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To the Americans caught in the crossfire of decisions they never made.

To those who packed their lives into suitcases and found second homes in places that welcomed them with open arms and open hearts. To the ones who fell in love with cobblestone streets in Guanajuato, with the chaos and beauty of Mexico City, with the warmth of Guadalajara's plazas where strangers become family over a shared meal. 

To those who learned that "mi casa es su casa" isn't just a phrase, it's a promise. Who understood that when someone invites you into their home, their neighborhood, their country, you honor that gift by respecting everything that makes it theirs.

To the Americans who chose to see the colors of other cultures, not to claim them but to celebrate them. Who tasted mole and pozole and understood these aren't just dishes, they're stories passed down through generations. Who heard mariachi and son jarocho and felt the soul of a people in every note. Who walked through Día de Muertos celebrations and recognized the profound beauty in how others honor their dead.

To those who bought homes not to flip them or list them on Airbnb, but to plant roots. Who became part of the fabric of their new communities, who send their children to local schools, who shop at the corner tienda and know the owner's name, who show up for neighborhood cleanups and local festivals. Who invested not just money but themselves.

To the ones who understood before it became necessary that you can't just take from a place, you have to give back. Who knew that being welcomed somewhere is a privilege that requires gratitude, humility, and genuine care for the people who extended that welcome.

To those who never needed a political shift to tell them that humans matter more than governments, that kindness crosses borders, that respect isn't a policy position but a way of being in the world.

To the Americans who, despite everything that's happened, despite the suspicion they now face, despite the higher fees and the colder welcomes, still choose to build bridges instead of walls. Who refuse to let one administration's cruelty define who they are or how they move through the world.

To those who already knew what some are just learning: that the world is not here for our taking, it's here for our learning. That other countries are not destinations to consume, they're homes to people who have every right to protect what's theirs. That being American doesn't make you superior, it just makes you responsible for representing something better than what your government might be showing.

To the Americans who love Mexico and other countries not despite their differences from the United States, but because of them. Who see value in other ways of living, other rhythms of life, other definitions of community and success and happiness.

And to the locals everywhere who, despite being given every reason to close their doors, still choose to see individual humans rather than national stereotypes. Who still offer that smile, that conversation, that invitation, even when it would be easier and more justified to turn away.

This book is for all of you who understand that no temporary political figure, no matter how loud or cruel or small-minded, can take away the fundamental truth that connects us: we're all just trying to live good lives, raise our families, find beauty and meaning, and leave things a little better than we found them.

You know that being caught in the middle doesn't mean giving up. It means holding on tighter to what matters. To kindness. To respect. To the belief that people, in the end, are bigger than the worst of their governments.

To those who prove every day that not all Americans are ugly, and that home can be found in more than one place, if you're willing to honor it.

This is for you.

Juan Rodriguez Aceves
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Preface




I never thought I'd write this book.

For years, I watched American tourists move through Mexico with a certain ease, a kind of unspoken privilege that came with their passport. They were welcomed, sometimes even celebrated. There was curiosity about them, warmth toward them. Sure, there were the occasional loud ones, the demanding ones, the ones who expected everyone to speak English and got frustrated when things didn't work exactly like they did back home. But those were the exceptions. Most Americans who came to Mexico came with genuine interest, with respect, with an openness to experience something different from what they knew. 

And then something shifted.

It wasn't overnight. It wasn't even entirely obvious at first. But slowly, conversation by conversation, policy announcement by policy announcement, the relationship changed. What had been friendly curiosity started turning into something else. Something more guarded. More complicated.

I'm a Mexican who has spent considerable time in the United States, who has American friends, who has seen the best of what American culture can offer. I've experienced American generosity, American creativity, American idealism. I know that the United States is not a monolith, that its people hold vastly different beliefs and values, that reducing an entire nation to its worst impulses is both unfair and inaccurate.

But I've also watched, from this side of the border, as those worst impulses got amplified and normalized. As threats replaced diplomacy. As insults replaced respect. As decades of carefully built relationships got torn down in tweets and press conferences. And I've watched how that affected the Americans who had nothing to do with those decisions, who often opposed them vocally, but who still carry the weight of them when they travel.

This book started as a series of observations. Conversations with friends who own hotels and restaurants. Stories from taxi drivers and tour guides. Discussions with other Mexicans who felt conflicted about how to separate their anger at American policy from their interactions with individual Americans. Comments I overheard in cafes and plazas, on buses and at markets.

I heard about the American woman in Oaxaca who burst into tears when someone was cold to her, explaining through sobs that she'd voted against Trump, that she was horrified by what was happening, that she just wanted to experience Mexican culture respectfully. I heard about the groups of Americans wearing MAGA hats in the historic center of Mexico City, seemingly oblivious to or unconcerned about how that might feel to the people around them. I heard about the surge in property prices in neighborhoods that had been affordable for generations, suddenly out of reach because remote American workers could pay more. I heard about the new visa requirements, the increased fees, the subtle and not-so-subtle ways that being American abroad had become more expensive and more complicated.

And I realized this wasn't just about Mexico. Friends in Europe, in Asia, in South America, were reporting similar shifts. The automatic warmth that Americans used to receive was fading. The benefit of the doubt was disappearing. The goodwill built up over decades was evaporating surprisingly quickly.

The phrase "ugly American" has been around for a long time. It used to refer to a particular type of tourist: loud, entitled, culturally insensitive, expecting the world to accommodate them rather than adapting to the world. But what I've witnessed over the past several years is something different. It's the transformation of the American tourist's reputation from generally positive to generally suspect. Not because individual Americans necessarily changed, but because their government's behavior poisoned the well.

I want to be clear about what this book is and what it isn't.

This is not an anti-American screed. I have too much respect for too many Americans to paint with such a broad brush. I've met Americans who have integrated beautifully into Mexican communities, who have learned the language, who honor the culture, who understand that being welcomed somewhere is a gift that requires reciprocity. I've met Americans who are heartbroken about what their government has done and who are trying their best to represent something better when they travel.

This is also not a book that excuses the stereotyping and collective blame that some Americans now face. It's not fair to hold an individual responsible for their government's actions when they actively opposed those actions. It's not right to treat someone coldly just because of their passport. I know this. Most people know this. But fairness and rightness don't always win out over hurt feelings and bruised dignity.

What this book is, I hope, is an honest examination of what happens when political arrogance damages cultural relationships. It's about consequences. About how the actions of leaders ripple out and affect ordinary people trying to live their lives, build connections, and move through the world with respect and curiosity. It's about the Americans caught in the middle of something they didn't create. It's about the locals who have to navigate complicated feelings about welcoming people from a country whose government has treated them poorly. It's about the erosion of trust and the hard work of rebuilding it.

I've tried to write this book with empathy for everyone involved, which isn't always easy. It's hard to be sympathetic to the American wearing a MAGA hat in a Mexican plaza, seemingly proud of a movement that has explicitly denigrated Mexicans. It's also hard to be sympathetic to the locals who take out their justified anger at American policy on individual Americans who had nothing to do with it. But understanding how we got here requires empathy for the complicated positions everyone finds themselves in.

Throughout these pages, you'll find stories of Americans who moved to Mexico before the political situation deteriorated, who built lives here, who became part of communities. You'll also find stories of Americans who arrived during or after the shift, who found themselves facing a colder welcome than they expected. You'll hear from Mexicans who feel invaded by American gentrification, who've been priced out of their own neighborhoods. And you'll hear from Mexicans who still choose to see individuals rather than stereotypes, who still extend welcome even when it would be easier not to.

I've included the practical realities: the new visa requirements, the increased fees, the housing crisis in tourist areas, the economic impacts both positive and negative. But I've also tried to capture the emotional and cultural dimensions of this shift, because those matter just as much, maybe more.

One thing became clear as I researched and wrote this book: nobody is entirely comfortable with the current situation. The Americans who never supported the policies that created this mess feel unfairly judged. The Americans who did support those policies often genuinely don't understand why anyone would be upset with them personally. The locals are trying to balance economic necessity (tourism matters), genuine hospitality (which is deeply embedded in Mexican culture), and self-respect (which requires not accepting disrespect).

There's no villain in this story, except maybe the political arrogance that started it all. But there are a lot of people dealing with consequences they didn't ask for and trying to figure out how to move forward.

If you're an American reading this, I hope you'll find here not an attack but an explanation. An honest account of how things look and feel from the other side. A sense of what your government's actions did to your reputation abroad, and what that means practically and emotionally when you travel. And maybe, hopefully, some guidance on how to navigate this new landscape with grace and respect.

If you're not American, I hope you'll find here a nuanced look at a complex situation. A reminder that governments and people aren't the same thing, even as we acknowledge that people do bear some responsibility for their governments. A call for both accountability and empathy.

And if you're one of the people caught in the middle of all this, American or not, I hope you'll find here some recognition of your experience. Some validation of how strange and difficult this situation is. Some company in your frustration at how politics can damage the human connections that matter most.

The world I grew up in treated American tourists with a kind of automatic respect. That world is gone, at least for now. What comes next depends on a lot of things: changes in leadership, changes in policy, changes in behavior. But it also depends on individual choices. How Americans choose to travel, how they engage with other cultures, whether they see the world as something to consume or something to learn from. And how people around the world choose to respond, whether they can find ways to hold governments accountable while still seeing the humanity in individuals.

This book is my attempt to document this moment, to explain how we got here, and to imagine how we might move forward. It's written from my particular perspective as a Mexican who cares about both my country and the complicated relationship we have with our neighbors to the north. Your perspective might be different, and that's fine. All I ask is that you read with an open mind and a willingness to sit with some uncomfortable truths.

Because the reality is, we're all stuck with each other on this planet. We can't build walls high enough or enforce borders strictly enough to avoid that fundamental fact. What we can do is choose how we engage with that reality. With arrogance or humility. With entitlement or respect. With defensiveness or openness.

The ugly American doesn't have to be a permanent fixture. But becoming something better requires first understanding what went wrong.

Let's start there.










  
  
Introduction




There's a moment that stays with me, sharp and clear like a photograph I can't stop looking at.

It was early 2019, in a café in the Roma Norte neighborhood of Mexico City. The kind of place that had been there for decades, where the owner knew most of the customers by name, where the coffee was strong and the pastries were made fresh every morning by the owner's sister. I was sitting near the window, reading, when an American couple walked in. They were maybe in their thirties, dressed like typical tourists, cameras around their necks, guidebook in hand. 

The owner, Don Miguel, had always been warm with foreign visitors. He'd practice his English, recommend places to visit, sometimes even draw little maps on napkins. But that morning, something was different. He greeted them politely enough, took their order, brought their coffee. But the warmth wasn't there. The conversation didn't happen. He went back behind the counter and said something to his sister in Spanish that I caught: "More of them every day, and their president calls us rapists."

The American couple had no idea. They drank their coffee, looked at their guidebook, probably planning which museum to visit next. They weren't rude. They weren't demanding. They said "gracias" when they paid. They left a decent tip. By any measure, they were perfectly fine tourists.

But something had broken that used to work. Some invisible thread that connected visitor and host, that made these interactions feel like cultural exchange rather than transaction, had snapped. And I realized I was watching it happen everywhere, in small moments like this one, in the space between what people said and what they didn't say, in the slight cooling of interactions that used to be warm.

That's when I understood that something fundamental had shifted.

It wasn't that long ago that being American abroad was, generally speaking, an advantage. Not universally loved, certainly. America's foreign policy has always been complicated, sometimes brutal, often self-serving. There were always reasons for people in other countries to be frustrated with or angry at the United States. The wars, the interventions, the economic policies that benefited American corporations at the expense of local communities. None of that was new.

But there was usually a distinction made between the American government and American people. Between policy and person. You could disagree vehemently with what the U.S. government was doing while still being curious about and welcoming to the individual American standing in front of you. That American might oppose those same policies. They might have voted against the politicians who implemented them. At the very least, they were a human being trying to experience your country, your culture, your way of life.

I remember talking to my uncle, who ran a small hotel in Guanajuato, about the American tourists who stayed with him through the years. He'd tell stories about families from Texas who came every summer, who brought their kids to practice Spanish, who asked about local history and actually listened to the answers. About the couple from California who came for their anniversary every year and always brought gifts for the staff. About the college students doing volunteer work who were genuinely interested in making a positive impact.

"They wanted to understand Mexico," he told me once. "Not just see it, but understand it. They asked questions. They tried the food even when they weren't sure what it was. They laughed at their own mistakes with the language. They treated us like we had something valuable to teach them."

That attitude, that openness, created a reciprocal warmth. When someone comes to your country with genuine curiosity and respect, you want to show them the best of what you have. You want to share your culture. You feel proud when they appreciate it. It's a beautiful exchange, and it happened thousands of times a day across Mexico and around the world.

Then 2016 happened. And 2017. And everything that followed.

I'm not going to pretend I can be entirely objective about this. I watched the campaign and the first months of the Trump presidency with a growing sense of disbelief. This wasn't normal political disagreement. This wasn't the usual back-and-forth between countries with different interests. This was something else. Something crueler and more personal.

When you hear a candidate for president call people from your country rapists and criminals in his announcement speech, something hardens inside you. When that candidate becomes president and one of his first acts is to try to build a wall to keep your people out, while Americans continue to freely visit your country, the hypocrisy stings. When that president threatens your economy with tariffs every few months, treats your leaders with contempt in public forums, and makes it clear he sees your entire country as a problem to be solved rather than a neighbor to be respected, it changes how you feel about the people who elected him.

And here's the thing that a lot of Americans didn't seem to understand, or maybe just didn't think about: those feelings don't stay abstract. They become personal. They affect how the bartender in Guadalajara responds when you order a beer. How the taxi driver in Oaxaca answers your questions about where to eat. How the landlord in Mexico City decides whether to rent to you. How the family at the next table looks at you when they hear you speaking English.

The shift wasn't universal or uniform. Mexico is a huge country with incredible diversity of thought and perspective. Some Mexicans shrugged off the rhetoric and continued treating American tourists the way they always had. Some actually became more welcoming, wanting to show Americans that Mexicans were better than what their president said about us. But many others, probably most, felt something change in how they related to American visitors.

It's not that everyone suddenly became hostile. It's more subtle than that. It's in the slight pause before someone smiles. The politeness that doesn't quite reach warmth. The conversation that stays surface-level instead of becoming genuine. The willingness to help that's still there, but feels more like duty than pleasure.

I started paying attention to these shifts because I was curious about them, but also because I felt torn. I have American friends I love. I've spent time in the United States and found much to admire. I know that most Americans didn't vote for Trump, and that even among those who did, many didn't agree with everything he said or did. I know that holding individual Americans responsible for their government's actions isn't entirely fair.

But I also understood the anger and hurt I saw around me. When your country is insulted and threatened, when your people are characterized as criminals and invaders, when your economy is held hostage to the whims of someone who seems to see international relationships as zero-sum power plays, it's hard to separate that from the people who carry that country's passport.

And then there were the Americans who made it impossible to make that separation. The ones who came to Mexico wearing MAGA hats. Who posted on social media about how great Trump was while enjoying Mexican beaches and Mexican food. Who seemed completely oblivious to or unconcerned about the disconnect between supporting policies meant to harm Mexico and expecting Mexicans to welcome them warmly.

I remember seeing a group of them in the Zócalo, Mexico City's massive central plaza, wearing their red hats, taking selfies in front of the Metropolitan Cathedral. They were loud and laughing, having a great time. And I watched the faces of the Mexicans around them. The vendors who depend on tourist money but whose expressions showed something between disgust and resignation. The families who had come to enjoy their own city's historic center and now felt like they were being invaded. The police who had to stand there professionally while probably wanting to tell these tourists exactly what they thought of them.

One of my friends, a woman who gives walking tours of the historic center, told me she started declining to guide groups if she saw they had MAGA hats or clothing. "I need the money," she said. "But I can't spend three hours being professional and enthusiastic while showing my city to people who support someone who hates us. I just can't do it."

This isn't a book about Donald Trump, though he's impossible to avoid in telling this story. He was the catalyst, the match that lit a fire that had been waiting to burn. But the story is bigger than one person, bigger than one administration. It's about what happens when the implicit agreements that make international travel possible get violated. When the privilege that citizens of wealthy, powerful countries enjoy gets stripped away by their own government's behavior. When the goodwill built up over generations evaporates in a few years of aggressive rhetoric and hostile policy.

It's about the Americans who found themselves caught in the middle of something they didn't create and couldn't control. Who woke up one day to discover that their passport, which used to open doors, now made people suspicious. Who wanted to travel respectfully and found themselves paying for someone else's disrespect.

But it's also about the deeper problems that Trump's presidency exposed rather than created. The Americans who had been buying up property in Mexican neighborhoods and driving up rents weren't a new phenomenon, but the resentment about it became sharper and more vocal. The sense that Americans expected to be welcomed everywhere while supporting policies that would restrict Mexicans from visiting the United States became harder to ignore. The fundamental inequality in how borders work, easy for Americans to cross south, nearly impossible for Mexicans to cross north, felt more offensive when the American president was actively working to make it even more unequal.

I started this research thinking I would document a temporary problem. Trump would leave office, relationships would normalize, and things would go back to how they were. But the more I talked to people, the more I realized it wasn't that simple. Some damage, once done, doesn't easily repair. Some trust, once broken, takes a long time to rebuild. And some problems that got exposed and intensified during those years were problems that had been there all along, just less visible, less discussed, less urgent.

There's a phrase in Spanish: "el que se fue a la villa, perdió su silla." Roughly translated, it means "you snooze, you lose." If you leave your seat, you can't expect it to still be waiting for you when you get back. American tourists had a seat at the table of global welcome, earned through decades of generally respectful diplomacy and soft power. That seat isn't waiting anymore, at least not automatically. It has to be earned back, one interaction at a time, by individual Americans willing to do the work of showing they deserve it.

This book is an attempt to understand what was lost, how it was lost, why it matters, and what it means going forward. It's for the Americans who are confused about why they're facing a colder reception abroad. It's for the Mexicans and people from other countries trying to navigate complicated feelings about American tourists. It's for anyone trying to understand how political decisions ripple out and affect ordinary people trying to live their lives and connect across borders.

The shift happened. We're living in it now. The question is what we do about it, how we move forward, whether we can rebuild what was broken or whether we're in a fundamentally different era of international travel and cultural exchange.

I don't have all the answers. But I know the questions matter. And I know that understanding how we got here is the first step to figuring out where we go next.

So let's start with what happened. Let's be honest about it, uncomfortable as that honesty might be. Let's look at the policies, the rhetoric, the moments that changed things. Let's hear from the people affected on all sides. Let's examine not just the big geopolitical shifts but the small human moments where those shifts became real and personal.

Because this isn't really a story about governments and policies, even though those are part of it. It's a story about people. About the café owner whose warmth turned to wariness. About the American tourist who couldn't understand why people seemed less friendly. About the neighborhood resident who got priced out by foreign buyers. About the hotel worker who had to smile at people wearing hats that represented contempt for her country.

It's about all of us trying to figure out how to be human together in a world where political leaders keep making that harder instead of easier.

The shift happened. Now we have to live with it, understand it, and find our way through it.









