father of the Aztec empire. First marching his warriors south, overrunning Coyoacán and Chalco and Xochimilco until the Aztecs were the unquestioned Lords of the Lakes, Tlacaelel reached out beyond the Valley of Mexico to conquer Anáhuac the One True World, of which Mexico-Tenochtitlán was the Beating Heart. For 70 years (the same time span that the once-ruling Institutional Revolutionary Party, or PRI, held power in modern Mexico) until his death at the impossibly old age of 98 in 1494, Tlacaelel guided the fortunes of the Aztec rulers and created unimagined prosperity for the Mexica ruling class.
  


  
    The system of tribute imposed upon the conquered peoples swelled the storehouses of Tenochtitlán to bursting. Each year, the 
     colonies were forced not only to give up their gold and their harvests, but also to provide at least 20,000 fresh smoking hearts for the Mexica gods. Like the Conquistadores to come, Tlacaelel justified Aztec imperialism by the evangelization of their gods, imposing the worship of Huitzilopochtli over all other belief systems and depriving the peoples under their thrall of the human protein they needed to sustain their own gods. Tlacaelel’s genius and the Aztec-Mexica success in building empire was predicated upon the marriage of the military with the priestly classes, and while he lived, the operation ran smoothly.
  


  
    Every year, tens of thousands of young men, brainwashed into believing the sacrifice of their blood would keep the sun up in the sky, were herded up to Tenochtitlán, lined up at the foot of the great twin temples to Huitzilopochtli and Tláloc and led one by one up the 114 steps to their doom.
  


  
    At the apex of the altar, four priests would spread-eagle the prospective victim upon the blood-caked killing slab while a fifth would plunge the obsidian tecpatl deep into his belly, burrow upwards through the soft flesh, and yank out his still steaming heart, holding it aloft for a fleeting moment for the sun to feast upon the bloody, palpitating organ and then stuffing it through the Hummingbird god’s gore-encrusted mouth hole. Then the body was released, rolling down the stone steps to the base of the pyramid, where the butcher boys hacked off its choice parts and tossed the torsos into canoes to be distributed in other temples to feed other gods. The leftovers were thrown to the wild animals in the Emperor’s menagerie.
  


  
    And when the killing was done, the rulers and their rivals sat down together to dine upon the haunches of their freshly butchered warriors behind a curtain woven tight with white flowers so that they could not be seen by the commoners. The flower motif was not merely decorative. The warriors whom they digested had been captured in prearranged wars—“flower wars”—to provide for such feasts of reconciliation between the Aztecas and their enemies. Indeed, the Aztecs were appalled by the wanton waste of the Spanish Conquistadores, who seemed to kill for the sake of killing and left all that good meat out on the battlefield to spoil.
  



  
    
  


  CAUTION!


  
    “¡Es todo una gran mentira!” Berta Robledo pounded her little fist on the Formica counter. “It’s all a big lie!” We were downing café con leche at La Blanca, the Centro Histórico hangout that has been my kitchen for the past 25 years. I had just come from a lecture by Dr. Eduardo Matos Moctezuma, one of Mexico’s most respected investigators who has spent three decades digging through the ruins of the Templo Mayor.
  


  
    What about human sacrifice?, I asked Dr. Moctezuma during the Q and A. Some Mexicans like my pal Berta, a pediatric nurse and left militant, don’t believe the Aztecs practiced human sacrifice.
  


  
    “It happened,” the anthropologist assured me. “There are codices that confirm the practice of human sacrifice.”
  


  
    “What codices?” Berta fumed. “Did he give you any dates for these codices? All these codices these expertos are always talking about are all from after the Gachupines came. They made the Mexicas draw them to justify what they did to us and to convert us to Christianity. Don’t you understand this, compañero?”
  


  
    “But Dr. Moctezuma said there were codices from before the Spanish came. He’s going to send me the dates.”
  


  
    “Sure, sure. I’m sure he will. But it’s like asking the Devil if there’s a hell or not. It’s all a pinche engaño [damn scam]. Ay, Don Ross, don’t even talk about it to me. I get so mad when I think about it. They murdered millions of us and then they say we were the savages, that we ate our own people! Ha! ¡Basta ya! Enough!” Berta’s little tantrum set her glass to trembling in the saucer.
  


  
    “What your expertos don’t tell you is that the altars of Huitzilopochtli and the others, they were for astronomy. The Aztecs invented astronomy. Don’t you know that?”
  


  
    We sat there in silence, sipping our coffees.
  


  
    Berta Robledo is short and round and very brown like a lot of people who live here in El Monstruo. When she says “we” she is talking about the Mexicas. “Well. Maybe he will send me the dates. I gave him my email,” I said lamely. I felt very much like a dumb gringo.
  


  
    “Let’s not talk about it anymore, OK?” she patted my arm. “Let’s talk about what’s important. Like how Fecal [a not-so-nice nickname for the president] is privatizing our petroleo.” Berta is an “Adelita,” a brigade of women who emulate the women soldiers in the Mexican 
     revolution and had been sitting in around the Senate. “If I find the dates, that will settle it, no?” I persisted.
  


  
    Manuel the waiter came over to ask us if we were having a debate. “No!” Berta snapped, “The debate is over.”
  


  
    In the end, I suppose, what people think about themselves is the only history that counts.
  


  
    
  


  TIGHT LITTLE ISLAND


  
    Mexico-Tenochtitlán was a tight little island, approximately 3,000 meters per side. The north-south avenue stretched 3.2 kilometers and the east-to-west road ran 2.9. The Aztec-Mexicas were lake people in a previous life, and they took to the watery element like ducks in a big pond.
  


  
    Tenochtitlán was so shallow on its western edge that the calpullis had waded across from Chapultepec (Grasshopper) Hill on the mainland to the place where they would see the eagle devouring a snake in the arms of a nopal cactus. Almost from the day of the founding of the city on March 25, 1325, in what is now the Plaza de Santo Domingo, the Tenochas went to work expanding their real estate.
  


  
    The Mexicas’ model was the chinampa system of the freshwater lakes to the south, the fabled floating islands of the Xochimilcos. Workers built wood frames on the lake bottom, anchored them down with boulders and stones, and filled the frames with mud. Some chinampas were merely landfill to provide additional space for settlement but others were cultivated with tomatoes and chilies and squash, beans, ajonjolí (sesame seeds), and purple amaranth. (Corn was grown on the terraced hillsides of the mainland.) Ahuehuete trees with long roots were planted at the four corners of the chinampas, eventually attaching them to the lake bottom. Twenty-five thousand hectares of these thriving plots filled with rich lake loam would keep Tenochtitlán fed for generations until population growth outstripped the chinampas’ production capacity.
  


  
    Great cities grow up around ports—estuaries of deep rivers that flow into the interiors of their countries and bays that provide navigable access to the world’s oceans. For the Aztecs, the five interlocking lakes—Texcoco, Xochimilco, Chalco, Zumpango, and Xaltocan—were their Liverpool and New York, their Tigris and Euphrates. The Aztecas’ mastery of hydraulics gave them the building blocks of urban 
     development. Trenches (acequias) were cut into the island, bringing the lake water to the land and creating an intricate network of canals that webbed Tenochtitlán.
  


  
    Every road and footpath had its parallel canal. Two hundred thousand canoes worked the waterways, ferried freight from the mainland, and served as water taxis and pleasure craft and even garbage scows. Footbridges that swung open like gates to accommodate the canoe traffic were installed along the teeming canals.
  


  
    Soon after the Tenochas encamped, they discovered freshwater springs, but the increasing needs of the settlers quickly eclipsed their bounty. Under the first Motecuhzoma (1440-1464), with Tlacaelel pulling the strings, the Aztecs resorted to armed diplomacy to bring drinking water from the mainland. Under threat of mayhem, the newly submissive Azcapotzalcos encouraged the Mexicas to build an aqueduct that would bring the precious liquid across the lake to the island. The first aqueduct proved a disaster, splintering under the pressure of the inflow and drowning Tenochtitlán under a wall of water. But Motecuhzoma, the “Great Builder,” soon installed new aqueducts, one carrying fresh water from Coyoacán to the southwest and the other from the springs under Grasshopper Hill to the west.
  


  
    The waters of Texcoco were salty and brackish. Although they bred fish, they also bred mosquitoes. Each rainy season, they flooded into Tenochtitlán and spilled over into the sweet-water lakes farther south. The Great Builder turned to a poet for a solution. Nezahualcóyotl, the “Hungry Coyote” and the Motecuhzoma’s half-brother, was the king of Texcoco and an accomplished poet whose bittersweet verses about the transience of the world survive in the translucent translations of Miguel León Portilla.
  


  
    A renaissance man, Nezahualcóyotl—whose name has been borrowed by the sprawling shantytown that now occupies the land he once ruled—was also a master civil engineer. Beginning in 1442, the Poet King assembled an army of slaves and indentured workers to construct a 9-kilometer-long dike at the southern end of Lake Texcoco. By the time it was completed, the dike had become the largest hydraulic project ever attempted in the Americas up to then.
  


  
    Yet despite its pharaonic dimensions, Tenochtitlán, which had no natural drainage except back to the lake, regularly flooded—and still does today, despite the installation of the Drenaje Profundo (Deep Drain), a water tunnel of such immense proportions that unlucky 
     workers are sometimes swept off by the tide of black water into the neighboring state of Hidalgo and beyond.
  


  
    Floods ravaged the island city in 1449, in 1452, and yet again in 1482. Each time, the Aztecs rebuilt their legendary city in exactly the same soggy terrain that the prophecy of their priests had drawn them to in the previous century. The decision to reconstruct Tenochtitlán over and over again in this dangerous geography has had profound resonance for the modern monstrosity we now call Mexico City.
  


  
    
  


  A SHIMMERING MIRAGE


  
    Seen from the mainland, Tenochtitlán seemed a shimmering mirage. Spiring high above the palaces in the city’s center, the twin temples of Huitzilopochtli and Tláloc dominated the cityscape, the crowning glory of the sacred precinct, a tract the size of two football fields enclosed by 500-meter-long Snake Walls on all sides—murals of serpents decorated its four façades. The precinct was dotted with 78 separate structures including a sacred Aztec hip ball court (ulama), the Tzompantli or skull rack (the Franciscan Bernardino de Sahagún counted 200,000 skulls), religious schools, and dozens of temples to lesser gods in the Aztec pantheon ranging from the gory Xipe Tótec to stern Tezcatlipoca to the 400 bunnies.
  


  
    Just outside the Snake Walls, from which all roads and canals branched off into the city, the pipiltin built their gleaming white palaces with brilliantly colored flags and feathers fluttering on the balustrades—the second Motecuhzoma’s supremely ostentatious palace is now the site of the National Palace from which the Great Tlatoanis of the PRI and the PAN still administrate the affairs of the Mexicas.
  


  
    The interiors of the palaces were lavishly outfitted, gold-adorned beehives honeycombed with hundreds of rooms where the children of the court and their descendants lived in the lap of Aztec luxury. The fresh water delivered to the island was brought directly to the palace district through a latticework of clay pipes, and each room was equipped with its own steam bath and toilet closet—the sewage outflow discharged the royal wastes onto barges on the canals, which carried the nightsoil to the mainland to be spread on cornfields.
  


  
    When Cortez and the Conquistadores came in 1520, they were flabbergasted by the sanitary achievements of the Aztecs—the European cities they came from were unspeakable pigsties that incubated deadly plagues and smelled like shit.
  



  
    The first known map of Tenochtitlán, drawn by two of Cortez’s cartographers, shows the four quarters of the island city linked up by a grid that emanates from the Snake Walls. Three avenues of hard-packed dirt broad enough for 20 men to stand abreast spanned the island and connected up with three causeways at strategic points on the lakefront, leading to the mainland on the south, west, and north, facilitating the flow of commerce.
  


  
    Beyond the palaces of the nobles, the lesser pipiltin built their homes, two-story whitewashed blocks of stone and mud with extravagant roof gardens sown with flowers and fragrant herbs and here and there a shade tree. The barrios of the Indians surrounded the lesser pipiltin. These neighborhoods were not so different from today’s working-class barrios, with low-slung structures divided into many small rooms grouped around a common patio. Sections of the city were reserved for artisans working in gold and feathers, jade and other precious stones to embellish the upper classes. Each neighborhood was centered around a temple to ensure religious control, and blood sacrifice was practiced to pay obeisance to the urban deities.
  


  
    What the macehualli, the man in the street, actually thought about such savagery does not seem to be recorded anywhere. They were commoners, slaves and workers and only their backs—and their hearts—counted for the scribes who kept the chronicles. As it always is with the man-made wonders of this world, when it comes to those who carried the stones and pounded them flat or were crushed in the quarrying, we will never know their names.
  


  
    
  


  THE AZTECS COME UNGLUED


  
    Tlacaelel was the glue that held Tenochtitlán together. He had stood behind the throne of five emperors for seven decades, building an empire as great as Alexander’s and overseeing the transfer of riches that was Tenochtitlán’s glory.
  


  
    But time trudges on. The first Motecuhzoma passed the scepter in 1464 to Axayácatl, who continued the Mexica building boom and maintained the empire despite rumblings from its distant borders until he was carted off to Mictlán in 1479. Tizoc, his successor, proved such a dud that Tlacaelel had to have him poisoned. Ahuitzotl assumed the throne and raised up the last great temple—the sacrificial victims were lined up for eight miles from the foot of the pyramids to the edge of 
     the city, and it took four days and nights to slaughter them all and feed their hearts to Huitzilopochtli.
  


  
    Not long after this bloody folderol, Tlacaelel succumbed to old age, and for the first time in 70 years there was no power behind the throne. The new emperor, Motecuhzoma II, the nephew of the Great Builder, was inexperienced and spooked from the start that calamity would destroy the One True World on his watch. The year 1507, when the Mexicas’ 52-year fire cycle would be extinguished and the new fire lit, seemed a particularly ominous one.
  


  
    Motecuhzoma did not curry favor with either his subjects or the gods when he had himself declared a deity. All commoners were banished from the royal court and the pipiltin were forbidden to gaze upon him under penalty of being munched.
  


  
    These were not good years. Drought ravaged central Mexico and there wasn’t much for lunch. Even worse, the mumbo jumbo of the priests didn’t have much juice with the gods anymore. The harvests diminished and the natives grew restless.
  


  
    When Motecuhzoma levied increased tributes of sacrificial victims on the Tlaxcaltecos and the Huejotzingos and the Cholulas, rebellion brewed. Their frustrated representatives came up to Tenochtitlán to plead their case before the Emperor and too often disappeared into the cooking pots.
  


  
    Still it did not rain. Meteors streaked the heavens. Motecuhzoma’s chief soothsayer sleepwalked through the palace, warning everyone to flee. Dwarfs and deformed freaks were seen in the streets of Tenochtitlán, a bad sign. The Emperor was convinced that Quetzalcóatl, the Lord of the Morning Star, who had been run off by the smoking mirror Tezcatlipoca and had sworn to return to take his revenge, was about to appear on the eastern horizon.
  


  
    Quetzalcóatl’s color was white. This sense of impending doom was aggravated when in 1517 flying ships were sighted off the Yucatán and men with white skin came ashore. The white men retreated into the sea but returned in 1518 and again in 1519, a Ce-atl (water) year on the Aztec calendar that was propitious to the Plumed Serpent. Motecuhzoma paced the rooms of his resplendent palace, crying out for forgiveness.
  



  
    
  


  “THE WALLS ARE SPLASHED WITH BLOOD”


  
    The story of the Conquest is an achingly familiar one for the native peoples of the world. The freebooter Hernán Cortez came ashore on Good Friday, April 21, 1519, at the mouth of the Zempoala River just north of what is now Veracruz port. The hostile takeover of Mexico was accompanied by 10 ships, 650 men, 16 horses, packs of fierce mastiffs, and cannons that terrified the Totonaco Indians on the beach into submission.
  


  
    Fearing that the prophecy had been fulfilled, Motecuhzoma sent envoys bearing priceless golden gifts and pleaded with Cortez/ Quetzalcóatl to go back where he came from. This gesture would seal the fate of the Aztec empire. The invader explained to the envoys that he had a sickness that only gold could cure and marched his men uphill straight toward Tenochtitlán.
  


  
    It is a racist myth to think that 650 Europeans conquered a land of 25 million indigenous people. Rather, having pillaged and browbeaten those whose lands they occupied, it was the Aztecs who had carved out their own tomb. Under the Mafia-esque concept that the enemy of my enemy is my friend, Cortez joined forces with the disaffected rulers of Tlaxcala, Huejotzingo, and Cholula. When the Spaniard marched his army between the two snowcapped volcanoes Popocatépetl and Iztaccíhuatl (“El Paso de Cortez” in the tourist guides), there were 200,000 pissed-off Indian warriors (about the population of Tenochtitlán at the time) under his command.
  


  
    The Europeans had never seen such magnificent cities as they encountered on the way to Tenochtitlán. Tlaxcala was bigger than Granada, and Cholula was “apt for the Spanish.” Now, on November 8, eight months after they had landed on these shores, Cortez’s men massed at the foot of the causeway on the Texcoco side of the lake and marveled that the temples of Huitzilopochtli and Tláloc were taller even than the Cathedral of Sevilla.
  


  
    The rest is all treachery. Despite his exemplary hospitality, Motecuhzoma was taken hostage and induced to give up his gold and embrace Jesus Christ. The Christians were offended by the blood-smeared temples and tried to tear Huitzilopochtli from his perch. Aztec rage boiled over. Leaving a small garrison behind, Cortez retreated from the city to settle some urgent business with the Crown. When he returned the garrison had been overrun and its defenders 
     eviscerated. Motecuhzoma, despised by his own people for consorting with the whites, had been cast aside, and the new tlatoani, Cuitláhuac, had laid siege to the Europeans’ quarters. The Spaniards’ situation looked dire.
  


  
    On June 30, 1520, the would-be Conquistadores, so loaded down with booty that their horses’ bellies dragged against the ground, sought to break out of the island city but were massively bloodied by the Tenochas when they tried to flee on the Tacuba causeway, a night dubbed La Noche Triste (The Night of Sorrow) by the European historians, although the Aztecas partied heartily.
  


  
    But the Europeans had left a deadly time bomb behind—smallpox bacilli carried into the city by a black slave in Cortez’s entourage. When the Spaniards returned in 1521, half the population of Tenochtitlán was dead. The corpses of the Aztecs bloated and swelled in every house. Cuitláhuac had perished in the plague that swept the island and Motecuhzoma’s rebellious nephew, Cuauhtémoc, now led the resistance.
  


  
    But the Conquistadores did not immediately enter Tenochtitlán. Surrounding the island on all sides, Cortez blockaded supplies from entering the city and destroyed the aqueducts, cutting off the water supply. Those who survived inside were reduced, like their ancestors, to eating roots and poisonous snakes.
  


  
    The white men stormed into Tenochtitlán on August 13, 1521, and pulled down the ghastly temples of Huitzilopochtli and Tláloc that so repelled them. Cuauhtémoc, “the Descending Eagle,” was captured in an alley between Tlatelolco and Tepito on the spot where a used hubcap shop was doing business last time I checked.
  


  
    “All of this happened to us. We saw that in the roads lay our broken lances. The roofs have been stripped from our houses and the walls are splashed with blood,” León Portilla translates from Tenochtitlán’s handwritten obituary. “Worms crawl through the plazas and the streets. The water runs red in the canals. We beat on the walls of our inheritance and they are a nest of holes. With our shields we defended the city, but not even our gods could sustain us.”
  


  
    
  


  DEAD INDIANS


  
    The Indians died and died. They just kept on dying. There was no end to their dying. They died from famine. They died from forced labor. 
     They died under the great burdens they were forced to carry. They died under the horses of the Conquerors. They died run through by the swords of the invaders or in terror at the sound of their cannons.
  


  
    They died of sadness because their loved ones had died and they died in shame because they thought their gods had abandoned them. The Christians preached to them that they died because of divine retaliation for being demons and cannibals. They died because they were pinches indios and had no souls. They died in the autos-da-fé of the Holy Inquisition. They died garroted by the executioners and their bodies were set afire. They died drawn and quartered by the stallions of the Inquisitors. They died under the protection of Bishop Juan de Zumárraga, the “Protector of the Indians.”
  


  
    They died because their forests died and the raped hillsides collapsed into the lakes from which they drew life and the lakes died with them. They died because their milpas (cornfields) were invaded by the herds of cattle that the Spanish had let loose and their lands were confiscated by the Crown and incorporated into vast haciendas. They died because they just got in the way.
  


  
    They died of European-borne diseases in a biological war the enormity of which had never before or since been recorded in the history of man’s cruelty to man. Nineteen killer epidemics ravaged the Indians of Mexico in the first century of conquest, diseases to which white men had built up a measure of immunity: smallpox, typhoid, the plague, cholera, measles, mumps, influenza, pneumonia, the cocoliz, a hemorrhaging that caused the victim to dissolve into a bloody pool of pus. All they could give back was syphilis, which covered Europe in oozing sores throughout the 17th and 18th centuries.
  


  
    The Indians died “in heaps like bedbugs” as Fray Motolinía noted. The Franciscan priest Sahagún buried 10,000 on Tlatelolco and then stopped counting—he had run out of ground in which to bury them anyway. The bodies of the Indians clogged up the canals and were thrown in the lake—you could walk from Tenochtitlán to Tlatelolco on the backs of the dead. In 1545, during a few weeks of winter, 845,000 died of smallpox. The years 1563-1564, 1576, and 1581 were plague years. Fifteen thousand Aztecs, half of the population of Coyoacán, which Cortez had taken as his own private estate, were wiped out in a single fortnight.
  


  
    On the Holy Thursday morning Hernán Cortez had dropped anchor off Veracruz, April 20, 1519, there are thought to have been 
     12.5 million to 25 million Indians living within the configurations of what is now Mexico—the numbers are inexact and the count distorted by the imprecision of geographical borders. A hundred years later when the Indians had developed relative immunity to the murderous plagues, the Spanish could find only 1.2 million of them. At a minimum, 11.3 million indigenous peoples were wiped off the face of the earth by the European Conquest.
  


  
    No matter how you count it, the obliteration of the native peoples of Mexico at the hands of the Spanish invaders is the most devastating act of genocide on the books. Hitler’s holocaust—6 million Jews, Gypsies, homosexuals, and Communists—is dwarfed by comparison.
  


  
    The Indians died and died but they did not go away. They refused to abandon Tenochtitlán and stubbornly survived in their own way. By the time liberation from Spain rolled around in the early 19th century, their numbers were on the rebound. Now, in the new millennium, the Indians of Mexico are approaching their pre-Conquest population, numbering 15 million to 20 million native peoples depending on how you count them.
  


  
  


  
    III
  


  
    CITY OF PALACES & GHOSTS
  


  
    I live on the island of Tenochtitlán or at least what has become of it. I rent a room on the corner of Espíritu Santo (Holy Ghost Street, now Isabel la Católica) and San Felipe Neri (now República de El Salvador), two blocks west of the Zócalo. The solid granite west wall of the ex-San Agustín convent faces my balcony. The original Augustinian convent, thought to have been built over an Aztec graveyard, was constructed by involuntary Indian labor during the first decade of the Conquest. On quiet nights, I can sometimes hear the voices of the dead Indians murmuring sadly inside the walls and courtyard of the convent. But perhaps it is only the caretakers complaining about the condition of employment.
  


  
    Farther down Espíritu Santo Street outside the handsome tezontle tile façade of La Profesa, once an Aztec temple and now the favored church of the very rich for their fancy weddings, I am positive that I hear their voices again, but then it may only be the Nahua beggar lady, her children clustered around her, squatting against the wall amidst the tuxedos and billowing chiffon evening gowns and beribboned classic cars. “Señor, señor,” she calls out, “¿un peso, señor? ¿Para comer, señor?”
  


  
    The wedding party saunters up Holy Ghost Street to the extravagant Casino Español, once the Espíritu Santo Hospital, established in 1534 on this site to accommodate the dying Indians. I myself hold a 
     discount card that entitles me to treatment at the Hospital de Jesús, the first such facility built in Mexico, inaugurated by Cortez himself in 1524. There used to be a small statue of the Conquistador in the chapel next door, one of only two anywhere in the land he “discovered”—Cortez was never a popular figure in Tenochtitlán.
  


  
    As I sit in the quiet anteroom waiting for the doctor to emerge, I again hear the ghosts of Aztecs past, but I suppose it is only the cleaning women dishing up the chisme.
  


  
    Wherever I stop here in what the travel books dub the “Historic Center of Mexico City,” I am confronted by disembodied Indian voices. They are with me each day when I pass by Father Gante’s girls’ school (now the jewelbox Chapel of Our Lady of Lourdes) and enveloped by the Club de Banqueros (Bankers Club), on my way to pick up the New York Times in a building even older than the chapel. The voices are with me when I toddle down Donceles, hearing the screaming and moaning behind the walls of the “House of Demented Women” built, as the tile plaque on its ancient façade tells us, by “the carpenter José Sayago” in 1692 and incorporated into the Hospital of the Divine Savior. I hear these voices when I visit the fifth incarnation of the Templo Mayor, re-created for the tourists in the quadrant just north of the Zócalo where the Aztec dance troupes still twirl and stomp. Señor, señor. ¿Un peso, señor? ¿Para comer, señor?
  


  
    Indeed, I live in a city of ghosts.
  


  
    
  


  ERASING TENOCHTITLÁN


  
    Hernán Cortez’s first impulse was to tear down what was left of the island city. Tenochtitlán still harbored, and was surrounded by, hostile Indians who even in their debilitated condition could not be trusted to obey the dictates of the Conquerors. And besides, the climate was not so hot either.
  


  
    The invaders argued among themselves about what to do with the dubious prize they had wrested from the Aztecs, and many votes were cast for relocating on the mainland. But Cortez was not ready to abandon the city he had conquered. Tenochtitlán had been the hub of an empire, a symbol of absolute power from which the Aztec emperors had ruled all of Mexico and to whom, in turn, all of Mexico paid onerous tribute. The mechanism of control had worked for nearly 200 years and Cortez was reluctant to monkey with it.
  



  
    Instead, he would build a new Spanish city on the ashes of the old Aztec capital from which New Spain (Nueva España—the name the Crown had assigned to Mexico) would be governed. But given the unhappiness of his neighbors, this new Spanish city would have to be vigilantly defended. To this end, Cortez ordered all two-story buildings within the core of the ex-Tenochtitlán to be leveled, to ward off ambush by the disgruntled natives, and excluded Indians from the Spanish district.
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