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26. Introduction 

 

At the back end of May in 2005 I packed my bags and 
boarded a plane for Mexico City. I was on my way to a 
new life in warmer climes, determined to make a living 
teaching English to adult learners. I had no prior 
experience in education, beyond training new staff in 
service stations in the UK – I had worked in retail, 
mostly retail management, for pretty much my entire 
adult life. This would all be very new to me, but then 
that is the point of setting off to make a new home 
abroad. To experience new things. I had in fact 
journeyed to Mexico before, with similar intent, just a 
couple of years earlier. That had turned out to be 
nothing more than a sabbatical, as I travelled around 
the country armed with a travel guide and backpack, 
and went home again. 

This time I was far more committed. I sold almost all 
my earthly belongings on internet auction sites and car 
boot sales, and had a Mexican lady of prior 
acquaintance waiting for me at the other end of the 
plane ride. She would become my wife, three and a bit 
years later. 

After nearly six happy years, I am planning my return 
home, with my better half, to make a new life in the 
UK. A new adventure. But before I leave I want to share 
what I have learned during my fairly lengthy stay in 
Mexico City. I have often been asked, in emails, blog 
comments, in person or even occasionally by phone, 
how exactly one goes about packing up and moving 
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sticks to another country, and how exactly one teaches  
English.  

From the beginning of my Mexican adventure I kept a 
blog, updating it regularly with my discoveries, 
opinions, photographs and experiences. I have combed 
through the more than two thousand entries I have 
made and selected the most relevant posts to put 
together as the basis of this book. I have edited, 
abridged, expanded on and made many corrections to 
these posts, and put them into an A to Z format. 

That’s not to say that this is really an A to Z dummies 
guide sort of a book. There are far too many variables 
involved – everyone’s experience differs to differing 
degrees. I for example, made my home in the deep 
south of the city, in an area where more crime occurs 
than in the more popular central parts of the city 
where most TEFLers make their home.  

Not that my neighborhood is terribly bad, per se. It’s 
not. But I have perhaps seen more of the dark side of 
the city than most TEFLers, and some of my posts 
reflect this. I do want to make clear now, at the 
beginning, that the ratio of negative posts to good 
posts in this book is a distortion on what I have 
experienced here. They are relevant, but for two 
simple reasons they feature more heavily in this book 
than they did in my life, or on my blog.  

Firstly, the negative stories often tend to be more 
dramatic, they encourage lengthy prose and analysis 
and therefore make good candidates for inclusion. 
Secondly, if I wrote a book solely filled with ‘be careful, 
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you might very well have fun if you go to such and such 
a place’ entries – well, it would be a bit boring. And 
uninformative. The fact is, I’ve always felt physically 
safer here than in the UK, and I would urge anyone 
who is thinking of making the trip to pay little heed to 
the doom mongering media outlets back home, and 
just go for it. 

Back to the book though. It’s not a dummies guide. Nor 
is it a travel guide, though many of the entries might 
suggest otherwise. It’s not a TEFL course either, though 
I include plenty of material of that sort. It is what it is. 
The adventures and experiences of a TEFLer, told as it 
happened, over roughly six years. I am perhaps selling 
a lifestyle. For those who would like to have a similar 
adventure, there’s plenty of information to get them 
on the right track. There are plenty of stories to offer a 
taste of what to expect. There’s plenty of material to 
provide an insight into the English teaching industry. 
And there’s lots about the great metropolis of Mexico 
City itself.  

One thing I do not go into at extreme length, are the 
costs of living. I have included some blog posts of this 
nature, but this sort of information becomes quickly 
outdated. At the time of writing, a monthly income of 
at least 8,000 pesos would be the minimum you could 
realistically live on. Earnings exceeding 15,000 pesos a 
month are perfectly attainable. 

Nor do I mention how much money you should bring 
with you. The more the better, of course. But the 
general consensus is that three to four thousand US 



 

   7 

dollars should do it. Five thousand dollars would be 
nice. That won’t include the cost of your airfare. It 
might cover the cost of your TEFL course, should you 
take one. It depends how frugally you can live. 

I’ve lived my ‘living abroad’ dream. And despite the 
many annoyances, frustrations and issues, I’ve enjoyed 
almost every minute of it. The good bits well 
outweighed the bad, and the bad bits weren’t really so 
bad. I’d do it again without a moment’s thought, and 
recommend the experience to anyone, young or old. If 
you fancy giving it a go, the only thing you really need 
to do to make it happen is to make the decision. Decide 
to do it and go through with it. Don’t worry about the 
fears and uncertainties. They’ll resolve themselves as 
you go along.  
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November 5th 2007 

I have a new favorite museum in Mexico City – the 
Dolores Olmeda. A sea of green tranquility amidst a 
heaving, polluted, over-populated metropolis. It’s set in 
a hacienda a couple of miles from Xochimilco in the 
south of the city, and the moment you step through 
the arched doorway you leave Mexico City behind, and 
step back in time. As well as perfectly manicured 
gardens, with peacocks and ducks roaming free, the 
museum itself houses some of the finest Mexican art I 
have come across, including a lot of Diego Rivera and a 
little of Frida Kahlo. 

There is also a garden housing a small pack of dogs 
which are indigenous to Mexico. I forget the name, but 
no, not Chihuahuas! For the Day of the Dead weekend, 
the usual 40 peso entry fee was reduced to 5 pesos, 
which did mean it was busy, and we couldn’t get in the 
very nice looking cafe for a coffee, but I shall return! 
And quickly – they currently have a Rivera portrait 
exhibition. 

 

February 28th 2009 

Mexico City is covered from top to toe in graffiti, 
especially once you leave the Centro Historico where 
some effort seems to be made to prevent/remove the 
stuff. Every bit of wall seems to be plastered with spray 
paint. And it has to be said that it’s not just Mexico City 
that is afflicted with this problem. Although it does 
seem to be worse here - I’ve noticed it wherever I go. 
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The shame of it is, some of it can be quite good. And 
sometimes the walls would look worse without it. 
These graffiti ‘artists’ do have some talent – if it were 
only the really creative ones doing this I suspect it 
wouldn’t be considered a problem at all. But sadly 
there are plenty who have little or no talent and who 
seem intent on scrawling a crappy tag on everything. 

I took a few photos of some of the graffiti in my own 
neighborhood today, which isn’t the best you’ll find in 
DF, but isn’t the worst either. Is graffiti such a problem 
elsewhere in the world? Perhaps Singapore’s judicial 
system could be adopted over here. Cane them with a 
nice long piece of bamboo in public. 

 

November 29th 2009 

There are a fair few ‘informal’ street markets 
specializing in antiques, bric-a-brac, junk and plain old 
rubbish. Some of which desperately needs to be placed 
unceremoniously in a rubbish bin. There’s a fairly 
famous one in Zona Rosa, and another in the rather iffy 
Lagunilla market in Tepito. I regularly go to the Alvaro 
Obregon market for a wander, but today I turned away 
from that one and went in a different direction. Only to 
come across another market just a couple of blocks 
away. This one running around the four sides of a 
public park. 

You can almost always find some funky stuff at these 
markets. Old Atari 2600 consoles with games. Old 
paintings, books and magazine. Flea ridden sofas. 
Tables and chairs that are being feasted upon by 
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woodworm. Phones from the ’60′s. Watches, glasses, 
spoons, medals, stamps, coins, posters, sunglasses, 
toys, rugs….the assortment of stuff that finds its way to 
market never ceases to amaze me. 

But there are two types of ‘antique’ that always 
fascinate me. Firstly, the amount of Nazi memorabilia. 
It’s just not something you come across that much in 
the UK. World War 2 and Hitler’s Nazi party were and 
are a distant and bizarre turn of events in a world far 
removed for most Mexicans. Nazi helmets are not a 
rare sight on motorcyclists. And today I came across a 
mint condition Adolf doll, in box. I was almost tempted 
to buy it, just as a sort of strange and unusual 
momento from my Mexican adventure. 

There’s also a plethora of old cameras. Really old 
cameras. Of all sorts of makes. Kodak, Zenit, Pentax, 
Canon, Yashica cameras. Some of which may still work. 
Others which may not. However, even if you find one in 
the former category, they make require a film that’s no 
longer made. I am really tempted to take a punt on one 
of these ancient cameras one day, if I can get a fair 
price on it. Just to see if I can get it to work, and to see 
what sort of photos I can get out of it. One day…. 

 

December 8th 2009 

I got to the street market late this week, and most of 
the stalls were either gone or in the act of being packed 
into boxes and loaded into weary, battered old pick-
ups, vans and other near dead automobiles. But I did 
find the Camel stall still going strong, and it looked like 



 

12 

amongst the collection of Camel memorabilia, there 
were some cig cards at the back. Of more interest to 
me were the postcards. I bought one for the bargain 
price of 5 pesos. 

I’ve always liked the artwork produced by the cigarette 
companies, I have to admit. In the UK it’s a thing of the 
past, with legislation banning advertising and any other 
form of promotion. It’ll happen here too soon, I’m sure. 
But for the moment, cig art survives. I guess the 
tobacco companies have to try hard with their artwork 
and imaginative promotion, considering what the 
product does to its users. Packaging death and disease 
to look cool and relaxing isn’t something that can be 
done on the cheap. 

 

March 19th 2010 

I read recently that Mexico City has more museums 
than any other city in the world. Or was it more 
museums per square mile? I can’t remember. And I 
have no idea if it is true or not, but it wouldn’t surprise 
me if it were. There are museums for everyone, of all 
tastes. Some are big and famous. Others are small and 
so well hidden that they are almost little secrets, 
known and frequented by only an elite and discreet 
few. The Antique Toy museum is just such a place. 

The museum isn’t far from Metro Obrera, just a stop 
away from Metro Chabacano, one of the larger stations 
on the system. But it’s easy to miss. It’s housed in a 
fairly non-descript building with a shop front that is 
headed with a sign declaring it to be some sort of 
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Chinese/Japanese restaurant. Although the window full 
of toys does give the game away some what, if you’ve 
taken time to look. I didn’t and walked 20 minutes past 
it, before doubling back. Head in the clouds? Not at all. 
No such thing here. Head in the smog….you’ve been 
reading my recent posts haven’t you?! I should have 
looked a little more carefully at the map. 

 

I managed to find my way to it, and inside it, in the 
end. It’s staffed by a collection of nationalities, or so it 
seemed, who keep one step ahead of you as you make 
your way round, turning on the lights to each area as 
they go. Then keep a step behind, turning them off as I 
depart. I think I actually preferred the lights off. The 
dark, dusty atmosphere rather complements a 
collection of antiques. 

The largest, bizarre, surreal and unique collection 
preserved by one single collector in the heart of Mexico 
City. Be overwhelmed by this dynamic assemblages 
made with toys… 

 

So says the leaflet handed to me with a friendly 
greeting as I entered. It wasn’t my last encounter with 
the staff there. I was approached a further three times 
by different people wanting to know what had brought 
me here to their museum, where I was from and what I 
do. Anywhere else and I think I’d have become quite 
paranoid. As it was, I rather suspected I was the first 
gringo to make it through their doors, and caused a 
great deal of curiosity as to how I could possibly have 
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found them. Or maybe I really just looked like an 
international master toy thief…! Anyway, I found it 
through that great old fashioned marketing 
system…word of mouth. One of my students had been 
in there a couple of weeks earlier. 

So the toys. Time for the important stuff. If you like 
model trains, lucha libre dolls, scalextric, cowboys and 
Indians, toy soldiers, robots, sticker albums, meccano, 
dolls,  Matchbox cars….I could go on and on and on. 
Five big rooms full of antique toys. The inside is just 
what the sign on the outside suggests it is. There’s a lot 
of dedication within those walls I tell you. Not that 
there isn’t room for improvement – the displays could 
be more accessible. 

They’d respond by pointing out that they have too 
many kids come through to permit ‘touching’. There 
was a class full of them, running and screaming during 
my visit. I suspect, therefore, their response would be 
spot on. I withdraw, regretfully, my suggestion. 
Although I really did want to pick out the old Panini (or 
Panini style, at least) sticker albums for Mexican 
football leagues of years gone by for a closer browse. 

 

March 22nd 2010 

Alcohol, religion and face masks all have something in 
common. Along with a select handful of other cultural 
aspects. They have been invented independently by 
virtually every ancient civilization, for as far back as can 
be observed. I’ve picked up a few tacky and overpriced 
masks myself, from street vendors around the world, 
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to take home as souvenirs of my travels.  Masks are a 
very important part on ancient Mexican culture, with 
the Aztecs often painting the faces of their gods on to 
masks, to be used in religious ceremonies. 

Some would say the mask is still in good use in Mexico 
today, but in a less physical sense. Mexicans can be 
very two faced. But this is true of every nation and 
nationality. I mean, how can the stereotypical British 
male be renowned for having a stiff upper lip in public, 
and a desire for dressing up in ladies underwear to be 
spanked behind closed doors? I will at this point, if the 
stereotype is true, assert that I am sometimes very un-
British. Don’t drink tea, don’t binge drink and smash up 
the town and I definitely don’t dress up in knickers and 
bras. Although there was this one time, on a night out 
back in the 80′s….but that’s another story. Anyway, I 
blame this stereotype on the Carry On films, although 
David Beckham hasn’t helped much either with his 
lingerie revelations. 

But today, for most of us, the colorful masks are 
museum pieces, to be looked at and admired. 
The Museo de Franz Mayer has a pretty big exhibition 
on at the moment, with face masks of every style, color 
and creature imaginable. If you’re in the area, it’s 
worth popping in – it’s one of the nicest museums in 
the city. 

 

May 21st 2010 

For the last two or three years I’ve been meaning to 
visit the Museo del Chopo, in Santa Maria La Ribera. It 
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isn’t far from the main Centro Historico, just a couple 
of stops on the metro. San Cosme or Revolucion – take 
your pick. It’s just a minute off the main road between 
the two stations. A couple of days ago I read a 
Facebook post by a Mexico City blogger about Chopo. 
It’s just re-opened having been closed for two or three 
years for remodeling. Just as well I didn’t pay it a visit 
before. 

The 30 peso entry fee gains you access to a vast 
interior, as high as it is wide. Higher probably. It still 
looks a bit empty if you ask me, but there’s so much 
light and space that this place is definitely going to be a 
hit with future exhibitions. Once it’s got going. I did 
think, perhaps, that the entry fee should be a little less, 
or waived entirely, until they’ve really got it filled with 
stuff to look at. 

The best feature of the museum is the building itself. 
Modern, old, bizarre, angular, curved, light, dark….a 
world of contrast in a mixed metal and brick 
construction. It’s as distinctive as any building I can 
think of in Mexico City, and with more than a touch of 
the gothic about it. 

 

July 24th 2010 

London, Amsterdam, New York and I’m sure a few 
other cities around the world have Madame Tussauds 
for their wax iconography needs. Mexico City has the 
Museum of Wax, just a couple of blocks off of Reforma. 
I don’t know how I’ve missed this one so far. But then 
Mexico City has some 150 odd museums splattered 
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randomly within the confines of the city limit borders. 
And I know I haven’t done even 100 of them yet. So still 
a few to go. 

Wax museums are fun though. I like them anyway. A 
chance to poke Bush in the eye, mock Señor Chavez 
and get fruity with Shakira. Mmmmm…..Shakira. It’s 
just as well I went with Paola. Had I gone with ‘the lads’ 
I suspect I wouldn’t have been so restrained. Although 
to be honest, her wax model looks nothing like her. You 
might say that the only time I see her, Shakira’s always 
airbrushed or got a wad of make up on. I say, hey…it’s a 
wax museum! Get that wax airbrush to work! 

There’s quite a few wax models which don’t look quite 
right, it has to be said. Churchill, the Queen and Prince 
William all look a bit off. But there’s plenty that look 
spot on. And unlike the real stars, the wax models 
aren’t complete divas, so you can pose with them too. I 
just wish I’d remembered to put the batteries in my 
camera. 

I bought a cheap set off the street, but went really easy 
on my flash to make them last. And I really needed the 
flash for some shots. Actually I was surprised they 
allowed flash photography of the models. Except for 
Michael Jackson. I’m sure they’d encourage heavy use 
of flash cameras with him. A little meltage just adds to 
the realism. Anyway, I took a whole bunch of photos of 
me, Paola, Beckham, Diego Rivera, Hugo Sanchez, 
various Mexican presidents and…oh I’ll stop. I don’t 
want to get a reputation as a name dropper.  
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June 21st 2005 

Last time I came to Mexico I raved on endlessly about 
how amazing their bus service was. Faultless was one 
word I used. Boy did we get unlucky this weekend 
though. Barely an hour out of Mexico City and we 
broke down and had to wait another hour for a second 
bus to collect us. Barely another hour down the road 
and that bus came to a grinding halt as well, which left 
us stranded in blazing heat at the roadside for more 
than 2 hours waiting for bus number 3. We made it to 
Acapulco in the end though, on the 18th, which was 
Paola’s birthday. I had bought her a little Nikon digital 
camera which she seems pleased with. 

Acapulco is pretty cool. It was once the place to come 
and be seen, filled with the rich and famous. Jet setters 
from Hollywood would spend time here, until 
eventually the resort got too big, too dirty and lost its 
sheen. It does look like a neglected relic. Nowadays it 
attracts the 18 to 30 party set from Mexico City.  

On the Sunday and Monday we went a half hour 
outside the center to Pie de la Cuesta, which is a very 
laid back beach. Monday was better as the previous 
day we had unfortunately selected a restaurant with 
two pretty lousy waiters who wouldn’t leave us alone! 
Anyway, the food was good, the hotel was good and 
the weather was good…….am looking like a lobster of 
course, as is the norm when my pale English skin meets 
hot sunshine. 

I have also realized just how much weight I have put 
on. I have a gut, and I blame proper food! My digestive 
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system is only used to crap, and it doesn’t know how to 
deal with sensible food. I’m going back on my 
chocolate diet to slim down a bit asap! 

The way back wasn’t quite as eventful as the journey 
there….we broke down just the once. 

 

July 27th 2009 

I’ve returned from Playa Ventura, which has been our 
beach vacation of choice since I found the place back in 
2005 when Paola, myself and two travelling friends did 
a big tour of Oaxaca and Guerrero states. I’m not a 
huge fan of big resorts and prefer tiny little villages that 
offer none of the creature comforts, little in the way of 
organized nightlife, and considerably less in the way of 
litter, pollution and noise. They offer much more in the 
way of wildlife and natural delights. Turtles come 
ashore here more frequently than in Acapulco Bay, a 
couple of hours down the road. 

The waves are also a lot bigger and more fun here, 
although it has to be said swimming is a little riskier. 
Although, when red flags are flying, there is always the 
option of a short drive to Chautengo lagoon. The video 
is short, but gives a brief glimpse into life at Playa 
Ventura. Photos will come in good time. If you fancy a 
trip there yourself, you can locate the nearby town of 
Copala, from which the road to Playa Ventura starts, 
courtesy of Google Maps. 

Playa Ventura hasn’t changed much in the last four 
years. Sure there have been some advances. With 
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every visit we notice a few new tiny cabanas and one 
or two storey buildings spreading down the coastline. A 
big advance a couple of years ago was the installation 
of phone lines. Now the wonders of broadband have 
arrived too, and our restaurant of choice, Dicalei, run 
by the affable Luis, has an internet cafe inside. Well, 
there is no real inside. You’d need walls to describe it 
as so. But still, with a couple of battered laptops 
plugged into iffy looking sockets, an internet cafe is 
what he has. 

But it is still, for the time being, a dusty, half made little 
village in the middle of nowhere, that feels like it 
should be poverty stricken, and is yet well fed. 
Numerous adverts painted on walls warning of 
tuberculosis signal that all is not entirely well though. 
Sadly the amount of litter is increasing. That’s even 
sadder considering half the population, dependent on 
tourism, sits around for most of the day when they 
could be taking a little more pride in their little off cut 
of paradise. But still. It’s not bad enough to put you off. 

It’s not the only village along the coast, but it is in our 
opinion one of the nicer ones. And you can always step 
into the car and drive along the coast road, east or 
west, and find a different beach to play on for the day. 
We checked out a couple during our stay, including the 
lagoon at Chautengo. We’d been before, but this time 
it was a little flooded for our taste, so we moved on 
east.  
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February 14th 2008 

Mexico suffers from a weight problem. All those greasy 
tacos washed down with gallons of Coca Cola – 
Mexicans drink more of the fizzy stuff per capita than 
any other nation. Apparently more than two thirds of 
Mexicans are overweight, and a third of those obese. 
That, according to a quick bit of mental arithmetic, 
means there are more than 20 million fatties waddling 
about in stretched t-shirts with burst jean buttons. 
Yeah, I know, I’m being unkind. But I drink as much 
coke and eat as many tacos as anyone and never put 
on so much as an ounce, so I do enjoy rubbing it in! 

The biggest offenders though, are the police. You’re 
more likely to see them feasting on fast food at a 
roadside stall than chasing criminals. That’s probably 
because most of them can’t chase criminals. Not for 
more than five meters anyway. The solution? Yep, a 
Mexican City is proposing to pay their cops to shed a 
few kilos. US $9 for every kilo. I am picturing the many 
police stations across the country right now – empty, 
as every policeman as we speak is probably downing 
buckets of KFC chicken to fatten themselves up to 
maximize potential earnings.  

 

April 25th 2008 

I’ve posted quite a few times about how much crime 
there is in Mexico City. My barber tortured and 
murdered, others robbed at gun point, a neighbor shot 
in the leg for a wrist watch. Shit happens. Happened to 
me today….such is life. There I was walking round the 
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corner, just meters from home and some dude pulled a 
gun on me. What do you do? I gave him 50 pesos from 
my pocket and declared that to be all I had on me. He’s 
obviously done it before and wasn’t so easily fooled. It 
really was all the cash I had, which wasn’t much, but 
unfortunately I did have my iPod Touch on me as well. 
So I’m now an ex-iPod Touch owner. 

He decided to take my bag as well. It was very heavy. I 
bet he thought he’d struck gold with that. I’m trying to 
picture the look of disappointment on his face when he 
eventually opened it and discovered there were just a 
few books in there. Scruffy, old and totally worthless 
books. Not even in a language he could understand! 
My metrocard was in there with about 50 pesos of 
credit on it, and my UK driving license. I guess he’ll be 
pleased at the former, but not the latter, which will do 
him no good whatsoever. 

I went home, got Paola’s brother, armed myself with a 
big hefty spanner and went down the alley he 
disappeared into, to either find him, or maybe an 
abandoned bag of books. But it was an absolute 
labyrinth in there. It turned into a bit of a shanty 
town…I hadn’t realized there was an area of such 
poverty so close to home. Didn’t find anything in the 
half hour we were hunting anyway. Such is life. 

Still, things could have been worse. Sometimes 
(although not often) a robber will just shoot the person 
anyway, even once he has everything. I didn’t really 
think of that at the time. I was looking at the gun, and 
trying to decide whether to just beat the crap out of 
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him or not. That is what is perhaps the most frustrating 
thing of all. He wasn’t small, but not big either. I’m 
pretty sure that, minus a gun, he would have been the 
victim. But then he did have a gun. So it’s a bit of a 
gamble to throw a punch. He didn’t point it away from 
my gut even for a moment, so there were no ‘chances’ 
to act anyhow. 

Also, even though I lost my iPod, I should have had a 
load of other stuff on me at the time. I was going to get 
my passport renewed today, and was going to take my 
camera. I had them all stacked up ready to put in my 
bag, but forgot! I’ll recognize his acne scarred ugly mug 
if I see it again though. 

 

June 11th 2008 

I’m perplexed. You see, in the UK there is a fairly 
distinct lack of blood and gore on the front pages of 
newspapers. And on television, although they may 
broadcast some unpleasant images late at night, and 
with plenty of prior warning to allow the squeamish to 
look away. Here? Well the copy of today’s Grafico 
newspaper is actually fairly mild. Sometimes there are 
photos of decapitated heads, and worse. 

I think there is a fine line between sordid journalism 
and censored journalism. The ideal, I guess, would be 
called responsible journalism. If you show too much, 
the population becomes hardened to acts of brutality 
and it becomes normal. Too little and you are 
misrepresenting reality. But in Mexico today I think 
there is another issue. 
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I am pretty sure that seeing photos of their victims in 
the papers spurs gangs on to committing increasingly 
violent and sadistic murders, with the objective of 
seeing their handy work in the paper. How do you 
combat that? I do remember that at the height of 
hooliganism in English football in the 80′s, the TV 
companies became aware that hooligans were 
selecting matches televised live, so that they could 
watch their rioting at home on video later. 

They turned their cameras away from the hooligans 
and put on the commentators would chat for how ever 
long the violence lasted about how childish, sad and 
generally dumb they were. Not quite the result or 
public image the hooligans hoped for. Did it stop 
hooliganism? Nope. But I’m sure it helped in the 
general battle. 

 

December 7th 2008 

Capital punishment was only officially abolished in 
Mexico in 2005, but that was more of a formality as it 
had effectively been off limits for decades. But, as in 
many countries where crime has soared, public opinion 
seems to want a return of the death penalty. And the 
governor of a northern state has gone so far as to table 
a proposal to make it happen. Although it has to be 
said, there is next to no chance of it happening. 

Personally, I am against the death penalty, for a whole 
range of reasons. The death penalty solves nothing, 
deters nobody and has the nasty side effect of screwing 
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up justice in a pretty permanent way. In my opinion, of 
course.  

 

March 22nd 2009 

This is a post about safety and security issues in 
Mexico. And I’m going to keep it short and sweet. To 
the point. Concise. And add it to the list of tales posted 
by Mexico’s bloggers to the Truth About Mexico blog. 

Come to Mexico City for your vacation, and you 
actually won’t be beheaded upon arrival at the airport. 
Nor are you likely to see anyone beheaded. There 
won’t be any narco gangsters waiting outside your 
hotels to kidnap you, or inject you with vast quantities 
of cocaine. You won’t be stepping over scores of dead, 
mutilated bodies on your way to the pyramids. Sorry if 
this disappoints you. I know all those news headlines 
would have you believe otherwise. 

Basically, if you turn off Fox News on your telly as you 
leave your home for your trip to Mexico City, that’ll be 
the last you’ll see or hear of the drug war in Mexico 
until you get back and turn your telly back on. The 
reality is that outside of a few border towns, which 
account for the vast majority of the drug war killings, 
everything and everyone is continuing as normal. 
Because outside of those towns, life is normal. I’ll give 
it to you straight. No spin. No bollocks. Bill O’Reilly of 
Fox News is lying. As are the others whose reports go 
beyond ‘misleading’ or ‘misinforming’. 
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The truth. There are birds singing from the fronds of 
the palm trees. The Jacarandas are in bloom. Street 
vendors are selling fresh fruit and candies. The sun is 
shining, the sky is a glorious blue and the streets are 
bustling. Green VW Beetle taxis are shuttling people 
from place to place. Tour guides are showing off their 
city. There are lots of things happening on the streets 
of Mexico City. Pretty much everything but a drug war. 
So come pay this fabulous city a visit. 

 

November 12th 2009 

Mexico usually makes the international news headlines 
for the wrong reasons. To be fair, stories of uneventful 
sunny holidays on the Mexican coast, Pacific or 
Caribbean aren’t terribly newsworthy. If there is 
anything about the news coverage, particularly (but 
not exclusively) that originating from Fox, that irks me, 
it’s the twisting and distorting of facts and alarmist 
opinions accompanying them. The stories are usually in 
themselves true, and horrific enough without the silly 
right wing banter. 

This week Mexico City found itself in the glare of global 
media after local residents in a town just outside the 
city blighted with crime decided they’d had enough, 
and went to the local police station to  extract a 
quartet of ‘alleged’ kidnappers from the care of the 
police, and perform the act of justice themselves. 
Death probably. Even if not an intended outcome, 
there were too many people there wanting to dispense 
justice for any other likely result. 
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Do I blame them? Not really. It’s a complex issue 
though. I don’t believe in the death penalty, but do 
believe that Ian Huntley should be dragged from his 
cell and slowly disemboweled with blunt spoons whilst 
being splashed liberally with a corrosive acid of some 
sort . Just one of life’s little contradictions. Lynch mobs 
and death squads are not new but are both a growing 
part of Mexican life, and whilst I’d like to think both 
might improve Mexican society in some twisted, 
primitive and perverse sort of way, the corner the 
country needs to turn is still some way off. Sadly. 

 

December 17th 2009 

I don’t often write about the narco troubles that 
Mexico is enduring/being inflicted with/fighting (delete 
as you feel applicable) because it gets more than 
enough coverage elsewhere. But last night’s killing of 
one of the top drug lords by the military is worth a 
post. It’s a pretty dramatic shoot out, captured on film, 
that took place in Cuernavaca, about a 40 minute drive 
to the south of the city from where I live. I say 40 
minutes, but in Mexico that could range from 30 
minutes (on a good day with no traffic and a slight 
disregard for speed limits) to a few hours. 

President Calderon’s policies towards the drug cartels, 
and the use of the military to carry them out, are 
controversial to say the least. He’s sitting between a 
rock and a hard place in my opinion. It’s easy to say 
that drugs should be legalized, but for as long as the 
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president of the country north of the border disagrees 
with that point of view, it’s not a realistic proposal. 

I do personally give Calderon some due respect though. 
By taking on the cartels in a country where his own 
army, police forces  and other security forces are so 
riddled with corruption and cartel agents, he is placing 
his own neck on the block. That of his family too. I 
don’t think he will be assassinated, but at the same 
time were it to happen, I don’t think I’d be terribly 
surprised.  

 

 

February 22nd 2010 

I tend to leave this subject alone, for a variety of 
reasons. Firstly, there’s not much I can add to the 
international news coverage that isn’t already easily 
available. Secondly, because a lot of that news 
coverage can often give a bit of a twisted, one 
dimensional and tunnel vision view of Mexico to 
people who wouldn’t know better, and I don’t 
particularly want to add to that. Thirdly, because, 
happily, the drug war is far removed from life at Chez 
Denness, and not something I either want to become 
involved in, or involve itself in my generally tranquil 
life. 

I would also stress that the reports on Fox, CNN, the 
BBC and elsewhere shouldn’t deter anyone from 
visiting Mexico. Perhaps I wouldn’t recommend 
overnight stays in the northern border towns, but then 
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I wouldn’t recommend that for any country anyway. 
Dover, in the UK, for example is not a place that I’d 
want to spend any longer in that necessary. I’m sure 
the good people of Dover would disagree, but the 
limited time of a holiday could definitely be better 
spent further inland. But, still, the drug war is an issue. 
It exists. It’s not going away. 

I often talk to friends, family and students in Mexico 
City about the drug war and Calderon. He is certainly 
not the most popular figure in the country, although 
this dislike is more universal with regard to the 
economy, although his policies in combating the drug 
trade also elicit fairly strong responses. Although he 
does have some support amongst those I meet. The 
arguments tend to be more in how the war is 
prosecuted. I personally feel that events are dictating 
his policies rather than the other way round. And the 
only analogy I can make of the economy is that it’s like 
he’s caught in the whirlpool of a flushed toilet, 
desperately trying to prevent the last few pesos being 
sucked into the sewer. 

We’ll have to wait and see how history views Calderon. 
Traditionally, history is not kind to Mexican presidents. 
Traditionally, Mexican presidents have been thieving 
crooks. 

 

July 23rd 2010 

Reforma always has something arty lining the streets, 
be it painted cows (now long gone) or weird and 
wonderful benches (still there) or a whole load of anti-
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crime posters (just arrived). Mexico has a crime 
problem. 

There’s no denying that. There is a problem. Just how 
much of a problem it is, how it should be dealt with, 
and how it should be viewed from an international 
perspective is another, and often controversial, matter. 

If you pay too much attention to Fox News, you’d 
believe the devil has opened shop on planet Earth, and 
decided to pitch his tent in Mexico. With consulates in 
Iraq and Afghanistan too, of course.  If you read a lot of 
blogs, then you might come to the conclusion that 
there’s nothing to worry about at all. That, for me, was 
an issue about a co-operative, multi author, blog called 
the Truth About Mexico, set up at the height of the bad 
press the country was receiving a couple of years ago. 

I was invited to submit a story to the site, so I read 
through the contributions that had been posted at the 
time, and came to the conclusion that the content on 
this site bore little or no relation to the ‘truth’ about 
Mexico. It was just the opposite of Fox, and therefore, 
in principal, just as bad. 

But I submitted a story anyway, on the basis that 
although it wasn’t a balanced site, it did provide 
‘balance’ on a wider front. Watch Fox, read TTAM, and 
form an opinion somewhere in the middle. And you 
won’t be far wrong. Besides, I always have something 
to say, and if someone is going to be silly enough to 
provide me with a forum to say it, then I’ll do so. I 
didn’t rebel. I just wrote a positive, if brief, story. But I 
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didn’t go so far as to put the Truth About Mexico badge 
on my blog. 

But anyway, there is a problem. And the posters above, 
which I photographed today, are part of the campaign 
to reduce crime. They were, I thought, pretty creative 
and imaginative posters. And they get hammer a few 
points right on the head of the nail. For a start, the 
Transparent Policeman poster. When a crime is 
happening, the police sure do suddenly become 
invisible. Unless they’re the ones robbing you. 
Although, actually, that might not be the point they’re 
trying to make. 

One of the primary themes though, is the responsibility 
that the general population must take on in the fight 
against crime. But preferably by informing the police, 
rather than lynching the suspects. Except when they do 
inform the police, the crims seem too often get away 
with it. Oh what a vicious Catch 22 situation. It is easy 
to just walk away from a crime when you see one. 
I’ve done it. It’s also easy to just accept crime as a part 
of life when it happens to you, and not report it to the 
police. Yep, I’ve done that too. 

I have no instant fail safe solution. The best I can offer 
is that the authorities need to just keep plugging away, 
and gain public confidence little by little. They need to 
make the interactions between police and public 
quicker, easier, less threatening. And perhaps, just 
perhaps, things will improve. Having said that, it must 
be said that things have improved over the last decade. 
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Considerably so. So there is reason for optimism as well 
as room for improvement. 

There’s no reason, in my opinion, for crime to put 
anyone off visiting Mexico. Unless you were planning 
to spend a week in Ciudad Juarez or one of the other 
delightful border towns up north. In which case, just 
rent some movies and stay at home. But this post has 
been about normal crime, not drug crime, which 
doesn’t feature a lot in Mexico City, especially in the 
tourist areas. 

 

August 15th 2010 

Journalism has become a risky mode of employment in 
Mexico, especially if you are reporting from Ciudad 
Juarez on the drug war that has been raging there for 
some years. Journalists have been kidnapped, tortured 
and murdered, to the point that the integrity, quality 
and depth of coverage is suffering. Journalists 
themselves have had enough it seems, with one show 
being cancelled in protest last months, and a 
recent march taking place, calling for more protection. I 
don’t blame them. 

There is a new news source on the drug war though, 
one that has been getting a lot of media attention. An 
anonymous person is reporting all and sundry that 
comes his way on a blog called Blog del Narco. There 
are pros and cons to this sort of informal reporting, the 
biggest potential issue being the checking of facts 
before publication. But I guess it’s better than nothing. 
And I suspect, if the situation continues to deteriorate, 
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further ‘informal’ organizations and methods will be 
introduced. The similarities to Colombia in the 80′s and 
90′s are repeatedly mentioned, and I do wonder how 
long before a Mexican version of Los Pepes appears. It 
may have appeared already. It wouldn’t be a surprising 
or unusual turn of events really. Even the UK govt, a 
supposedly civilized political machine, has aided 
paramilitary groups within its own borders within 
recent decades. 

Meanwhile, an alternative solution is being discussed 
more openly within political circles in Mexico. Former 
President Fox has called for the legalization of drugs 
and even current president Felipe Calderon has 
declared he is ‘open’ to new ideas. I will say now that 
my opinion on what I’ve heard so far is based on some 
fairly piecemeal info that I’ve heard. But the idea 
seems to be to legalize marijuana. My first thought was 
that I had been under the impression (naively perhaps) 
that cocaine was the big problem, not the grass. 

But it did then occur to me that Mexico doesn’t 
produce cocaine, and is simply a transit country, 
whereas a lot of marijuana is grown here. Perhaps the 
hope is to stop the trade in marijuana and hope the 
cartels look for alternative routes to ship the cocaine. 
But still. Will legalizing grass really solve anything? 
After all, it’s no good Mexico legalizing the drug if the 
US doesn’t. The cartels are far more interested in 
supplying the US market than the Mexican one. I can’t 
see it changing anything. 
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November 17th 2010 

The drug trade is nothing new in Mexico. It’s been 
going on for decades, with marijuana, cocaine, crystal 
meth and other illicit substances making their way 
across the northern border. But the so called war on 
drugs hits new heights, seemingly on a daily basis. The 
Blog del Narco is the source for your shoot out videos, 
news updates and photos of dismembered bodies. 
Think carefully about what you want to see before you 
click the link. 

The violence has given increased credibility to calls for 
legalization of drugs within Mexico, but that wouldn’t 
do an awful lot of good. It’s the law within the US that 
needs to change. Legalization there would have a very 
significant effect. However, there would still be a fairly 
substantial number of heavily armed chaps roaming 
around Mexico looking for new ways to make money. 
Not a healthy situation. So legalization wouldn’t be the 
solution to Mexico’s troubles. But it sure would be a 
start. 

How would drugs be legalized in the US? It would be 
difficult, especially if done on a state by state basis 
rather than a federal level. Permitting the horticulture, 
sale and consumption of marijuana would be the most 
important, effective and easiest step. There are more 
dangerous drugs available in the US legally – alcohol 
being one of them. I hear some silly arguments made 
against the legalization of cannabis. 

Alarmists shriek at the prospect of waves of stoned 
drivers killing thousands on the roads. The biggest 
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studies into the effects of getting stoned and driving 
have shown…..ready for this….drum roll…..stoned 
drivers are often safer than drug free drivers. Stoned 
people are also less likely to go around town after a 
night out smashing everything up and picking fights. In 
the UK, cannabis use amongst the 16 to 30 male 
segment should be compulsory.  

I also think harder drugs should also be legalized. My 
thoughts of the war on drugs here run along the lines 
of ‘losing’ and ‘battle’. Legalizing through the 
prescription service, and prohibiting certain jobs to 
users of hard drugs is the way to go. But it can’t be 
made too expensive, difficult or penalizing, or the 
market for illegal drugs would remain. And the scenes 
in the video below, filmed in a Mexican town up north, 
will continue to occur. 
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January 26th 2008 

I’m not about to launch into a post about Pink Floyd I’m 
afraid. Not least because the Final Cut album was 
pretty rubbish. Nope I’m talking about my last haircut, 
sometime before Christmas. I go to a 
barber/hairdresser across the road from my house. The 
barber is, like many in the hair industry, as gay as you 
like – although he doesn’t go in for lip stick and 
miniskirts like a lot of the Lady Boy hairdressers in the 
area. Augustin, who I guess is in his 50′s, has a little 
salon set up on the ground floor of his small but three 
floored flat. Bright colors’ (you could almost say ‘gaily 
colored’) a proper barber’s chair and Brylcream – a 
proper barbers in other words. 

But I shan’t be going there for haircut anymore. My last 
cut there really was the final cut. Because on Monday 
morning someone went into his salon, tortured him 
and then killed him. Why, I have no idea. Maybe there 
was a reason behind it. Maybe it was just yet another 
senseless murder, in a city full of senseless murders. 

 

November 3rd 2008 

I said in my last post that the fun and frolics in the 
Zocalo and elsewhere are just little warm up exercises 
for the real thing. What Day of the Dead is all about. 
Some would go so far to say that the traditional Day of 
the Dead is gradually being eroded by Halloween, the 
US variant. But I’m not sure that’s entirely true. 
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It is safe to say that elements of Halloween have 
intruded on Day of the Dead. But much of it is extra, 
not instead of. Day of the Dead is really about 
remembering your dead relatives, and that is still very 
much a prominent feature of the festival. Go to any 
graveyard on the evening of November 1st and you’ll 
see what I mean. All the tombs have been covered in 
flowers and candles, and the place will be alive with 
people who have come to spend some time with their 
dearly departed. 

For the second year running I went to a little town near 
Texcoco, on the outskirts on the city with Paola and her 
family. They still have relatives living in the town, and 
the first stop is their house. They had lots of flower 
petals lining the path up to the front door – they lost a 
baby many years ago, and the yellow/orange petals 
guide the spirit to the right place. 

Then it’s on to the graveyard where Paola’s paternal 
grandfather and grandmother are buried. She died a 
long time ago now, back in 1963 at the very young age 
of 30. She’d have been 75 now, which most westerners 
would consider average. Yet she passed on just a few 
months before JFK met his maker. 

 

January 6th 2009 

This is a sort of morbid post, one of several I’ve written 
of late. I’ve thought hard as to how to write this, and 
indeed whether to write it at all, because I don’t want 
to give off the wrong impression, or be misinterpreted. 
But as I’ve mentioned before I write primarily for me, 
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about my life in Mexico and what I see. And today’s 
subject is something I have, unfortunately seen too 
much of. 

It’s also a continuation of a forum topic, which I 
decided to leave alone at the time, largely because I 
felt it would be impossible to argue my point without 
coming across as a bit of an ‘El Grafico’ type of person, 
which wasn’t the intention. El Grafico is a tabloid which 
specializes in printing mangled, dead bodies. The 
photographs are always close enough to see some 
cranial detail, but with enough angle to capture the 
pool of blood next to the corpse. It’s never a pleasant 
walk past a newspaper stand in the morning. 

The tabloids both here and abroad would have you 
believe that Mexico is awash with blood, and that were 
you to come here either to live or to holiday, your head 
will be severed by a machete wielding addict the 
moment you set foot outside your lodgings. Which is so 
far from the truth that the mind boggles. 

But I often find myself disagreeing with my fellow 
gringos on the subject of safety. It’s not that I don’t 
believe that Mexico City is safe enough to visit. It is. 
You’d be really unlucky to be a victim of a serious 
crime. But your perception of safety will probably 
depend upon where you come from. Me, I’m a 
Londoner. And for me, Mexico City offers far greater 
potential as far as being robbed goes. And yet it’s a 
much safer place as far as physical assault is concerned. 
This is my perception anyway. 
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But the recent topic was centered not on safety with 
regards to crime, but on death in general. I don’t live in 
what would be considered a bad part of town, although 
there is, it has to be said overlap. Not all criminals want 
to shit on their own doorstep. But I do seem to have 
seen a lot of dead bodies. Or at least apparently dead 
bodies. A total of eight, until last night. Now a total of 
nine. Three a year. Not murdered dead. Accidental 
deaths. 

Prior to coming to Mexico I’d only seen a few dead 
bodies. I could go and find some statistics, and make 
comparisons, but stats are often a lie with a ribbon on. 
Other TEFL teachers here seem to have mixed 
experiences, with many never seeing anything more 
than a stray dog who’d wandered into the path of a 
car. What do I put it down to? Well I can only guess. I 
don’t live very centrally, where the road system is more 
grid like and less confusing. Yesterday’s accident 
happened across from my house on a fast road with an 
intersection commonly used for dodgy U Turns. 

But I’m more inclined to put it down to Mexico’s 
‘Voluntary’ code of conduct. Drink driving, speeding, 
reversing down one way streets the wrong way, 
jumping red lights et al are all against the law. But with 
a lack of real enforcement of these laws, obedience 
does seem to be a voluntary activity. And of course 
there are consequences. Particularly so for the 
motorcyclists who choose not to wear crash helmets – 
they account for three bodies I’ve seen. Life can seem 
cheap sometimes. 
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Is this putting you off Mexico? I hope not. This is life 
and it happens everywhere, whether you bear witness 
to it or not. Maybe I’ve just been unlucky here. But my 
recommendations as far as road safety go in a similar 
vein as to my recommendations for avoiding crime. 
Don’t wander through bad areas at night selling drugs. 
Don’t drive at 100mph on dark streets. Don’t stroll 
down dodgy looking alleys with cameras and jewelry 
dripping off you. Don’t drink drive. Be aware of your 
surroundings. Wear your seat belt. Don’t be stupid. Are 
you getting the picture? Be as sensible as you would 
always be, anywhere else, and I’m sure you’ll be fine. 

I took a photo last night of the accident. Why? I wanted 
to. I had my camera with me and I could have joined 
the many others who had gathered round, flash’s 
popping. Got a real good shot. But that wasn’t what I 
wanted. I took a photo with my cell phone, discreetly, 
from a distance. There’s very little detail. Which is a 
good thing. Offers from El Grafico for my photography 
isn’t something I want. 

Perhaps the one thing to be taken away from the post, 
which was a thought with me the moment I saw the 
long lump covered in a white sheet, was that life is 
precious. It could all be over tomorrow. How you take 
that is ultimately up to you. Brooding on the 
pointlessness and sadness of it all isn’t for me. Enjoying 
today, valuing what you have, and giving thanks you 
get to have another tomorrow, on the other hand, is 
exactly how I take it. Sometimes, the worst things in 
life are the best reminders of what life is really about. 
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May 22nd 2009 

We have earthquakes on a reasonably regular basis in 
Mexico. Many are so small that they go unnoticed. 
Some are just about strong enough to be felt and make 
light fittings swing from the ceiling. And then there is 
one now and again that has people leaving their 
homes, just in case. I remember my first earthquake 
here pretty well. It was a small 5.5, and I felt the sofa in 
the coffee shop I was sitting in at the time sway gently. 
That was 2005. 

In 2007 we got hit by a pretty big one, a 6.3. My mum 
was visiting at the time, and didn’t sleep too well 
afterwards. She was able to tell us of the 5.5 aftershock 
the next morning anyway. And a few weeks ago 
another 5.5 shook a few loose tiles from rooftops. 

Today we had one that felt very strong, and seemed to 
go on for a long time. I was convinced it was at least as 
big as the 2007 quake, but it turns out that it was ‘only’ 
a 5.7.  Which in Mexico City is nothing too special. They 
tend to have earthquakes in the 7 plus range once or 
twice a decade here. In 1985  the city was rocked by a 
massive 8.1 that killed thousands. 

I wasn’t the only one to think it stronger than it turned 
out to be. Twitter came alive with fellow residents of 
the city, and others in Oaxaca and beyond, who 
believed it to be a ‘big one’. I guessed 6.0 to 6.3. I was 
wrong. I suspect that the epicenter, in Puebla, made it 
feel stronger….earthquakes that we feel here often 
originate farther away, often from the Pacific Ocean. 
Want to check out who got hit by a quake 



 

   45 

today? USGS is the place to go. At the time of writing, 
Mexico’s quake is the biggest in the world so far today, 
and in fact the strongest since May 16th. 

August 30th 2009 

I heard the screech, and turned my head. Then came 
the impact and bang. I’d just been going out to buy a 
cigarro suelto, single cigarette,  in lieu of a full packet. 
As part of my effort to cut down, or maybe even give 
up the dreaded nicotine. The whole thing was a blur, 
and lasted no more than a second. But it’s one of those 
things where you just know something nasty has 
happened. 

I carried on walking and crossed the road to see a man 
sitting in the gutter, his leg snapped at the shin, and a 
small piece of the offending cars bumper a few feet 
further along.  At least that’s what I thought it was at 
first glance. A second, longer look was needed to 
confirm that it was in fact something else entirely. I 
rather wish I hadn’t had that second look, but you can’t 
help yourself, even when you do know what you’re 
going to get an eyeful of. 

She can’t have been more than 5, possibly younger. 
Little black boots coming up just below here knees. A 
cute skirt and jacket. Lying face down in the road, 
surrounded by police and passersby. Lying very, very 
still. Very, very dead. There was no effort made by 
anyone to revive her. It was one of those cases where 
even the briefest of looks tells you all you need to 
know. 
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As I lit up the cigarette I had bought I heard the first 
scream. The mum had arrived on the scene. No one 
else would scream quite like that. On my way back, she 
and the father were lying on the wet  tarmac with their 
little girl, obviously distraught beyond words. Their 
sobs were no longer audible – there was now the 
cacophony of  indignant and constant horn blowing of 
the motorists who were being delayed drowned it all 
out. They could all see that a serious accident had just 
occurred, from the large crowd that had gathered and 
the flashing lights of a posse of police cars. But they 
tooted furiously nonetheless. 

I often have disagreements with fellow ex-pats here 
regards crime and general safety. It’s not that I think 
that Mexico is too dangerous to dare visit, nor do I 
agree with the tripe that most media outlets produce. 
But there are dangers, like any country. More dangers 
than in my own country. 

To be honest I cannot say what or who was to blame 
for this accident. I saw it happen, but it was a second in 
time that seemed frozen. I can’t make any statement 
regards speed, alcohol, lack of headlights or anything 
else. Maybe the girl just stepped out into the road. 
Although I can say that this isn’t the first fatality I’ve 
seen on that exact spot of road. Nor even the second. 
It’s the third or fourth in the last couple of years. I can 
also say that nothing has been done to make that bit of 
road safer. I took a photo.  Just to accompany the post I 
knew I would write. From the other side of the road. 
Just a grainy, indistinct shot of cars, lights and the 
heads of the crowd. I’ll point my camera at most 
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things, but not at what I’d seen the other side of the 
road. 

It’s  the nastiest thing I’ve seen in Mexico. Not just 
because I actually saw it happen. Not just because I 
actually saw the body – the victim is usually covered in 
a sheet within minutes. Not even because I saw and 
heard the parents. It’s just that it was such a little girl. 
The sight of those trendy and smart black boots will 
linger in the memory I suspect. 

Tomorrow there will be flowers marking the spot. 
Someone may even put up a more permanent little 
shrine at the roadside. That’s quite common. And the 
drivers of Mexico will continue driving at 60mph or 
more, drinking before their journeys home, performing 
dodgy maneuvers, chatting on their cell phones as they 
race through red lights…. 

 

November 2nd 2009 

It’s one of my favorite Mexican celebrations of the 
year, if you can call it a celebration. A few Mexicans 
have looked at me curiously over the last few days 
when I have used the word in relation to Day of the 
Dead, or wished them a Happy Day  of the Dead. 
Maybe it’s more than simply a celebration, but a 
celebration it is too. For non-religious me, it is wholly a 
celebration! 

It’s also the one time of the year when it’s perfectly 
acceptable to stalk kids, offering them candy in 
exchange for a photo! The effort Mexican families go 
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to, to get their kid dressed up as Katrina, Dracula, a 
mummy or some other monster is incredible. This 
year’s monster outfit of choice seemed to be Michael 
Jackson costumes. 

Another great plus point of Day of the Dead is that 
there’s more than just one of them, and the net result 
is a long weekend with Monday being a public holiday. 
I’m all for public holidays.  And this is the biggy as far as 
public holidays go, except, perhaps, for Christmas. The 
Zocalo is always fully decked out in skulls, skeletons 
and other morbid stuff, and full of the aforementioned 
dressed up kids wandering around with their bright 
orange pumpkin buckets, known locally as calaveritas, 
ready to accept gifts from strangers. 

Except this year, the Zocalo ofrenda was cancelled. The 
economic situation, you see. Not enough cash. 
Although we are promised that the magical melting ice 
rink will be back again for Christmas along with the 
world’s biggest ever Christmas tree. They say they are 
making the biggest tree ever with an eye on getting 
into the Guinness Book of Records. This may be so, I 
suppose, but perhaps they also need its shade to keep 
the sun’s rays off the ice rink. 

But I digress. This year we were forced to go to a 
smaller, but more local event, at Coyoacan. And jolly 
nice it was too. There is a more serious side to Day of 
the Dead though. We didn’t, however, go to the 
cemetery this year to remember those who’ve 
departed. Maybe next year.  
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November 12th 2009 

Mexico usually makes the international news headlines 
for the wrong reasons. To be fair, stories of uneventful 
sunny holidays on the Mexican coast, Pacific or 
Caribbean aren’t terribly newsworthy. If there is 
anything about the news coverage, particularly (but 
not exclusively) that originating from Fox, that irks me, 
it’s the twisting and distorting of facts and alarmist 
opinions accompanying them. The stories are usually in 
themselves true, and horrific enough without the silly 
right wing banter. 

This week Mexico City found itself in the glare of global 
media after local residents in a town just outside the 
city blighted with crime decided they’d had enough, 
and went to the local police station to  extract a 
quartet of ‘alleged’ kidnappers from the care of the 
police, and perform the act of justice themselves. 
Death probably. Even if not an intended outcome, 
there were too many people there wanting to dispense 
justice for any other likely result. 

Do I blame them? Not really. It’s a complex issue 
though. I don’t believe in the death penalty, but do 
believe that Ian Huntley should be dragged from his 
cell and slowly disemboweled with blunt spoons whilst 
being splashed liberally with a corrosive acid of some 
sort . Just one of life’s little contradictions. Lynch mobs 
and death squads are not new but are both a growing 
part of Mexican life, and whilst I’d like to think both 
might improve Mexican society in some twisted, 
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primitive and perverse sort of way, the corner the 
country needs to turn is still some way off. Sadly. 

 

September 19th 2010 

This is a year of anniversaries. Two hundred years of 
Independence. A hundred years since the revolution. 
Twenty five years since the huge earthquake that 
devastated Mexico City in 1985. At precisely 7.19 in the 
morning. The time this post was published. I’ve set this 
post to publish at that time. 

I often write posts in advance and set them to publish 
later. It has occurred to me that one day I’ll do this, and 
find that between scheduling and publishing, Mexico 
City will disappear in ‘the big one’. Crosses fingers… 

So far my experience of earthquakes has been….mild 
excitement? Even a bit  fun? The strongest I’ve sat 
through is a 6.3 on the Richter scale a couple of years 
ago. Many times less powerful than the 8.1 that struck 
in 1985. But still powerful enough to have flattened 
cities and killed tens of thousands in one foul sweep 
elsewhere in the world. 

Fortunately, or unfortunately, depending on how you 
look at it, Mexico is hit by so many earthquakes that 
anything not built to withstand a good shaking is 
removed from the scene pretty quickly. 

There’s a big one of 7 plus every decade on average. 
Which, with my total time in the country being nearly 6 
years by the time I leave, gives me better than a 50/50 
chance of experiencing one. Not so far, but there’s a 
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few months left for one to strike! I prefer the little ones 
I think though. Although I have to say, you do wonder 
how what seems like such a mild shaking can have such 
disastrous consequences. Well, you wonder how 
afterwards, with hindsight. 

There’s a simple rule with earthquakes. Get out of the 
building. If you hear bricks or masonry crack, then get 
out of the building quickly. During the 6.3, I grabbed a 
red bucket and tossed my turtles in it and left the 
building with my little green shelled friends in tow. 

It only took me about twenty seconds. I watched a 
video of the earthquake in Haiti earlier in the year. 
From the start of the shaking to the sound of collapsing 
buildings….about 20 seconds. Next time the turts will 
have to fend for themselves. Every second counts. 
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February 28th 2006 

There is a $2 economy thriving in Mexico City. And by 
$2 I mean two pesos, not the US dollar equivalent. 
There are numerous little jobs here, performing the 
most menial tasks for no pay – just a tip. And 
regardless of the job, the tip is the same. There are the 
guys who clean your windows at traffic lights. $2. The 
guys who guide you as you park and keep an eye on 
your car, either on the street or in a car park….you 
could also refer to these guys as the ones who don’t 
damage your car providing you pay them – $2. The 
accepted sum to give to buskers mentioned on a 
previous post – no more than $2. 

And there are lots more. But my favorite one is this old 
chap at Perisur, who stands at the bus stop all day 
shouting Taxquena! (pronounced Tas-kenya…my local 
metro stop). Which is kinda funny because at that stop 
ALL of the peseros go to Taxquena – jeez dude, thanks 
for the info, saved me an age finding the right bus! 

 

March 1st 2006 

Much the same as the $2 economy, someone holds 
their hand out in public places (often when you’d really 
rather be left alone) except there is no service offered! 
Possibly the two most spoken words in the country – 
un peso. But don’t be tight, give a little. Although, if it’s 
a kid, try and give them some food. 

One of the nicest and most amazing things to see in 
this country is how you can give a little kid a cookie or 
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treat, and they will smile, go hunt down their little 
sister or brother and share it with them. Break it 
exactly in half. Man, when I was little and got 
something sugary, my siblings would have to prize it 
from my cold, dead hands before I shared it 

 

October 4th 2007 

I’ve survived nearly 2 and a half years in Mexico with 
no bank account, no debit card and no checks. Actually 
I really have no use for checks, but a debit card would 
be handy. Not just to avoid carrying cash, but also for 
those internet purchases – my Flickr Pro account just 
expired, and I can’t renew it! Still, it’s my birthday in a 
couple of weeks, so hopefully, some generous 
benefactor will sort that out! 

Problem is, it isn’t cheap or easy to open an account 
when you are a foreigner. Aside from the mass of 
Spanish language bureaucratic form filling, they want 
you to put in, and maintain a minimum balance of, 
MXN $2,500 to $5,000. Which I can’t really spare. I 
have noticed that Banamex have a new account, 
Perfiles, which requires only MXN $1,000 to open, and 
they don’t ask you to keep a minimum, only to ensure 
you remain in credit. You also get a Mastercard debit 
card. And that’s far more like it! Of course, there is no 
such thing as free banking in Mexico – the account 
costs MXN $30 a month.  

If I can’t open an account as a foreigner, then I’ll have 
to get Paola to open one as soon as she has a job – she 
can then get an extra card (in my name of course) for 
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just an extra 10 pesos a month. But there is no hurry – 
Wal Mart have just got their license to operate banks in 
Mexico, and will have branches opening up in stores as 
early as November apparently. It might be worth 
waiting to see what special introductory offers they 
have going. 

 

March 6th 2008 

Recently the Mexican government has passed a law 
banning smoking from restaurants. Kind of. Firstly, it 
isn’t banned, as I understand it, from the whole of the 
restaurant. Secondly it doesn’t seem to be being 
enforced just at the moment. 

But there is one strange thing I’ve noticed. In most little 
shops you can buy cigarro sueltos – single cigarettes – 
for about 2 and a half pesos. But last week all the local 
shops stopped. Did the law catch this as well? I thought 
it was technically illegal already, but I may be wrong. 
What happened here? 

You can still buy a single cigarette from newsstands 
and canvas roofed stalls outside metros though. I’m 
not going to complain though. I really need to give up 
smoking, and the temptation of ‘just one smoke’ every 
time I go anywhere is just too much. 

 

July 3rd 2008 

About 8 months ago I opened a bank account in 
Mexico, with Scotiabank. I chose them because their 
website had an excellent English language version, as 
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opposed to the others who had….well, they call it 
English, but I couldn’t swear to it that I understood 
much of it! 

Anyway, I really need a credit card too. Not really 
because I want to borrow any money – I don’t. But 
over the last 7 months on other blogs I have, I’ve been 
doing paid blogging. And very profitable it has been 
too. I’ve raked in over $7,000, most of which is sitting 
in a PayPal account. 

And to get it from my PayPal account into my 
Scotiabank account I need a credit card. At the moment 
I can only withdraw $500 a month until I register a 
credit card. Damn them! 

But that’s ok. Because I meet all the criteria to get a 
credit card. So I applied at Scotiabank. About 2 months 
ago now. And in that time, I’ve had to visit them about 
four times and phone them about 20 times to find out 
what is going on. Of course when I phone they are 
always busy, or not there – even though when I visit 
they are always sat scratching their arses! Do they ever 
return my calls? Well, they did on one occasion. To tell 
me they’d phone back in a little while. Which they 
didn’t…. 

It’s driving me round the bend! Now I also have an 
application in for a card with HSBC because I’ve pretty 
much given up on Scotia ever discovering the magical 
secret behind ‘Customer Service’. And failing that I’ll 
apply for a Tarjeta de Garantizado at Bancomer, which 
should be easier to come by. 
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October 1st 2008 

Stop me if this story sounds familiar. It started with 
some very lax banking regulations and the banks 
themselves developing a sudden taste for lending lots 
of money out, plenty of it to higher risk borrowers. 
Interest rates were low after all. But all good things 
must come to an end, and when the currency of the 
country dropped (through devaluation as well as 
market forces) and interest rates rose, lots of people 
found themselves unable to repay their loans. Liquidity 
in the system dried up and the banks all started to 
teeter on the edge of bankruptcy. 

Of course, banks can’t be allowed to go bankrupt, so 
they were pretty much all nationalized. And Bill 
Clinton’s US government and others kindly bailed out 
the Mexican financial system to the tune of $50 billion. 
It really does sound familiar doesn’t it! Well the US, UK 
and others clearly didn’t learn from Mexico’s mistake, 
but happily Mexico did. It became known as 
the December Mistake – President Zedillo’s 
devaluation being the most oft blamed factor. Most 
people agree however that his predecessor, Salinas, 
bears by far the greater responsibility. 

Mexico won’t escape unscathed from the current crisis, 
but the banks have solid capitalization and liquidity 
here, so should be ok. Maybe it would be better if the 
biggest banks in Mexico weren’t owned by US, British 
and Spanish banks, just at the moment, of course…! 

 

 



 

58 

October 9th 2008 

I’ve already mentioned the current global credit crisis a 
couple of times, and how, so far, I’ve not been 
affected. May that long continue! But there is one 
event in the world of money that does affect me. The 
value of the peso. Dear old peso, he’s been a good 
friend. He (or she?) strengthened nicely before I went 
to the US to get married, making my TEFL derived 
earnings that little bit more valuable. 

And now he is in a state of free-fall. Which is also good! 
The more pesos there are to the dollar the better! I’m 
still doing paid posts on other blogs I maintain, and I 
get paid in dollars, which then have to be changed into 
pesos via Paypal as they make their way to my 
Banamex bank account. 

The difference between 10 pesos to the dollar, as it 
was a while ago, and more than 12 pesos to the dollar 
as it is now is substantial. It means I’m getting 12,000 
pesos instead of 10,000 pesos for every USD$1,000 I 
earn. Of course Paypal doesn’t use the exchange rates 
you see in the news, and I have to pay fees, but the gap 
is still there. 

It’s good for all those Mexicans who work in the US and 
send money home, and can also help encourage 
investment in Mexico. It’s only when you convert your 
pesos and wander out of the country that it really 
hurts! But I have no forthcoming travel plans, so roll on 
the 15 peso dollar! 

If you want some good news, the banks were all 
privatized again a few years later, and the $50 billion 
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repaid ahead of schedule quite some time ago. Let’s 
hope the US et al come out the other side just as well. 

 

November 13th 2008 

Having merrily posted a few times about how I’ve been 
feeling very isolated from the credit crunch, I’m now 
wishing I’d shut up. Tempting fate and all that. Because 
last Friday one of the companies I work at (not for – 
they are all private students I have there) called a 
meeting for all employees and gave them the bad 
news. Cut backs. Closures. Redundancies. And in a very 
big way. 

At the moment they have four areas there, two 
production, quality assurance and packaging. Both 
production areas are going. Quality assurance is being 
scaled back, and only packaging survives. In fact 
packaging is going to be expanded, but I’m guessing I’m 
not going to get many students from there, with it 
being unskilled minimum wage work. 

Half of my earnings come from here, but there isn’t 
need for me to panic just yet. Firstly, no one will be 
made redundant till 2010, so there’s plenty of warning. 
Although those who are on the list will be told at the 
end of the week, and I dare say they will be looking for 
new employment asap. Secondly, I have no students in 
the production area, so that’s a relief. For me anyway. 
Thirdly, some quality assurance staff will be kept on, so 
I just have to hope that the ones who are selected to 
stay are the ones who take classes with me! 
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Really it’s no big blow for me, as things appear at the 
moment anyway. But you have to feel for everyone 
there who is going to be out of a job. It’s a good 
company to work for, and it’s not a good time to be 
looking for a new job. 

I like the term ‘credit crunched’ though. A new phrasal 
verb to teach my students. While I still have them! 

November 9th 2008 

I did a post a long while ago about the cost of living in 
Mexico, and of income expectations for TEFL teachers. 
But times change, and economically this is, so I’m told, 
a different era entirely that we have entered. 

But to be fair we haven’t noticed it quite so much. Yes 
food prices have rocketed. But food was so cheap 
before, that even if everything had trebled in price, it 
would still seem like excellent value in comparison to 
the UK or US. It just depends on your level of income. 

The problem is that there are so many millions of 
people who were on the bread line, living in poverty 
(and it won’t matter which matrix you choose to use to 
define poverty) that just modest rises puts pressure on 
a lot of low income households. Luckily, we’re not in 
that position. In fact we have some income in US 
dollars, and with the value of the peso plummeting, our 
income has increased substantially. Mexico is a good 
place to be for anyone with income in dollars, be they 
an ex-pat or a tourist. 

But back to expenses. I totted up our main monthly 
bills to see what we’re paying. It has to be said, I am 
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very fortunate. My wife owns our home, so there is no 
rent to pay. That saves us three to four thousand pesos 
a month. It also doesn’t include medical insurance, 
because we aren’t insured. We really should be. It also 
doesn’t include Paola’s university bill of 5,000 pesos a 
month, but then I haven’t included her salary either, 
which covers that plus a little bit extra. 

 

September 29th 2009 

There are plenty of options available to you when it 
comes to donating a few pesos to the down and out in 
Mexico City. Don’t like the look of the one you’re 
passing now? No problem, just keep walking. The next 
one is just round the corner. If that far. Generally I give 
my spare pesos to the very elderly who are clearly 
infirm, or those who are blatantly physically 
handicapped. The otherwise healthy looking men and 
women who surround themselves on a street corner 
with a tribe of kids, each armed with a cup for receiving 
cash, ordering them to block my path as I 
approach….they get nothing. 

There are too many people here who toil all hours 
trying to sell peso sweets to earn their meager living 
for me to accept these guys couldn’t try and do 
something a bit more constructive that sit there as 
living examples of why contraception should not only 
be free, but mandatory. I know, I’m harsh. But when 
you walk past it numerous times every day…. 

There is another type of beggar I might sometimes give 
money too. Rarely, but now and again I do. The Pest 
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Beggar. The one who starts following you up the street, 
all friendly, giving you a sob story. I don’t give them 
pesos because I believe a word of their story. The 
reality, more often than not, is that they need a fix of 
their narcotic of choice. Which was never included in 
their story. I give them the pesos in the sincere hope 
that they’ll stop following me and go away. 

Most of the time they do just that. A couple of days ago 
I made the mistake of giving a few pesos to a 
supremely pesky pest near my home. I hadn’t seen him 
before, and assumed he was ‘passing through’. Sadly, 
he appears to like the area and has been following me 
up the street ever since. With no joy. He was lucky to 
have caught me in a good and generous mood first 
time round. I saw him earlier today receiving a kick up 
the ass from one gent, who clearly didn’t like being 
pestered. 

This is all build up to my main point though. I have 
noticed in the last couple of months, in the areas I 
frequent, a lot more beggars at work. And a lot more 
proactive than is normal. The subprime mortgage crisis 
and credit crunch is showing, perhaps. Ironic, because 
these guys are sub-subprime and credit-less crunch 
type of people at the best of times. As a white chap, 
looking mightily like a gringo to those not in the know, I 
am and always have been a prime target for beggars. A 
dozen Mexicans can walk past one and get nothing 
more than a gentle shake of a cup in their general 
direction. 
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As soon as I approach they always become more vocal 
and more vigorous in their cup shaking. At least that. 
Often I’m asked for dollars. It irks me. I ask they why 
they think I have dollars. I tell them that they are far 
more American than I am. Can they use any pounds 
sterling? Tough, I spent the last of that four years ago. 
I’ve only got pesos. It’s amazing how many can answer 
me in English. It’s not always used in the most polite 
fashion. I doubt they get the English dry wit I give back. 
And anyway, I threw away all my spare pesos. 

I’m getting hard in my old age. And hardened by the 
constant stream of beggars blocking my path and 
generally making a nuisance of themselves. That’s not 
to say I can’t spot a genuinely needy case, and whilst I 
don’t sip into my pockets every time, I do when I have 
time, change and the right temperament. Are beggars 
on the increase everywhere in Mexico? Or am I just 
unlucky? It has to be said that the experience of one 
person over a few weeks is not the soundest basis for a 
scientific conclusion. 

 

October 29th 2009 

A fair number of European countries, excluding the one 
I originate from, have exited recession. The US is still 
struggling, and poor old Mexico is faring even worse, 
what with the triple whammy of recession, swine flu 
and bad press regards the drug gangs. But I can’t say 
I’m noticing. In fact I’m busier than ever, having taken 
on an extra couple of classes. I scarcely had room in my 
schedule for any more classes, but I’m greedy and what 
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with my desire for a new camera and Christmas fast 
approaching, I managed to fit them in. 

So how does it work, being a Business English teacher 
in Mexico City? I currently work 27 hours a week. 
Which isn’t an extraordinary amount, for someone 
working in a school. But I travel from class to class, 
giving lessons in my students offices – all my ‘students’ 
are working professionals, most of whom are 35 years 
old or older. Often older! My travelling time is currently 
running at 27 hours a week as well, which means I’m 
effectively doing a 54 hour working week. 

Recompense for my efforts is good by Mexican 
standards. Not so good by my previous earning 
standards in the UK. But a Business English teacher can 
charge anything from 180 to 300 pesos an hour, 
depending on who they are teaching and what sort of 
experience they have. All these figures I’m quoting, it’s 
worth noting, are for independent classes. Some 
schools sell Business English classes, but few pay more 
than 180 pesos an hour. Most of them pay less. Some 
of them considerably so. 

If I managed to get through a whole month without a 
cancellation, I could, in theory, take home something 
approaching 25,000 pesos. That’s enough to live 
happily with. Not enough to be worth bragging about 
or being kidnapped for! But I never collect that much 
anyway. I often lose 20 to 25% of my classes through 
cancellations, holidays and such and so forth. But 
really, anything over $10,000 allows a reasonable 
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standard of living, if you’re a little careful. Forget saving 
cash or foreign holidays though! 

The real motivation behind this post though, is the fact 
that my latest student wants a TOEFL study course. 
TOEFL is the English course for most Mexicans. And yet 
in 4 and a half years, he’s the first person I’ve taught 
who is actually studying for TOEFL. All my other 
students are simply looking to improve their English for 
professional use. 

 

November 30th 2009 

Where to buy a camera in Mexico City? It’s a question I 
get asked sometimes. By email just recently, which is 
why this post exists. To have a handy reference to 
point others to in future. I have to say anyone buying a 
camera in Mexico, especially an expensive one, must 
be slightly mad. The taxes on imported electronics are 
outrageous. Expect to pay 50% minimum over the price 
you’d expect to pay in the US. Paying double the price 
is pretty common. Certainly when comparing prices 
with Amazon anyway. 

At least there are shops selling this year’s models in 
Mexico these days. Maybe up to 6 months after the US 
release, but still. The Olympus EP-1PEN, the object of 
my photographic desires has just landed in Palacio de 
Hierro. At 14,500 pesos. Compared to the 9,600 pesos 
you’d pay north of the border. So yes, depending on 
what you’re buying, and how cheap the air tickets, you 
can feasibly fly to a US City, buy your camera, have a 
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weekend mini break and still spend less than if you’d 
forked out for the camera in Mexico. 

But still, some people either can’t get to the US, are in 
need of a camera this very instant, or are simply 
wealthy enough to shrug off the expense. For those of 
you who fit into one of these categories, you have a 
few choices. Liverpool and Palacio de Hierro, the two 
main department stores in the city both sell decent 
ranges, although some of their stores are better 
stocked than others. And their websites do not list 
their entire inventory, so really you do need to do 
some physical legwork. They both tend to charge top 
dollar, but sometimes they have special offers that 
make them competitive, especially if you’re paying 
interest free in 12 installments. Which, if you’re a 
visitor or immigrant, you’re probably not. 

Which leaves the specialist photo shops of the city. The 
best place to look is on Donaceles, behind the big 
Cathedral in the Zocalo. As per the map below. There’s 
quite a few shops, with a decent range and pricing that 
is usually as good as it gets in Mexico. They’ll charge a 
couple of hundred pesos extra if you’re intending to 
pay by credit card though. 

 

January 26th 2010 

One of the most common concerns/questions that I get 
asked by those thinking of coming to Mexico (or 
elsewhere) to teach English is…how easy is it to get a 
job, how much can you earn, how far does that stretch. 
It’s not such an easy question to answer. It really 
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depends where you plan to set up camp and how well 
you can network. A little luck helps too. I arrived nearly 
5 years ago, took a TEFL course, largely because of the 
promise of work afterwards through the school, and 
have made it from there. 

The first year had its tough moments. It takes a little 
time to build up a schedule. But if you keep at it, 
there’s no reason success won’t follow. For the first 
year and a bit I worked mostly for schools, who gave 
me Business English classes, and got paid a paltry $90 
to $120 (Mexican pesos) per hour. I had to travel long 
distances and as a result was unable to do as many 
classes as I would have liked. 

But I eventually shed those classes in favor of better 
paying private classes, closer to home. The amount you 
can charge will depend on several factors. The ability of 
your students to pay it being one! Do you have Recibos 
(tax forms) so you can charge companies? It’s a good 
way to go. You’ll pay tax but can charge so much more. 
I guess most teachers providing cash in hand private 
classes charge between 150 to 300 pesos per hour. 

I’ve just done my income planning for the first quarter 
of 2010, for my own teaching classes. In theory I could 
earn around the 20,000 peso per month mark, but it 
will never happen. January will see more cancellations 
than usual, as a lot of companies are slow to get back 
from Christmas. February is a short month and March 
will see plenty more cancellations as people head out 
of the city on Easter breaks prior to Easter itself in early 
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April. If I pick up 75% of the planned classes in any 
month, I’m generally happy. 
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April 11th 2009 

If you like, you can give the title of this post an extra 
adjective. Lazy Man Food, perhaps. Abandoned Man 
Food sounds good too. Or even Slob Man Food. In the 
UK the dinner in a plastic cup is sorted out by Pot 
Noodle. Here the most popular brand is Maruchan, 
although I rather like the Nissen variety of instant meal. 
And if you needed proof that these are for the type of 
men I’ve described, they are using, as a selling point on 
their cartons, Homer Simpson. Nuff said. 

Yes, Paola is away visiting her mum in Milwaukee, and I 
have been to Soriana, the local supermarket, to stock 
up on essential supplies. The stuff a lazy slob who has 
been abandoned needs the most. Pots and pots of 
these noodley cups. And disposable plastic plates and 
forks. Sorted. 

 

May 4th 2009 

While Developing countries like Mexico are desperately 
trying to catch up with the Developed world, it appears 
they may not have to work quite as hard! I’ve just 
watched a program from the UK about the restaurant 
trade, which finished with a novel, and legally speaking, 
iffy culinary enterprise. 

A couple had started a restaurant in their living room. 
They avoid the hassle of getting all the permits and 
paying taxes and just have to be sure not to 
accidentally invite any police officers to one of their 
underground cook fests. 
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Whatever will people think of next! Well actually, this 
is pretty standard stuff in Mexico City. Walk down any 
residential street of a certain length and you’ll see at 
least one living room which has been opened to 
passing potential customers on the street. The food is 
simple and cheap, and the seats often all taken. 

It’s also one of the many things that many Mexicans 
would associate with being their country being stuck in 
the ‘developing’ category. But that’s not necessarily so 
of course. Is it a sign that the economic crisis is having a 
truly enormous effect on the UK, or just that Mexicans 
had things right in the first place? 

 

August 14th 2009 

Mexican food is bloody tasty stuff. Good thing too, 
because as a general rule of thumb, restaurants 
attempting to dish up international cuisine here suck. 
Really badly. Especially Chinese restaurants. I have 
found an ok Japanese place, but Sushi isn’t really my 
cup of tea. The Tandoor serves up some excellent 
Indian in Polanco, and is pretty reasonably priced too. 
But I already have a load of curry powders in my 
kitchen and can make a decent curry myself. Although 
their naan bread and popodoms are a nice treat. 

But Chinese restaurants? There’s the odd crappy buffet 
style restaurant doling out generous portions of 
botulism and salmonella in the suburbs. And plenty of 
restaurants in the Chinatown area of the Centro 
Historico that cook up plates of food that look like they 
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could have come from anywhere but China. Not good. I 
love Chinese food. 

But I did read a blog post by a fellow DF resident telling 
of his joy at finding a relatively good, authentic Chinese 
just off Tlalpan early this year. Could it be true? A real 
Chinese restaurant? I went along with Paola this 
evening to find out. And lo and behold, the report was 
true. I feasted on roasted duck bathing in a dish of 
plum sauce. How I’ve missed that since moving here. If 
you’re in town and need to taste it for yourself, the 
restaurant is called Ka Won Seng, and the address is 
No.362, Calle Albino García, at the junction with Santa 
Anita. It’s a 10 minute walk from Metro Viaducto on 
Linea 2, which has a map of the local area on the wall 
near the exit. 

 

November 9th 2009 

There’s a fair amount in the average Mexican diet that 
would count as bizarre to most people coming from 
Europe. But although I’ve long since regarded nopales 
(cactus) and mole (chocolate and chili sauce) as 
perfectly normal, my visits yesterday to Bar Chon and 
Mercado San Juan revealed menus and ingredients that 
even the more adventurous Mexican would consider a 
little different. I was tempted to try a bit of Crocodile at 
Bar Chon, but the 210 peso price tag was a bit much for 
me. I could have stretched that far I guess without 
going bankrupt, but I would want to know I’ll enjoy the 
meal. I ordered safe, and had a good plate of 
Enchiladas Poblanas. 
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For the exotic and gruesome, the nearby San Juan 
mercado is the better bet. Fancy some armadillo, 
snake, badger, skunk, opossum, iguana, ant eggs or 
buffalo? They got your carne. Specifically, the Los 
Coyotes stall stocks these unusual culinary treats. 
Those are the ones I can translate anyway. Personally 
I’ll stick to carnitas, barbacoa and cabrito. 

Both places are well worth a visit, and are a bit off the 
normal tourist route. But not so far from the very 
center of the Centro Historico to put them out of 
anyone’s range. Bar Chon is just a few blocks from 
Metro Pino Suarez whilst San Juan isn’t much more 
than a ten minute walk from Metro Balderas.  

 

January 24th 2010 

International cuisine can be hard to find in Mexico City. 
Well, good international cuisine. Especially Chinese and 
Indian. I wrote a post quite a while back about a decent 
Chinese restaurant I found, and mentioned 
the Tandoor House, a restaurant we’d been to a couple 
of times. But we hadn’t been for a while, so last night 
we made the trek to have a curry feast. 

How things change. I don’t know whether we were just 
victims of karma having laughed a little too loudly 
about the slightly uncomplimentary reputation of the 
Indian male, or there was some other reason for the 
size of our meal. But it came in tiny dishes that 
restaurants would normally use to serve up a little 
salsa. The popodums were 15 pesos. Not for a plate of 
popodoms. Each. Really. One popodum. Fifteen pesos. 
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This, we thought at the time, might explain why a 
restaurant that used to be packed, had just three 
tables filled. 

The food was, to be fair, good. But the fact that I took 
my fair share and finished everything on my 
plate….that’s not a good sign. Unless it’s pizza, I always 
leave something. And it’s not even cheap. We each 
ordered a meal to share, four orders in total, costing 
between 100 and 110 pesos per dish. I recommended 
the Tandoor House heartily last time. Not so this time. 
If you’re well off enough to order two dishes per 
person, don’t mind feeling a bit cheated, can tolerate 
surly waiters and will still have enough cash to top up 
Mr Tummy elsewhere pretty soon afterwards – then 
it’s a fine place to visit! 

 

August 8th 2010 

Mexico City isn’t the place to come if international 
cuisine is a ‘must’ for you. Actually, I take that back. 
There’s plenty of international cuisine. Most of 
which begins with Mc or ends with King. I meant to say 
good international cuisine. To be fair you don’t have to 
search too hard for a decent Italian. The pasta might 
not be quite what mama back home in Tuscany makes 
by hand, but it’s more than good enough. There’s a 
superb Italian in San Angel in the south of the city, 
although the name of it escapes me. 

I have managed to find a decent Chinese before now, 
but don’t go looking in China Town for it. You really 
have to get off the beaten tourist track and hunt down 
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good restaurants of a foreign nature. Alternatively, 
subscribe to Nicholas Gilman’s ‘Good Food in Mexico 
City‘ blog and let him do the hunting for you. He 
recently turned up a Thai restaurant, and seeing as 
today is the 2nd anniversary of a special day, and 
seeing as Pad Thai is Paola’s favorite meal of all time, 
we went to check it out . 

It’s called Pad Thai, and is tucked away on the corner of 
Sonora and Durango in Colonia Roma as many decent 
restaurants, cafes and bars are. And whilst I won’t give 
you a full review of the place, which Nicholas has 
already done, and far better than I could, I can confirm 
it serves pretty good Pad Thai at a pretty reasonable 
price. With starters, a couple of soft drinks, two main 
courses and a pot of tea to finish with, our bill came to 
278 pesos. It’s a pretty tiny establishment though, with 
maybe a half dozen tables inside and a couple outside, 
so you may have to wait a few minutes to get seated if 
you decide to hit the place during peak hours. But it 
gets definite thumbs up from me. 

 

October 27th 2010 

A spoonful of sugar helps the medicine go down. A 
spoonful of syrup, real syrup, will help the taxman’s 
revenue go up as quickly as your blood pressure. Nearly 
five hundred pesos for just under a liter?! It is organic, I 
suppose. Imported goods are never cheap. Or am I 
completely out of touch with maple syrup pricing up 
north these days? 
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I read a comment on a blog somewhere recently, 
asking about the availability of proper maple syrup. I 
remember one answer being to look in Sams Club. 
Another answer, so I discovered, is to pop into the 
Green Corner shop between Metros Taxquena and 
Miguel angel de Quevado. But you’d have to be both a 
big fan of the stuff, and have some liquid gold of your 
own in your wallet, to fork out for it. 

It can be a job tracking down tasty treats from home, 
especially if home is the wrong side of the Atlantic. I’ve 
found Colman’s mustard, albeit in powder form. 
Superama has of late taken to stocking a limited range 
of Asda products, including curries. Horseradish Sauce 
can also be found. 

But Marmite, Jaffa Cakes and custard powder….sadly 
not. Although I have a pretty healthy stack of the latter, 
though not the first two. I’m hopefully getting a 
shipment soon though, just in time for Christmas. Not 
through one of the extortionately expensive Ex Pat 
online stores though. It’s a good cheaper to get a friend 
do the deed. Perhaps I’ll add Mince Pies to the list… 

 

November 29th 2010 

I have to confess I’m not much of a foodie. I like my 
meals fast, meaty, simple, cheap. Tacos are wonderful, 
especially barbacoa, cochinita and birria. Al pastor a la 
plancha too, although quality varies widely from greasy 
gristle to taste bud heaven according to where you’re 
buying it. When you find a good one, remember where 
it was! But anyway, I am, to be honest, happier eating 
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for a few pesos on the street than in a sniffy French 
restaurant serving up delectable five course platters of 
haute cuisine. Mexico suits me to a tee. 

But my wife is something of a foodie. Especially if it’s 
organic, pure, and generally costs a whole bunch of 
notes. With that in mind I led her to El Mercado 
100 yesterday, which I had read about on a far more 
dedicated Mexico City foodie’s blog. It’s gotten 
coverage on other Distrito Federal blogs too. 

It is a tiny little market, and moves about from place to 
place. This Sunday is was in the Plaza de Rio de Janeiro. 
 It’s really, very small. Not much more than a dozen 
stalls. But full of organic stuff, from rabbit tacos, to 
honey and some very nice cheesecake which I 
personally sampled for the princely sum of 10 pesos. 
There are herbs, vegetables and all sorts. And the area 
itself, with fountains, art deco architecture and the 
nearby Alavaro Obregon street market, was pleasant 
enough to make the visit worthwhile. 

 

December 5th 2010 

I’ve had two pastes experiences in two days, and I’ve 
been left a little confused. I shouldn’t be confused. 
Mexican pastes are descended from Cornish pasties, a 
historical left over, along with football, of the presence 
in Mexico of miners from Cornwall, the most south 
westerly of England’s counties. If there is one thing I 
shouldn’t be confused about, it is this topic. 
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The traditional Cornish pasty is a meat 
and vegetable filled delicacy. Suitable for the job – 
feeding miners who will spend most of their waking 
hours deep underground with something substantial. 
But meat and veg isn’t that much fun. Mexicans are 
fun. Which is why pastes in Mexico come with all sorts 
of fillings. Apple, creamed rice, different types of mole, 
chicken and anything else that springs to the bakers 
mind. 

In both Mexico City and Real del Monte, the bakers 
told me that Mexicans pronounce pastes differently to 
the English because they just couldn’t get their tongues 
round the Anglo way of saying things. In Mexico the 
‘pa’ is as in ‘pan’ or ‘pad’. The ‘-ste’ is the same as in 
England – ‘stee’. Us Ingles, they tell me, pronounce the 
‘pa’ as in ‘pay’. A pay-stee. 

Do we? I don’t. It’s ‘pa’ as in ‘pan’ in England too. I 
corrected them. But it’s been playing on my mind ever 
since. Have I got it wrong? The English teacher, expert 
in pasties, unable to pronounce his own language 
properly? I’ve been here too long. The more I say ‘pay-
stee’ the more it sounds acceptable. But I’m still not 
sure. I should be sure. I used to sell a few hundred of 
them a week in my various service stations in the UK. 

Further research and opinion is required. Perhaps I’ve 
just heard the Mexican way for so long it’s become 
embedded in my mind. Perhaps the pronunciation in 
England has changed since the days of the Mexicans 
miners. Perhaps it’s just the Cornish and their weird 
ways, doing everything differently to everyone else in 
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Britain. They do after all profess themselves to be a 
separate country, with their own flag and their own 
language. Albeit a now officially 
extinct language according to the UN. 
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October 2nd 2007 

So I managed to travel the entire Mexico City metro 
network in 10 hours and 11 minutes. I reckon it could 
be done a fair bit quicker. Sub 8 hours maybe. No 
cigarette breaks and stopping at Dominos to buy pizza 
slices. Starting and ending from different points. And 
running between trains. Oh, and no screwing up the 
route…I had to do a little bit of extra travelling because 
I discovered a flaw in my plan. Ooops… 

Was it fun? Well, it was ok. To be honest, I visited a lot 
of stations I hadn’t been to before, and some were 
more interesting than others. I had hoped they would 
all be a little more interesting. Some of the best ones I 
know of I wasn’t stopping at, so no photos. The Zocalo 
for instance has some great mock ups of the ancient 
city of Tenochtitlan. But there were a few stops with 
some cool artwork going on. If you like murals, Mexico 
City is one of the best places to come, and even the 
metro has its fair share. 

Architecturally, San Lazaro was the most ‘out there’. 
One line comes right through the station in a tube, 
suspended in midair, as in the top photo. Very cool. 
You might be wondering, did I really go through every 
station? Yep, and the image below has a photo of every 
end station, and every station I had to change trains.  

There were 27 changes in all, although you’ll find only 
23 below – some I changed trains at more than once, 
so I’ve just put up one photo. If I wanted to cheat I 
could have just gone and taken multiple photos, so it’s 
all down to trust really. Oh, and I forgot to take a snap 
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of the very last station, Universidad. The last damn 
one! I got so excited on arrival at the terminal, working 
out my total time (started 9.09am, finished at 7.20pm) 
that I failed to notice the doors close and the train take 
off! Normally at a terminal they stop for a few minutes! 
Never mind, I got a snap at Copilco, the second from 
last stop. 

 

January 7th 2008 

I have saved hard (ok, that’s a bit of a lie) and now I 
have my new bike! Originally, I intended to buy Paola a 
new bike for Christmas, because she’s been nagging for 
one for at least a year. But then I got an urge to get a 
bike – now that I have so much work at Lilly, which is 
only 2 or 3 miles from my home, I can save money 
wasted on petrol and time wasted in traffic and just 
cycle there. I could do with the exercise too, I s’pose. 

Anyway, we went to the main place to buy bikes 
yesterday. My plan was a simple one. On Sundays the 
city center is shut down so that the people of the city 
can ride around on their bikes, which is of course extra 
motivation to buy one. They also let you take your 
bikes on the metro on Sundays, which is cool. So – buy 
a bike, cycle around for a bit, then home on the metro. 
So was the plan… 

But just as we left, Paola’s dad phoned, found out what 
we were up to, and wanted to come. He likes bikes too 
apparently. So we met up at his office, and then drove 
to Pino Suarez. I don’t know why – I did mention that 
the city is closed for cyclists. But we parked up in the 
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end, and started walking. It turned out that I was the 
only one who knew where the streets selling the bikes 
was. And I didn’t really know. I just knew it was 
somewhere around Pino Suarez because I passed them 
a month ago when got incredibly lost looking for a 
museum. That kinda annoyed them a bit. They got 
more annoyed when they discovered the area is full of 
pretty ugly prostitutes, which is something else I hadn’t 
told them. 

But we found the place in the end, and I chose my bike. 
A Benotto, which I’ve never heard of, but it’s a good 
make apparently, and at 2,300 pesos was a reasonable 
price. Not the cheapest, but not the most expensive 
either. It has to be said, the most excited person there 
was Paola’s dad, who not only did all the talking (which 
is fine by me!) by took it for a test ride too! The least 
excited was Paola, who, after a year of nagging, 
changed her mind and didn’t buy one. Women…. 

Still, I have my bike, a set of lights front and back, and a 
decent lock (an absolute necessity) and will test out the 
‘cycle friendliness’ of Mexico’s roads later on today 
when I take it to Lilly for the first time. 

 

April 17th 2008 

Yesterday I finally bought myself a pre-pay Metro card. 
Whilst this might seem old hat in most cities, it’s 
something that is very new to Mexico City’s metro 
system – it only came out last year. Before then you 
just bought the 2 peso tickets. No such thing as a daily, 
weekly or season travelcard. I use the metro plenty, so 
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it seems worth the effort. It cost 10 pesos for the 
plastic card which I then put 90 pesos of credit on. That 
works out at 45 journeys. Once I’ve used it up I can just 
recharge it. 

You don’t really save any money though. There’s no 
discount, and I’ve mixed feelings about that. On the 
one hand, it’s a scheme that could save the system a 
lot of money if everyone used one. On the other hand, 
the metro is incredibly cheap already, so why complain. 
Meh. 

The biggest persuasive factor for me though came 
yesterday. The entry gates you slip your ticket in often 
become jammed, and if enough of them become 
jammed, huge queues build up. Yesterday this 
happened to me at Cuatro Caminos. Literally hundreds 
of people all in a line waiting for someone to fix a gate 
or two and get things going. I was cursing all the people 
who kept jumping over the metal queue dividers and 
pushing in, rude bastards, until I realized….they had the 
plastic metro cards and didn’t need to insert a ticket. 
Just press the card against a separate card reader and 
through they went. The gates were only broken for us 
suckers who needed to ticket insert machine thingy 
majig! 

 

March 30th 2009 

For years and years, the green and white Beetle taxi 
has been an icon of Mexico City. But both are on the 
way out, as change triumphs over tradition. The 
venerable VW Beetle has long been given a fair chunk 
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of the blame for the pollution that afflicts Mexico City, 
and the car will this year, I believe, be outlawed for use 
as a taxi. 

There is a new color scheme too, with more and more 
taxis taking to the streets with the burgundy and gold 
livery paint job. Is it burgundy and  gold? I’m really only 
familiar with HEX colors. I just know it as #471016 and 
#be9a4c. 

And incidentally, despite the terrible reputation of the 
city’s taxi drivers for robbing people, I’ve never had any 
serious problem with one. Beware those who claim 
their meter isn’t working though. Just thank him, but 
decline his offer and get out. I’ve had a few tell me that 
old chestnut and quote me a ‘cheap price’. In fact it 
happened last night. The chap wanted 50 pesos for 
what I knew would be roughly a 20 peso trip. I got out 
and caught the next taxi, who did have a meter 
working. It was 21 pesos. 

 

July 19th 2009 

When I came here in 2003 the streets were teeming 
with the green and white VW Beetles, built in Mexico 
since production ceased in Germany. By 2005, there 
were considerably fewer. Today, most taxis are Chevy’s 
or Nissan Tsurus. There are still plenty of Bugs about 
though, and I dare say a fair number will still be around 
for a while. 

Taxi journeys have always been a bit of an adventure 
into the unknown. When you step inside, you have no 
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idea if the driver has a license, has even a vague idea of 
how to get where you want to go, or what he has been 
smoking/drinking today. There’s also the matter of the 
vehicle itself. Suspension sometimes seems to have 
been a cost option that the owner decided against. 
Decor can also sometimes be rather elaborate, with a 
variety of flags, ornaments and religious paraphernalia 
displayed on the dashboard. On a recent journey I 
noticed the guy had a crystal ball attached to his 
windscreen with a suction cup. I can only imagine that 
that is how he navigated himself through so many red 
lights at such high speed. 

Then there’s the music. Folk tunes from various 
regions, Daddy Yankee, mariachi, jazz….who knows 
what you’ll get. There does seem to be some 
correlation between the speed of your journey and the 
type of music being played. If you are greeted by the 
heartfelt tones of Hermoso Cariño, then prepare 
yourself for a relaxed crawl to your next stop. Dame 
Mas Gasolina is the tune you want to hear if you’re 
running late. 

There is one thing that all taxis do have in common 
though, in theory at least, which is the point of this 
post.  The iconic green and white Beetle has graced the 
city’s streets for so long, but a year or two ago a new 
color design was introduced. A red and gold color 
scheme. It’s not to everyone’s taste. But it’s a big job, 
replacing an icon. Who knows where Willis Tower is, 
for example, unless you’ve been following the news. 
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I quite like the new design. It’s pleasant enough. And 
somehow they look safer, although I can’t put my 
finger on why exactly. As of July 1st, all taxis were 
required by law to have been painted the new colors. 
Or so I believe. The vast majority have complied. Those 
that haven’t are usually seen sat at the side of a road, 
tires flat, awaiting a car coffin. 

 

November 12th 2009 

I love Mexico City’s metro system. It’s cheap, pretty 
reliable, quick and surprisingly clean. Surprisingly, given 
the average Mexican’s ability to throw their trash 
wherever they see fit. The various stations also house 
plenty of art work in many, many forms. There are 
some downsides too, of course. The (presumed) drug 
addicts who slam their backs down onto a towel of 
broken glass for the entertainment of the passengers 
isn’t a nice sight.  

The pirate CD vendors with their latest product blaring 
through a large speaker in their back pack isn’t always a 
pleasant sound. And I’d love to know what idiot came 
up with the idea of fitting the new trains with slippery 
metal benches running up the sides of the carriage. The 
drivers know only one way to accelerate and brake – 
hard. Pity the skinny chap at the end of a bench… 

They’ve added to the public transport system in recent 
years too, and are continuing to do so. First there was 
the Metrobus. It’s a bus, but it runs like a metro. Sort 
of. So successful was it, they’ve now added a second 
line. The Suburbano train has also been rolled into 
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service, linking the northern Estado de Mexico and the 
center of the city with a speedy rail link. We can also 
look forward to the completion of Linea 12, the new 
metro line that will actually run not so far from me. 

Although the new line isn’t all good news. Not only did 
the construction work cut off our water supply for five 
straight days a couple of months ago, but it also means 
that my Metro World Record will become null and void. 
Will I do it again? I doubt it! But anyway, the nice folk 
over at the Metro HQ have recently whacked out a new 
map, reflecting the new Linea 12 route and including 
the Metrobus routes. The latter of which makes life 
easier. Now if only they could make it so a pre-pay 
Metro card works on the Metrobus as well… 

 

December 23rd 2009 

Why I hate Mexicans…..today. It´s a long enough 
journey from Mexico City to Merida, without any 
delays. Just under 20 hours. But because a super obese 
blind woman selling CDs on the metro decided to stop 
right in front of my seat as we came into the metro 
station I needed to get off at and refuse to move an 
inch despite my vigorous pushing, making me miss my 
stop; because hundreds of Mexicans behave like 
animals the moment you show them a queue on a form 
of public transport, preventing me and my rucksack to 
get on the next train. 

Because taxi drivers think all gringos with a rucksack 
are prime targets for ripping off – I did not accept the 
ride from the driver who wanted to charge me 200 
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pesos for a 3 minute journey to a metro station just 
two stops away; and because Mexican families in 
general think that the best way to way through tunnels 
to the bus station is in a sideways line, and to walk 
very, very slowly – because of all that and more I 
missed my bus. And now I have a six hour wait for the 
next one. 

 

February 25 2010 

I stood waiting for my bus for ten minutes yesterday, 
next to Tlalpan, an extremely busy road. For ten 
minutes, before I realized that not only were no buses 
coming past, but no traffic at all. Sometimes I’m a bit 
slower than….well, the traffic on Tlalpan. I felt it was 
worth investigating why the traffic had disappeared 
though. And lo and behold, I found the cause. Many 
bridges in the city just don’t have any signage to tell 
truck drivers the maximum height. Probably not 
worthwhile to be fair. Signs, traffic lights, general rules 
and other road symbols are observed only on a 
voluntary basis. There aren’t many volunteers. One 
such non volunteer in a large truck was firmly wedged 
in the tunnel. 
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April 19th 2006 

After so many years of incident free travel, with barely 
a mistimed bottom burp to boast of, I have finally come 
a cropper. Montezuma’s revenge is a bug that gives 
40% or more of travellers to Mexico a few days of gut 
trouble, symptoms being nausea, tiredness, fever, 
stomach cramps and, of course, constant and 
desperate rushes to the toilet. Never pleasant. 

The bug is a natural presence in Mexican food and 
water, one that natives have immunity from. But us 
poor foreigners - there’s no escaping it. Sooner or later 
it gets you. It got me thanks almost certainly to a hot 
dog I bought at a street stall. So basically I broke rule 
number one, and am paying the price for it. 

Jeez, I’d always been so proud of my cast iron gut and 
its ability to kill the most poisonous of poisonous food 
bugs, but this time Mr Bacteria came with plenty of 
reinforcements and won this round. Bastard. I won’t be 
eating street food for a while anyway. The next item on 
my menu is Bactrin, a very powerful drug I picked up 
for the local pharmacy to deal with the nasty bugs in 
my stomach. 

 

March 5th 2008 

The neighborhoods’ dogs and cats have just had the 
day they all dread. The day they wish would never 
come. Rabies vaccination day. Unlike the UK rabies is a 
disease that is in the wild, and to try and prevent any 
serious outbreaks the government give every dog and 
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cat a free shot. Even the street dogs. If they can catch 
them. Hordes of men and women in white coats have 
been on the streets shouting through their 
megaphones “Bring out your dogs.”. Except in Spanish 
of course. 

 

May 1st 2009 

This time last week Mexico City was a very different 
world. Flu was the last thing on anyone’s mind. Today 
168 people are dead (although how many from Swine 
Flu seems uncertain) and it’s the only thing on 
anyone’s mind, and is having a severe effect on the 
city’s, and on the country’s, already struggling 
economy. 

Today I even received a phone call from a big news 
organization wanting to know what I’ve seen 
happening. One of the stories of the moment is that 
people are panic buying, something I haven’t noticed 
to be honest. We went to our local supermarket 
yesterday, and the shelves were full, with shoppers just 
doing their normal shop. That’s not to say there is no 
panic buying elsewhere, of course. 

And whilst the city is quieter, it’s not dead. Life has to 
go on. Some restaurants that were closed on Monday 
and Tuesday, including McDonalds, have reopened 
with seating areas closed off – only takeaways are 
allowed. Most restaurants though remain closed. 
Although where the street stalls fit into this I don’t 
know, but lots of them are still serving tacos to 
customers perched on little plastic stools. 
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Today was meant to be one of the big days in the 
Mexican calendar. It’s Children’s Day. Everyone here 
has a day, not just mothers and fathers. I hope the flu 
outbreak doesn’t interfere with Teachers Day. 
My photo of the day for my 365 project is of a little girl 
dressed up as Snow White, being treated to an ice 
cream in lieu of a party. 

Tomorrow is May 1st, another public holiday, and the 
following Tuesday is Mayo de Cinco, a non-official 
holiday usually. This week most people will get it off 
though, as the government continues the big shutdown 
and is urging everyone to spend the long weekend at 
home. We went into Coyoacan today, and I have to say 
there’s not enough going on to encourage anyone to 
disobey the instructions. 

On the plus side, crime is apparently down and the 
reduced traffic has allowed the smog to clear and blue 
skies to appear. I didn’t look to be honest – I’ll have to 
check that out tomorrow! Or on Saturday, when I’m 
giving a class in the center of the city from the 5th floor 
of an office building. It might be possible for me to see 
Popo and Izta the volcanoes. 

So we go into the second week of flu 
outbreak/hype/paranoia. Although it’s easy to fall 
victim to paranoia….I’ve managed to get a stonking 
headache this evening and a stiff neck. 
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December 9th 2009 

All I want for Christmas, surprise surprise, are my two 
front teeth. I’ll happily settle for a single pre-molar in 
my left cheek. The old one had been giving me trouble 
for weeks. Months in fact. Including a double infection, 
which hurts like a hammer been swung around inside 
my mouth. No more, because that little sucker has 
gone, and good riddance to him. But bloody Nora, was 
that one painful extraction. But I have packets and 
packets of pills and potions to help me through the 
next few days.  

A new tooth has been ordered. A porcelain number, at 
a cost of 8,000 pesos. Which I don’t currently have, but 
shortly after Christmas, with a little luck, I’ll get it 
sorted. It might seem extreme to post about a tooth, 
but it is seasonal, sort of. And there is a word of advice 
I can give to anyone seeking a dentist for the first time. 
Word of mouth is a good way to find one. But still, 
check his or her credentials. Get second opinions. All 
dentists in Mexico City are qualified, most of them 
highly.  It’s just that they’re not all necessarily qualified 
to be dentists. 

 

October 28th 2010 

Horror of all horrors. The Mexican government is 
renewing its assault on us smokers, with renewed vigor 
and intensity. By that I mean to say they’re slapping 
another 6 or 7 pesos on the price of a pack of twenty. 
That’s a cheap shot. As if general price rises aren’t 
hurting already. Smoking is a pleasure of the less well-
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off you know. But I guess something and someone has 
to start making up for the drop in oil revenue. 

When I arrived in Mexico in 2005, the cost of a packet 
of Marlboro Azul or Camel was 18 or 19 pesos. Now the 
prices will be getting toward 40 pesos, pretty much 
double. There are cheaper brands, such as Delicados, 
Pall Mall and the marvelously named Boots, which also 
accurately describes the taste and smoking pleasure 
obtained from lighting and inhaling one of them. 

This has had me wondering, how much is a packet of 
smokes in Guatemala? Or Belize, Honduras or El 
Salvador? If at any stage the difference is great enough, 
a smugglers market will be created, and Mexico may 
find itself with a new drug trafficking business on its 
southern border. If so, let’s hope it’s less traumatic 
than the one on the northern border. I suspect it would 
be. 

This happened in the UK, when the British government 
kept increasing the duty on cigarettes by an annual, 
hefty sum. To encourage people to quit. The prices 
went up, the number of smokers went down. But 
before you knew it, smugglers switched from dope to 
smokes, and the prices of smokes (legal and illicit) 
came down, along with tax revenues. And the number 
of smokers increased again, along with the costs of 
enforcing customs policies. 

At one stage, Drum tobacco was the most popular 
brand of rolling tobacco in the UK. And, at that time, it 
wasn’t actually legally on sale in the country. There’s a 
balance to be struck. I hope Mexico finds that balance 
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and accepts it, works with it, rather that starting 
another futile fight. 

In my last couple of years in the UK, I did smoke roll 
ups, with Golden Virginia being my choice of poison. A 
little milder than the throat splitting Old Holborn, and a 
lot milder than Drum, which has a kick to rival a 
donkey. And for those who think I have no time for 
religion whatsoever, think again. I always had a small 
pocket Gideon bible handy, having stolen it from a 
hotel somewhere. 

And in the event I ran out of cigarette papers after the 
stores had closed, I’d choose myself a cheery little 
verse, usually Old Testament, carefully remove the 
page, fill it with tobacco and smoke it. There’s no 
length a hardened nicotine addict won’t go to for a hit 
of the good stuff. Desperate, yes. But good practice for 
my future life with hellfire and brimstone and stuff. 

Rolling tobacco isn’t something Mexicans are into, yet 
anyway. I’ve never seen any on sale here. Ready rolled 
have always been too cheap. One thing they do have 
here that died some time ago in the UK and elsewhere. 
Tobacco art. As seen in the pictures of a couple of 
recent packets of Camel I have purchased. Pride. Love. 
I’ve not been paying much attention to the words till 
now to be honest. Are there more designs to complete 
the set? Life and Liberty perhaps. 
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November 20th 2010 

Karl Pilkington got it spot on during the Mexican 
episode of an Idiot Abroad. When told that he was 
going to participate in something the government were 
trying to ban, he became concerned. He pointed out 
that no one in Mexico really seemed to bothered by 
health and safety matters, so if there was something 
they were trying to ban it ‘must be pretty mental’. 

Health and safety legislation is observed much like any 
other legislation in Mexico. On a voluntary basis. Which 
usually means it’s ignored. The results can be pretty 
horrific, and I’ve come across the debris of a few 
‘accidents’. Today I strolled past a workshop across the 
road from my in-laws business. They’d had an 
‘accident’. 

What’s the last thing you do when closing shop for the 
night, when your premises contain industrial sized 
bottles of butane, solvents, paints and other explosive 
materials? Well, it’s obvious of course. You light a 
candle that’s next to a Virgin of Guadalupe shrine. 
Natch. Sure to bring you luck and good health. 

Luckily, the place didn’t blow for another couple of 
hours, so there was no one inside. The front metal 
shutters, which are pretty sturdy units, were blown 
out, and the fire that followed charred most of what 
was inside pretty nicely. They were bringing out what 
was salvageable when I passed. And trying to sort out 
the shutters. 

I used to think Health and Safety paperwork was an 
unnecessary bane in the UK. Can’t they trust people 
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not to be idiots? In Mexico I’ve learned that H&S law is 
just the nice way of saying Legislation Against Idiocy. 
Because far too many people are, I’m afraid, idiots, and 
not to be trusted to behave otherwise. 
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October 4th 2008 

The trip up to the Nevado de Toluca was meant as a 
learning experience, an opportunity to experience a 
little 'light' mountain climbing before we attempt 
Iztaccihuatl next month. Was it a worthwhile exercise 
you might ask? Definitely was! 

Did I learn just how much hard work it is to climb a 
mountain? Well, yes and no. I knew it was going to be a 
hard slog, but actually doing it brings home to you just 
how hard! The higher we got, the more sandy the 
ground was, and keeping your footing really becomes 
an issue! 

The altitude itself was a concern - would any of us get 
altitude sickness, or otherwise feel unwell? Fortunately 
no one felt any the worse for being 4690 meters above 
sea level, and I myself was quite relieved to feel so 
good. Being the smoker that I am, I had worried that 
any more oxygen deprivation might cause my limbs to 
give up! I suspect that living in Mexico City helps on 
two counts. Firstly, I already live at an altitude of 2600 
meters. Secondly, the air here is so polluted that being 
deprived of the oxygen stuff is something my body has 
gotten used to! 

I really do need some proper hiking shoes though. I 
didn't slip on the way up in my trainers, but I did have a 
couple of small, but quickly recovered slips on the way 
down! It's also been pointed out to me that wearing 
cotton jeans is a cardinal sin when mountain climbing, 
so I guess I need to look for some light weight and 
waterproof trousers too! 
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Another lesson learned regards recovery. It was pretty 
tiring going up the Nevado de Toluca, but Izta is going 
to be a much bigger task. So we are probably going to 
put back the climb by one week. The 17th of 
November, a Monday, is a bank holiday here, and I 
think most of us will need the extra day to regain our 
strength and use of our muscles! 

It's easy to think that Izta is just 500 or 600 meters 
taller than the Nevado de Toluca - 4690 meters 
compared to 5200 meters or so. But we were able to 
drive more than half way up the Nevado de Toluca! 
That won't be the case with Izta. And that 600 odd 
extra meters...that's one and a half Sears Towers. 

But the most valuable lesson? Izta is a big mountain, 
and a big task. But doing Toluca's finest mountain in 
preparation has given us all confidence - we can do it! 
Even if we just target the knees, we'll be up to the 
challenge. The 'we' part is very important by the way. 
One of my students (not someone in on this venture) 
went up the Nevado de Toluca on a school trip many 
years ago. One of his classmates, got separated, lost 
and slipped on the edge of a steep drop and died. 
There's been a fair few fatalities on that mountain.  

 

November 23rd 2008 

One of the biggest issues I had in climbing Izta was 
finding appropriate footwear - trainers just really aren't 
the best thing to have on your feet. But here in Mexico, 
shoe retailers don't have anything for a UK size 11 foot! 
Nothing at all. The largest shoe I've ever seen here was 
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a 10, and just the one pair in one shop. Otherwise a 
size 9 is about as big as they get. 

But I was rescued. A chap in the UK with a passion for 
mountain climbing had come across my blog, and as 
luck had it he had a trip to Mexico planned. After a few 
emails had been exchanged about his forthcoming 
adventure, to climb the Nevado de Toluca, Izta and the 
giant Pico de Orizaba, and my own plans, I hit upon the 
idea of seeing if he could bring me over a pair of decent 
boots. 

And he was more than obliging, which was something 
of a lifesaver! The power of the internet, and PayPal, 
should never be underestimated! We met a couple of 
weeks ago, and the boots fortunately fit perfectly. They 
will remain treasured items and will hopefully see lots 
more use. Their climbs were more successful than 
mine, successfully summiting all three peaks. 

I thanked them plenty, but one last official, blogged 
thank you, where it all began, doesn't hurt at all! 
Gracias amigos! 

 

November 20th 2008 

So the big weekend finally came, and we set off for the 
climb up Iztaccihuatl. We went with High Guides 
Mexico, who picked us up at midday at a location of 
our choice (Coyoacan turned out to be the convenient 
meeting place for us all) and drove us to our 
destination in a big van along with two other climbers 
from the US. 
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First stop was the small town of Amecameca, just 
outside the Popo and Izta National Park for lunch, last 
minute food supplies and a short walk around. Then on 
up the mountain to Paseo de Cortes. This is where you 
pay your entrance fee to get in the park - very cheap, 
just 20 pesos per person I think. It also has the last 
toilet you'll see! It's just a big building and car park 
really, not a town. 

The drive up to La Joya takes a while, and we arrived at 
about 5pm. The original plan had been to go straight 
from there to the Grupo de los Cien hut, about a four 
hour hike away. But the hut was full, probably because 
in Mexico it was a long weekend with a public holiday 
on the Monday. So instead, we set up a couple of tents, 
got out the sleeping bags and went to bed at a very 
early 9pm, ready to begin the hike at 2 to 3am the next 
morning. 

In hindsight, this turned out to be just as well. There 
were six of us in all, including the guide, Hilarion. 
Myself, my English student Adrian, his cousin Victor 
and a couple of his friends, Enrique and Angel. The 
altitude took its toll on some of the party and the four 
hour hike turned into a 10 hour hike! 

The downside of this was that, having reached the hut, 
which lies at the base of the first main peak, the Knees, 
we had to turn around and head back. So there was no 
chance to reach the summit on this trip! The highest 
point attained was 5,000 meters, just a couple of 
hundred meters short of the main peak. So not bad, 
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really!  
I'm not going to give up though. I shall go again. 
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July 21st 2008 

There’s a new troupe of Aztec dancers in the Zocalo. 
These ones are prettier, more colorful and generally 
hipper – I hope it doesn’t start a turf war! It’s great to 
see ancient culture living in the present though, even 
though I’m sure it’s not quite the same. And the 
definition of culture is open to question too. 

Last year a Mexican gentleman took umbrage at my 
‘Shhhhing’ the Aztec dancers. He was being far, far, far 
too sensitive! They were blowing their horn every few 
minutes drowning out all other sounds in the Zocalo, 
and interrupted me just at the important part of my 
little speech to a friend! My very little ‘shhh’ however 
drowned out nothing, and certainly wasn’t heard by 
the dancers themselves who were literally at the very 
other side of the square – remember, this is the largest 
town square in the world. To have made them hear 
me….well, I’d have needed to borrow their horn! 

Really, he just wanted to moan at an American tourist, 
and insisted I should not ‘shhhh’ them because they 
were part of Mexican culture. He pointed to my bottle 
of Coke and told me, in a very disparaging way, that 
Coca Cola was my culture. As if I were an ignorant…! 

I couldn’t let that lie! I pointed out that, as a Briton, my 
‘culture’ was actually a hot cup of milky tea, not Coke. 
Not that I actually like the stuff, but still. I went on to 
say my ‘shhh’ was said with a smile on my face, in jest, 
and that I love Mexican culture. So much so, that I’d 
been living here for several years. Which placated him, 
to a degree. 
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What I didn’t mention is that even if I had been a US 
citizen, his cultural observations were still not quite 
right. Coke is more a part of Mexican culture, if it even 
can be culture in this sense, than it is of US culture. 
They drink more of the stuff per head here than 
anywhere else in the world! Indeed, it’s a greater part 
of Mexican culture now than the Aztec dancers he was 
defending. But I didn’t mention it, because sometimes 
it’s best to leave a person believing the other is the 
ignorant one! 

 

 

 

August 17th 2009 

When I first came to Mexico in 2003 I was, I must 
confess, more than a little ignorant of the problems the 
country suffers from on a daily basis. To be honest, I 
knew little about Mexico at all. When I returned in 
2005, it was as their latest, if not greatest, resident, 
rather than as a backpacking traveller. I got to know a 
whole load more about those problems first hand. 
Water shortages, pollution, poverty, overcrowding, 
traffic chaos and all the rest. But I’d look around and 
see only solutions. The country is one of the wealthiest 
on the planet, after all. 

That was the hope.  Nowadays I think with more 
despair. It’s clear to me that the country isn’t as 
wealthy as it should be. Don’t get me wrong, there is 
the wealth here, but it belongs to a small elite, who 
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don’t seem to want to relinquish any of it. Worse, they 
don’t want to lessen their share of future wealth 
production. So things will carry on as per normal. 

Petty criminals will still come out of the ghettos to 
scratch a living stealing wallets, watches, cars and 
whatever else they stumble across. Smart criminals will 
continue to kidnap and trade in illicit substances, 
knowing that they can get away with it nine times out 
of ten. Nine out of ten? Perhaps 99 times out of 100 is 
more accurate. Taps will continue to run dry as 60% of 
the water on its way to them leaks through old pipes, 
and 90% of the water that does make it, soon runs into 
the ground rather than into recycling plants. Etc, etc, 
etc. 

And yet, amidst the disappointments, there are bright 
spots, bold plans put into action, and a little fun 
injected into the city. Over the last few years, since a 
big Green Survey was carried out, the city has become 
a little greener. Just a little, but it’s a start. The 
ciclopista lets people ride their bikes through large 
parts of the city center. Sunday’s ciclothon is still very 
popular. The old Beetle taxis that put so much crap into 
the atmosphere are being phased out. The public 
transport system is being substantially improved upon 
– lots of new buses, the new train link from Buenavista 
to the north of the city, and a new metro line being 
built. 

Plus, parts of the Centro Historico have been 
pedestrianized. The streets around Isabel la Catolica 
were done last year. Now it has been announced that a 
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major pedestrianization program between the Zocalo 
and Belles Artes is being implemented over the next 
few months. If I’ve understood it all correctly. Oh, and 
all 700 of Mexico’s front line customs officers have 
been replaced overnight with 1400 university 
educated, properly trained, and thoroughly vetted new 
officers. 

 

August 28th 2009 

Mexico is a very different country from the UK. It’s not 
really fair to compare the two, looking for ‘better’ and 
‘worse’ aspects given the historical, cultural and 
industrial starting points of either nation. But you tend 
to look anyway. Mexico has a nicer climate. The UK has 
better food. But the Mexicans know how to cook it 
properly, and know how to enjoy eating it. Britons have 
more cash. Mexicans have improvisational skills that 
would stagger the average Brit. Etc. 

There are similarities too. The more I learn about 
Mexican law, I realize how the legislators of the two 
nations think along much the same lines. But once the 
laws have been enacted, the similarities end. It’s not 
that all Mexicans ignore the law, or that all Britons 
obey it blindly. But nonetheless there is a large gulf 
between the two peoples in how the law should be 
viewed. 

Some people have claimed that Mexicans reluctance to 
treat the law as anything other than a flexible set of 
guidelines which are observed on a voluntary basis, to 
be simply a cultural thing. That’s a load of bollocks if 
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you ask me.  People have been getting away with 
breaking, bending and plain corrupting the law for so 
long that a state of hardcore apathy has set in. Another 
oft posted/spoken/written point made, is that there is 
no hope of change in a country where you can’t even 
get the population to obey the traffic lights. I’ve also 
noticed that a lot of those who complain about ‘how 
things are’ in Mexico are the same people who are 
responsible for ‘how things are’ in Mexico. 

If this sounds like I’m having a bit of a pop at my 
adopted homeland, well…I am. It’s more than just a 
little annoying to see the idiocy that happens on the 
roads. Drivers driving and eating tacos, women drivers 
speeding down busy roads whilst using a teaspoon to 
curl their eyelashes. Drink driving seems to be as much 
a national sport as bull fighting or football. There is no 
social stigma attached to it whatsoever. Seatbelts are 
ornaments. Lights may or may not work, and tires may 
or may not actually have some tread left on them. I 
could go on and on. I haven’t even mentioned the use 
of the car horn yet… 

I refuse to take part. Just because other people wish to 
behave like idiots, doesn’t mean I have to join in. I 
politely decline to be one of thirteen passengers in a 
seven seat car. I will usually decline a ride with 
someone who has been drinking, or take the wheel 
myself. But it turns out there is a social stigma at work. 
Being ‘awkward’ is frowned upon. I’ve even been told 
that I think I’m ‘special’. Actually, I’m just not an idiot. 
And have no desire to end the night with my body 
parts being scraped off tarmac. Thanks very much… 
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I came across the video below on another blog. It’s 
from the UK, and typical of the sort of public safety ads 
that run there. The social stigma in the UK points in the 
right direction. I did think, briefly, that these sort of ads 
should be run in Mexico. Maybe things would change 
then. But it occurred to me that most Mexicans have 
seen these ads, close up, in full Technicolor, on a road 
near them. Multiple times. I’ve seen several dead 
bodies in the aftermath of a moment of road stupidity. 
They shrug. Take another swig. Step back on the pedal. 
And now I find I share the general state of apathy that 
has existed for so long here. 

 

September 20th 2009 

There are those in Mexico who will tell you Coyoacan is 
‘too touristy’. They’ll usually turn their noses up at such 
places. They’ll tell you Frida Kahlo isn’t a real artist and 
is just laid on for the tourists. They’re usually gringos. 
They are usually a little bit up themselves. What ‘too 
touristy’ means exactly, is up for debate in my opinion. 
The aforementioned will roll off vocab such as ‘tacky, 
expensive and not reflective of the real Mexico’. All 
true, probably, although where anyone hopes to find 
the ‘real Mexico’ wrapped up in one little town is a 
mystery to me. 

I’ll add a few more words that aptly describe ‘too 
touristy’. Let’s start with ‘clean’. (And therefore 
definitely not the ‘real Mexico’.) I think ‘safe’ is another 
 good word. Organized. Well maintained.  All good 
words that describe the ‘too touristy’ areas of Mexico 
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City. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not suggesting that 
Coyoacan is the finest place in the city, nor would I 
suggest that visitors go nowhere else. Just that it’s a 
perfectly pleasant place to spend a Sunday morning or 
afternoon. And that, contrary to  scurrilous rumors, it 
most certainly is Mexican. As are most places in 
Mexico, to the best of my knowledge. 

The coffee shops and restaurants are often spacious 
with comfortable seating. And despite the rep, there 
are plenty of establishments offering decent fare for a 
price that’s fair. There are musical notes floating in 
from all directions, from guitars to Harmonipans, 
trumpets to flutes. The odor of human feces is 
delightfully absent, and instead the wind wafts around 
the mixed aromas of coffee, grilled corn, tacos al pastor 
and other pleasant culinary smells. 

The town bustles, without ever becoming too raucous, 
and there is also something on, something new to see 
or something waiting to be experienced. There are 
even some nice museums. Aside from Trotsky’s house 
and Frida Kahlo’s ‘Casa Azul’, there is a very nice place 
which, I believe, calls itself the National Cultural 
museum. I could be wrong though, and really must 
check up on the name. At the moment it’s home to an 
exhibition all about sugar and Mexico. Something very 
much up my street. I might let the British side down 
when it comes to drinking gallons of tea at four o’clock 
in the afternoon, downing pints of beer in the evening 
and vomiting pools of spew up come night time. But I 
more than make up for it with my very typically British 
sweet tooth. 
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November 25th 2009 

I’ve thought of three good reasons why I can claim to 
be a good, fully assimilated Mexican hombre. 
Yesterday I witnessed a robbery in progress, on the 
bridge a few minutes from home. I looked up, stopped, 
thought about saying something and then just decided 
– meh! Shit happens. Walk on by. To be fair, the robber 
and robbee were already closing their transaction, and 
they were on the world’s longest and most stupid 
footbridge, a good ten minutes stroll from my spot. 
Even though they were directly above me, no more 
than 12 feet away. And what was I going to say 
anyway? “Excuse me, are you being robbed? Hey there, 
you, in the red hoodie – would you mind awfully 
leaving that poor chap alone!” Not gonna have much 
impact I feel. 

Even more Mexican than that was the way I cut back 
the tree in our yard at the weekend. Health and Safety 
regulations used to be the bane of my life back in the 
UK. Forms, forms and more forms. Here, they are 
effectively nonexistent, and  I’ve seen enough incidents 
to drive home why the UK enforces them so strictly. 
But I’ve gotten into the swing of things. Oh so literally. I 
managed to cut that tree down to size, with one hand 
clinging on to a branch, one foot pressed against the lip 
of the wall, the other hanging free, whilst my remaining 
arm sawed furiously at the offending wood. All the 
time my body at a 45 degree angle, at a height 
sufficient to cause pain if I should fall. I didn’t, I’m 
happy to report. 
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Thirdly, a few weeks ago I got a tooth infection. Whilst 
it did occur to me to go to the dentist, I chose instead 
to buy some cheap bog standard penicillin tablets from 
the national fake medicine chain, and finish off a 
number of Mystery Medicines that have been lying 
around in our first aid box since…well, I have no idea 
since when really. All washed down with a goodly dose 
of paracetamol. My home made remedy didn’t work 
sadly, and I strolled into the dentist of last resort this 
afternoon in agony. 

Yo soy un Mexicano! Except, when I finish this post and 
walk out of this room I’ll pass a mirror which will 
provide three most compelling reasons as to why I will 
never really pass as a Mexican. Six foot three, fair hair 
and blue eyes. It’s not that there aren’t any Mexicans 
who fit that description. But not many. And none of 
them leave the safety of Polanco to wander around my 
neighborhood 

 

February 10th 2010 

At Christmas I received a Mexican chess set, complete 
with Mayan pieces, purchased in Merida. I used to 
have a small collection of chess sets, including a rather 
fancy 3D Star Trek board. None of which ever got 
played, thanks to the invention of internet chess. But 
they looked nice. Chess is a great game, one I’ve played 
for years. It’s also a great way of creating analogies. 
Only yesterday, during a discussion with a student on 
the subject of intelligence, I used my own chess 
abilities to describe how my own system of intelligence 
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works. If I play a new opponent at chess, I will almost 
certainly lose the first three, four or five games. At 
least. Because my ability to work things out sucks. But 
my memory is reasonably good. I’ll learn from my 
defeats, remember my opponents patterns of play, and 
start winning games. 

I’ve also used chess to explain stereotypes. An 
Englishman will play a very intense but sporting game 
of chess. If he wins, he’ll beam from ear to ear and 
remind others of his victory to his deathbed. If he loses, 
he’ll shake hands, with not a shred of emotion on his 
face. And point out who it was, exactly, that won the 
damned war anyway. Italians will play with much more 
camaraderie, but every time one of them speaks, 
they’ll knock a few pieces over. They’ll finish the game, 
but no one will ever really know if the game was 
completed properly, according to the rules. Germans 
will motivate themselves by playing White against 
Poland, ensuring a quick march across the table and a 
prompt checkmate. Americans will play an equally 
quick fire game, with plenty of goading and cursing, but 
with backslaps and beer at the end regardless of who 
wins. The French use chessboards as ornamental 
ashtrays. 

But the Mexicans. A Mexican game of chess is very 
unique. Brand new moves, unrecognizable to any other 
chess player are invented, but forgotten again before 
the next game, dashing any chance of consistency. The 
queen is highly unlikely to be referred to with the 
dignity her status demands, with various phrases (all 
including the word ‘madre’) used instead.  Neither 
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player will harbor any hopes of winning, but may 
prematurely claim victory several times anyway. And 
the game will probably never be finished, as both 
players wander off to take part in other distractions, 
leaving the chess board an unplayable mess awash 
with spilt salsa, tequila and bits of taco. Unless the 
game were being playing about 600 years ago, in the 
Yucatan peninsula. In which case the game will be 
taken so seriously that there will be hours of 
ceremonial ritual beforehand, and the beheading of 
the victor the moment a king is forced into checkmate. 
Anyway, I’m waffling again. Another method of trying 
to comprehend the madness of Mexico. Perhaps 
another failed analogy. Maybe I never will quite 
understand… 

 

March 18th 2010 

I’ve always, secretly, wanted to be something of an 
agony uncle. My utter lack of sympathy and 
compassion, added to my sometimes sick sense of 
humor, have, however, blocked my path into that area 
of journalism. But I do get occasional emails, Facebook 
messages, and Twits (twitters, tweets, twats? take your 
pick…) from concerned people worried about an 
upcoming visit to the big bad taco that is Mexico DF. 
Here’s the latest, republished with permission of 
course… 

Your advice, please. 

 
I am a  male, who is living in San Miguel de Allende, 
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with his male partner. It’s been about 2 1/2 years. Of 
course it’s lovely, but it seems mostly populated by old 
(bitter) Gringos, who argue mostly about where they 
can get the cheapest services, or who’s going to the 
Walmart in Queretaro, or how dangerous is it really, to 
drive down from Texas this month. 

Anyway, I find myself less and less happy here, and 
though I have found work (not legally), I see that most 
of the general unhappiness here comes from Old people 
Who Are Not Working Anymore. There is nothing to do 
for them but take a morning walk, and hit the bottle in 
the afternoon, and angry-blog in the evenings. I too am 
beginning to angry-blog back, which is a bad sign. 
Mostly they are concerned with their real-estate values, 
and they have ‘head-in-the-sand attitudes about what 
a mess Mexico is becoming, in terms of personal safety 
(as they drive their shiny new cars and wear their 
expensive clothes). I figure if crime-reform ever 
happens, it’ll start in Mexico City. 

I have been in DF once, and found it to be exciting, and 
a great place. I am warned by everyone not to even 
think of moving there (crime, crime, crime)… by those 
same persons who deny the rising crime here in San 
Miguel and neighboring Celaya (now there’s a town for 
ya!) I’ll be visiting again within the month. Do most of 
your friends work, or at least occupy themselves?  

Is there a retirement community in Mexico City, and will 
they stay away from me? And.. is it at all possible to 
live in a place that is somewhat safe, like Roma, 
without paying huge rents? Rent is cheap here in SMA, 
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but that’s because there is nothing to do. I suppose we 
could swing $8,000 pesos per month, maybe more. I 
expect to get robbed or pickpocketed now and then. So, 
ironically, while we think the country is imploding, we 
think it best to go the very center; also it seems like 
more fun. 

Is the Gringo-Expat population as asshole-laden there 
in DF, as it is here? Is San Miguel really the joke that 
most tourist guidebooks claim it is? I have yet to meet a 
person from DF who isn’t loving it,…but here, I am 
warned that I will be killed, and also I won’t be able to 
breathe, so I should stay away from it. 

I just wondered if you have enthusiastically suggested 
to others that they should live in Mexico City, or if you 
refrain from suggesting this… My idea to write came to 
mind lately when I realized that everyone where I am 
living has no real job, so there is that ‘nothingness’ 
which comes with having no purpose. I have work, and 
should be working right now. (But materials are hard to 
come by, here) All the materials I need are in downtown 
Mexico City. 

As I said, I was in Mexico City once, last year, and all 
the fear vanished. But it’s been creeping back. I blame 
the media, and gossip. I don’t know. Sorry for rambling. 
Tell me your thoughts on San Miguel de Allende- if you 
have a moment. I’d appreciate anything, especially 
along the lines of ‘Get the hell out of there!” 

One of  your readers, 

Obviously, the first thing to note is that….I have a 
reader! Woohoo! I knew he existed somewhere. I’m 
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probably about to lose any other San Miguel Allende 
readers though. Such is life. There is so much I could 
write about his, and other peoples questions about 
living or visiting Mexico City. I could write a book on it, 
I’m sure. Maybe I will one day. In fact if anyone out 
there is thinking of writing a book titled The A to Z of 
Living in The Big Taco, forget about it. I’ve already got it 
planned… 

I must confess I’ve never been to San Miguel Allende. 
I’ve read about it, and read blogs by some of its English 
speaking residents. Some make for a little good light 
entertainment. Most, though, are as dreary and dull as 
I imagine living in the town to be. But it’s a matter of 
perspective. I’m a city person. Always have been, and 
always will be I suspect. I do prefer to be in a busy and 
slightly anonymous place. That’s just me. 

The Rough Guide sums up SMA with this line about the 
community of the town … fleshed out with less 
ambitious retirees from the US and by flocks of students 
drawn to the town’s several language and arts schools. 
Like such a community anywhere, it’s inward-looking, 
often pretentious and gossip-ridden…..which is pretty 
much how I’d always imagined it to be. Not my scene. 

So what is life like living in Mexico City? Do the fumes 
choke you to a near state of catatonic delirium? The air 
quality situation has actually improved a lot in recent 
years. I think the altitude is more likely to have an 
effect on someone, and even then only briefly, in a 
minor way. Will you be robbed, gunned down, 
beheaded or kidnapped? Well, there’s no point me 
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saying it doesn’t happen. And to be honest there’s an 
awful lot of people here with stories that’d scare the 
pants off most people! But I have noticed that most of 
these stories come from a few years ago and are 
getting older by the day. 

Living in the central parts of the city, most people are 
going to find that crime is not something that worries 
them an awful lot. I know of far more of us gringo types 
who haven’t been robbed than those who have. It pays 
to be wise in any big city and this one is no exception. 
But the safe areas are expanding all the time, as areas 
are regenerated and the policing generally improves. 
Calle Regina, just a few blocks away from the Zocalo is 
a great example. A couple of years ago, that was a 
good place to go if you fancied being robbed. These 
days, having been repaved, repainted and re-
energized, it’s a lively street full of restaurants, bars 
and people having a good time. 

Rent it has to be said is probably a little pricier that 
other parts of the country, but 8,000 pesos a month is 
going to get a pretty fine looking apartment in the city. 
You could get a half decent one bed place for 
considerably less. And it has to be said that most things 
actually cost less in DF. Water is subsidized for one. I 
think electricity and gas are too, but I could be wrong 
on that one.  Transport is so cheap it’s almost free! Just 
3 pesos for a ride on the metro….sell the car! Even 
better, buy a mountain bike and get some exercise 
while you get about. 
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As for the expat community here. I know of one or two 
retirees, but mostly you’ll find a younger crowd, into 
the arts and culture, hosting regular parties of all sorts 
and generally intent of enjoying what Mexico City has 
to offer. It has to be said I’m one of the least sociable 
people who are part of that ‘community’, not least 
because I live a little deeper in the south of the city. 
But still, I’ve never come across someone I really 
disliked. Gossip doesn’t travel so far here…people don’t 
have the time. 

I love living in Mexico City. Crime, pollution and the 
other terrible aspects that are so frequently reported 
(misreported) don’t bother me. The lack of water does, 
though that’s easily solved by an incoming resident 
who seeks out an apartment with a tinaco! The traffic 
is heavy too , but the more central you live, the less of 
a problem that is. And they don’t outweigh the good 
things. The life, the museums, the history, the people, 
the food, the way the city keeps evolving on an almost 
daily basis. There’s always somewhere to go, 
something to do, some new people to meet. 

Do I recommend Mexico City as a place to live? You 
bet. Providing you like big city life, then you’ll soon feel 
at home and wonder why you ever stayed away. San 
Miguel Allende? Get the hell out of there!  The last 
word on this I’ll leave to another person who wrote a 
similarly worried letter a couple of weeks ago. She 
wrote back after her visit…. 

Thank you so much for responding to my message.  You 
were absolutely right. I am completely in love with 
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Mexico City! It’s a gorgeous city with so much to offer. I 
went absolutely crazy with the picture opportunities. 
 Thanks again for the tips, but mostly for fighting 
against our bad image, showing us how beautiful 
Mexico is and just for caring for it. Saludos! 

 

March 21st 2010 

One of my students asked me last week whether I still 
feel like a tourist in Mexico. I’ve been here very nearly 
five years, so….no. Not really. Not all of the time, 
anyway. But I don’t feel like I’m a Mexican either. Or 
even that Mexico is truly ‘home’. Other bloggers 
sometimes post about Mexico, pointing out that it is 
now home. One of the expats I know best in the 
country declares Mexico to now be home. But I don’t. 

I think the biggest difference between me and 
aforementioned others, is that I moved here with a 
view to stay a year or two. Maybe three. It’s turned 
into five. It will come close to six. But it’s never been in 
my mind that I’d be here forever. I’ve never made a big 
investment in my life in Mexico, except perhaps, with 
the turtles. Other than them there is nothing holding 
me here. A killer career, a mortgage or other sizable 
loan. I have a wife, that is true. But she wants to make 
the UK her home, so that doesn’t count. I’m also 
reminded with every trip through the front door, by 
every person I meet, that I’m different. Not from these 
parts. Is it truly possible to feel a clearly foreign place is 
home? As in, where the heart is, and more. 
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I am not enfranchised here. The UK general election 
that will occur in a couple of months is of far greater 
importance to me. I follow Mexican football, but I can’t 
quite get up the passion I have for Liverpool FC, and I 
will cheer on the team in white and blue at the World 
Cup, although I wish the short guys in green the best of 
luck too. They’ll need it. By the bucketful. 

It’s not that I feel unwelcome in Mexico. It’s not that I 
don’t enjoy living here – I do. I could stay here a lot 
longer, quite happily. But I have wondered how to 
describe my presence here in terms that go beyond 
‘immigrant’. Something with the descriptive power of 
‘home’.  In transit?  Too vague. Temporary resident? I 
was looking for a single word. Purgatory? Closer, 
perhaps! Maybe I should just settle for ‘guerro’. It 
means little, but at least everyone knows what it 
means. 

To follow on from previous posts and comments – to 
blog or not to blog from London? I’ve been running this 
blog on one platform or another for nearly 7 years. A 
year and half of that I was in the UK. Blog entries from 
there? Zero. Apart from my two week holiday last year. 
The thing is, London is and always will, I suspect, be 
home.  I’d like to think I’ll view my home country with 
new eyes after my Mexican adventure. But I’ll have less 
free time on my hands, I am sure. We’ll have to see. 

One day I may return. We’ve talked about it. Save five 
thousand British pounds annually, and in just ten years 
there’s enough in the piggy bank for a very nice home 
in Merida. Another suggestion I got was to simply stay 
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in Mexico. Tempting. There is another solution, 
although the logistics of making is a reality seem a little 
daunting. 

 

April 10th 2010 

This is an oft touched on subject, particularly with 
those who spend more than just a week’s holiday in 
Mexico. The subject of race, and racism in particular. I 
remember one of my earliest conversations, with a 
student. I mentioned that I hadn’t in the months I’d 
been in the city, once felt that my skin color had been a 
disadvantage. She looked up, and with no look of 
surprise on her face, simply stated that ‘there is no 
racism’ in Mexico. 

Actually there is, and I’ve mentioned it before, more 
than once. I am often discriminated against because of 
my skin color. All the time. Fortunately for me, and 
unfortunately for millions of Mexicans, it is usually a 
form of positive discrimination. Although there are 
occasions, in touristy areas, where the opposite is true, 
and a street vendor will think he can charge me more 
than the going rate for a cigarro suelto or whatever. 

You need only look at the political hierarchy of Mexico. 
The top echelons of businesses in Mexico. Even when I 
walk into a blue chip firm to give classes I am 
confronted by them. White faces. Sometimes, 
exclusively. Particularly with females I’ve noticed. So 
it’s easy to declare, without fear of contradiction, that 
racism is at play. In its near two hundred years of 
existence, there has only once been an indigenous 



 

   125 

looking president. The next one won’t be the second. 
The likely suspects are in the image at the bottom of 
the post. 

And yet. And yet. White Mexicans look down on light 
brown Mexicans. Light brown Mexicans look down on 
dark brown Mexicans. But US Mexicans of all shades 
look down on all Mexico Mexicans. These are 
generalizations, I know, but it occurs often enough to 
have some validity. How does it all work? Go figure. 
Perhaps all this has more to do with being perceived as 
being as ‘non Mexican’ as possible, which is not 
dependent on skin color, but can obviously be 
influenced by what skin color ‘represents’. 

I could be here another five years and still not really 
have a full grasp on the Mexican psyche. 

 

September 28th 2010 

The tale of neighbor trouble continues. As if destroying 
my turtle pond wasn’t bad enough, a couple of months 
ago. Which he still hasn’t paid for. I’ve learned more 
about the sort of person he is, the owner of the top 
apartment. Drunk by noon, beating his wife by tea sort 
of a person. 

He’s now rented out the flat. To whom isn’t the issue. 
The issue is, to how many. Between 25 to 30 workers 
have moved into the small 3 bedroom apartment. So 
yes, lots of noise, litter everywhere, harassment of the 
females who live in the block, minor thefts, half-
dressed fully drunk fat workers sitting around the 
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communal yard drinking and eating chicken, and – well, 
with 30 drunk blokes sharing a single toilet, you can 
guess what the stairwell is beginning to smell like. 

My biggest concern is the crap they’re throwing out 
their windows that’s landing in the turtle ponds. It’s 
lessened since I complained a couple of days ago, 
surprisingly. But different groups of workers come and 
go. 

Is it legal to fill a flat with that many people? It’s a 
government built and managed, but privately owned 
apartment block. There must be rules and regulations. 
Something about maximum occupancy must be in 
there. Trouble is, the bureaucracy will probably make it 
hard work. Worse still, as much as Mexicans complain 
to each other about something, the chances of them 
actually doing anything about it are slim. It’s a 
frustration.  

There’s only one solution as I can see it. By solution, I 
mean something that might actually work. Paying a 
couple of hoodlums to go round Drunk Wife Beater’s 
house and give him a thorough bone breaking kick in. 
On a daily basis. Till the flat is emptied. Extreme? You 
haven’t spoken to him. It is, sadly, the only language 
he’d understand. Because the law seems to say nothing 
at all. 

But I’m open to suggestions. If anyone has had 
experience of this sort of thing, knows someone who 
has, or just knows the law – please do feel free to let 
me know. It would be nice to have a good night’s sleep. 
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Which last night, sadly, was interrupted by an 
extra unwelcome visitor. It’s mouse sized and makes a 
racket. Most horrid little creature on the planet so it is! 
And it decided to talk a noisy stroll through our 
bedroom in the middle of the night. The infamous Cara 
de Niño, or Jerusalem Cricket. 
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July 23rd 2007 

Mexico City isn’t really the nicest place to drive. There’s 
plenty of crashes, more deaths than you’d want, and 
enforcement of the law is somewhat lacking. It’s not 
that the police won’t stop you. They will. It’s not that 
they won’t punish you. They’ll do that to. An instant 
bribe, straight into their pockets. 

But there are new rules. Not just fines but they’ve 
introduced a points system – 12 of them and your 
license is gone for three years. 

And for the next 100 days traffic police are going to be 
followed discreetly to check they are not taking bribes. 
Ones who don’t and report offers of bribes will get 
food vouchers! Citizens can also put stickers on their 
windows saying ‘I don’t bribe’. Will it work? Most 
people here seem more than just a little skeptical. 

 

March 17th 2009 

Paola, myself and her family decided to make the most 
of the long weekend and get out of the city for a few 
days. Good old Benito Juarez, I thank him every March 
without fail for the holiday we’re given in his name. I’m 
sure there’s more to thank him for. Although law, 
order, justice and fairness, perhaps, aren’t amongst 
them. Nor I would venture to add, is there anyone 
deserving thanks for these most basic functions of 
civilization. 

There we were, about to leave the State of Mexico and 
enter into the safer territory of Hidalgo, when a 
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policeman pulled alongside us in his car, waving us to 
the side of the road for some ‘checks’. 

It turns out that our car wasn’t allowed to be driven on 
that particular Saturday. Older card in the city have 
such restrictions to try and ease the pollution problem. 
We weren’t driving our normal Ford Focus however, 
but a Nissan Sentra, which Paola’s dad had told her to 
take instead. We hadn’t complained – cars made in the 
good ole US of A don’t tend to be the best built, most 
reliable vehicles on the planet. 

So what to do? The car was to be taken and 
impounded, with a fine of MXN$2,500 to be paid to 
secure its release from car jail. Although in a 
developing country such as this, with police officers as 
poorly paid as they are, there are often alternatives. By 
alternatives, I do of course mean bribery. The mordida. 
A ‘little bite’. 

What’s the going rate? Well it can depend on a number 
of factors, but generally 100 pesos plus. Don’t be 
surprised if you’re forced to pay 400 or 500 pesos 
though. Anyway, we secured our release from our 
unfortunate predicament, and went back on our way, if 
a little delayed. Which option did we take? Did we pay 
a fine, or did the policeman have his mordida? That’s 
for me to know and you to guess, but we did get to 
pass go, which is what counts. 
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November 16th 2007 

It’s unavoidable. If you learn a new language, you will, 
sooner or later, put your foot in your mouth. My 
students have come out with a few good ‘uns over the 
years, but I had one recently which topped all others. 

It was a pre intermediate class, and involved a 
conversation about what sort of animal you would like 
to be. Assuming, of course, that you had to be an 
animal; no choice in the matter, etc. I chose a sloth, 
because it’s very lazy – I like lazy. Twenty minutes later, 
and one of my female students was merrily chatting 
away, saying how she wanted to spend the weekend 
doing nothing. 

This amused the chap next to her endlessly. “Ha ha ha! 
You’re a slut!” It took me a few moments to realize 
that he wasn’t commenting on her sexual habits, but 
was using previously learned animal vocab. We worked 
on his use of the ‘th’ sound. It’s not as commonly used 
in Spanish and tends to be pronounced more softly. 
Too softly, on this occasion… 

 

December 6th 2007 

Starting out teaching English? It can be a bit daunting – 
I remember the first class well. Preparation helps, but 
you’re probably going to be ‘winging it’ a bit. So here 
are ten top TEFL tips from me. They’ll work on native 
Spanish speakers, and I imagine a few other languages 
too. They are, in my experience, the most common 
mistakes made, and will give you something to look out 
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for, teach and practice. It’ll kill at least 10 minutes of 
your lesson! 

There are three possible pronunciations for regular 
past tense verbs. You know – the ones ending in -ed! 
These being: ‘t, ‘d and ‘id. For example, ‘walked’ 
finishes with a ‘t sound; ‘played’ ends with a ‘d sound. 
And ‘started’ ends with a ‘id sound. The last one is the 
important one. 

Any verb ending in a ‘d’ or ‘t’ in regular tense (or 
ending ‘de’ or ‘te’ – such as deride) will have 
the ‘id sound at the end. Started, founded, blinded, 
courted…. You’ll find most Spanish speakers get this, 
most of the time. The problem is that they will apply 
the rule to other verbs. Instead of saying play’d, they’ll 
say play’id. 

How to tell if it’s a ‘t or ‘d sound at the end? There is no 
really good golden rule I know of, but to be honest 
most of the time it won’t matter so much. Play is one 
example of a verb they need to get right – finish it with 
a ‘t and they are saying ‘plate’. But most of the time, 
it’s not a big deal, or even noticeable. 

 

December 7th 2007 

Everyone loves music. And students of foreign 
languages love to learn about songs sung in the 
language they are learning. They often want to know 
what they mean. Unlike a lot of music in Spanish, 
where the song is a story with accompanying music, 
British and American rock and pop tends to be about 
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the tune, with any old lyrics they think of added later. 
Quite often, the words mean nothing more than the 
lyricist was on a lot of drugs at the time. 

So what is the value of a music orientated lesson? Is it 
worth the effort? Well, it can be done if you choose 
your song carefully. It’s a good idea to add some 
grammar in there somewhere too. I’ve done a few 
songs, the latest being Tom’s Diner by Suzanne Vega. 
It’s a three part lesson. Firstly I dictated the first half of 
the song to them, but without any prepositions. There 
are a few tricky words in there and some homophones 
– words that sound exactly the same, but are spelt 
differently. Eg ‘Tour’ and ‘Tore’. For the second part, I 
give them a print out of the lyrics with blanks where 
the prepositions are. They get 5 minutes to guess the 
prepositions, and then they get to listen to the song to 
check their answers. 

There’s a bit of everything in the lesson. Listening, 
grammar, reading and more listening. I chose Tom’s 
Diner because there is an acapella version on YouTube. 
Not brilliant quality, but good enough. It’s no good 
playing a song where the words are drowned out. 

 

December 11th 2007 

There are lots of tenses and lots of bits of tense related 
jargon to confuse both you and your student. But 
really, 90% of the time you’ll be using one of these 
main tenses – present, past and future in simple, 
continuous and perfect forms. Most of them are really 
pretty easy and sink in quickly. But present perfect will 
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haunt most English students for years. It’s formed by 
using the verb have as an auxiliary with the present 
participle of the verb you are using. 

There are two basic rules. Firstly, you use it when a 
situation started in the past that has recurred several 
times or is continuing into the present. “I have told you 
to open your book three times now!” Secondly, in 
situations where a single event in the past has an effect 
in the present. “I have read that book” implies that not 
only have you read it, but you remember what 
happens.  

It’s something you’ll come back to again and again and 
again. My tip is a simple one. Establish how you are 
going to teach this tense, what examples you want to 
use etc, and really, really, really focus on it till it’s 
drummed in good and proper! More so than almost 
any other bit of grammar. 

 

February 8th 2008 

My seemingly endless struggle to learn enough Spanish 
to string a few coherent sentences together continues. 
But it’s not the only language spoken here in Mexico. 
There are quite a number of indigenous languages and 
dialects still being spoken, the most famous of which is 
Nahuatl. It’s the tongue of the Aztecs, and there are 1.5 
million native speakers still keeping it going. Not that it 
will die out entirely – it’s lent Spanish a ton of words. 
And English too – chocolate, chili, tomato, coyote and 
avocado are some of them. 
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January 15th 2008 

I have another tip for the aspiring English teacher in 
you – don’t think you will always know more grammar 
than your students! When were you last at school, 
studying English? Probably a very long time ago. Your 
students may well have been studying it for the last 10 
or 20 years. Fear not, this doesn’t mean you are of no 
use to them, and besides, you’ll pick up the grammar 
rules as you go along! The advantage you have, even if 
you have forgotten a particular grammar rule, is that 
you at least know what is correct and what isn’t. You 
can soon work out the why’s and how’s and pass it on. 

I’ve learned most of what I need to learn, but every 
now and then I get asked a question that, if only 
temporarily, stumps me. Today – what is the difference 
between ‘no’ and ‘not’. It was so, so, so basic!! But, I 
teach advanced students. It’s just not a question that 
anyone has ever asked me! Still, as I’ve mentioned, I 
know when I use them, so it was a matter of just 
writing out a few sentences as examples and studying 
them as I went. The basics were obvious – no in 
response to a question, not to make a verb negative. 
What about nouns etc? You’ll be pleased to know I 
managed to ascertain their correct usage! Just in case 
you are interested… 

No – answers a yes/no question – “No, the president 
wasn’t surprised by the results of the election.” 

– precedes a noun that has no article – “The company 
had no worthy rivals in the industry.” 

– it is not used before any, much, many, or enough. 
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Not – precedes a noun that has an article – “The virus is 
not the source of the outbreak.” 

– precedes any, much, many, or enough – “Not many 
amateur astronomers can afford the equipment 
necessary to study the nova.” 

– makes a verb negative – “They do not want to 
proceed with the experimental study.” 

 

January 23rd 2008 

Now it is important to note that I am talking about 
grammar, nothing sexual. Thank you. It’s something 
that stumps most students, even quite advanced ones. 
I do remember when I trained as a TEFL teacher, the 
one thing that confused me was this ‘Active and 
Passive Voice’ malarkey. But then, I’m not sure I was 
paying attention at the important times. 

So what is it, and why is it confusing? Well have a look 
at the two sets of sentences below and see if you can 
work out the rules. 

 a) The police arrested Baldwin and charged him 
with assault but a judge later acquitted him. 

 b) Baldwin was arrested and charged with 
assault, but he was later acquitted. 

  

 a) Paperazzi pursued Tom Cruise at high speed 
through the tunnel in Paris where a car crash 
killed Princess Diana. 
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 b) Tom Cruise has been pursued at high speed 
through the tunnel in Paris where Princess Diana 
was killed. 

So what are the rules? It’s simple really. To make a 
sentence passive (the second sentences) you swap the 
subject and object, insert the verb ‘to be’ in the correct 
form (or sometimes the verb ‘get’) before the verb, 
which you must ensure is now in Past Participle form 
and the use the preposition ‘by’ to introduce the 
‘agent’. You may be able to omit the ‘agent’ (the police 
and the paparazzi) if the agent is unknown, 
unimportant, obvious or if you simply don’t want to 
identify the agent. Got that? 

 

January 31st 2008 

What’s a gerund you might ask? It’s a word ending in -
ing. Swimming, running, smoking…etc! What’s difficult 
about it? Well of course it seems obvious when to use 
a gerund if you are a native English speaker. More 
complicated it is when you aren’t. There are three 
common uses of the gerund. 

 In continuous tenses – I am running. I have been 
running. I had been running. I will be running. 

 Whenever a verb follows a preposition – 
Complete this form by signing your name at the 
bottom. 

 When following a normal verb. I enjoy listening 
to music. 
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That last one is tricky. When you have two verbs 
together, the first verb is conjugated into the correct 
tense. The second verb will either take the base form 
(be), the infinitive form (to be) or the gerund (being). 
How do you work out which one? The base form is easy 
– that follows a modal verb (can, could, would, must, 
shall etc.)  

Some verbs must be followed by the infinitive (you 
can’t say “I want working at Wal*Mart”) whilst some 
must be followed by a gerund. Some verbs can take 
either form with no change of meaning (commonly 
emotive verbs – “I love to watch TV in the evening” and 
“I love watching TV in the evening” are both fine) 
whilst a few verbs can take both forms after them, but 
with a change of meaning. “I stopped to smoke” means 
something very different to “I stopped smoking” 

Have I got any sympathy out of you yet for the poor 
English students of the world? 

 

January 15th 2009 

Teaching English to Spanish speakers, as opposed to 
teaching young native English speaking kids is a 
different art. Maybe only slightly, but still, different it 
is. One of my favorite examples? When I was a wee kid 
I had an English teacher called Mr. Taylor who would 
go a little nuts when we made certain mistakes. By nuts 
I mean to say chalk was thrown, hair or ears pulled and 
a certain amount of shouting. 
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His pet hate would be someone writing ‘could of’ 
instead of ‘could’ve’. Thing is, as a native English 
speaker, you learn to talk before you learn to write. 
And the contracted ‘have’ is pronounced in exactly the 
same way as the word ‘of’. It comes out as a sort of an 
‘uv’. A packet uv sweets please. I could uv eaten more. 
Etcetera. 

I have never seen a non-native English speaker make 
this mistake, and it’s just down to how and when they 
learn the language. For most of them there is no ‘uv’ 
sound at all, so no confusion. On the other hand, I still 
see the native speakers making this mistake all the 
time. No sooner had I explained this error in a class, 
than I came home to find this on Facebook…and it 
seems it’s contagious. If only their teachers could of 
seen them now. 

 

November 16th 2009 

The Miguel Cotto v Manny Pacquiao fight this weekend 
wouldn’t have attracted much attention from TEFLers, 
linguists or other language orientated professionals. I 
watched it because I like boxing. But I did notice, 
during the interview with Cotto after his 11 and a bit 
rounds of punishment, the use of some pretty old 
fashioned English… 

“I didn’t know from where the punches were coming,” 
Cotto said. 

Which is slightly different from the ‘normal’ way of 
saying the sentence – “I didn’t know where the 
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punches were coming from.” There’s an old rule in 
English declaring that it is incorrect to end a sentence 
with a preposition. Actually I’ve often wondered 
whether it ever really was a rule, or just a myth. So I 
researched. Apparently the ‘rule’ is linked to 
grammatical structure in Latin, which was considered 
grammatically perfect.  

If it was good enough for Latin, it was good enough for 
English. Except it’s not always natural to use the 
preposition in the same way in English. Whether that’s 
always been the case, or whether the evolution of 
English (and perhaps phrasal verbs) has made it so, I do 
not know. Although quite often the flexibility of the 
usage of the Relative Clause does make it perfectly 
possible. 

Winston Churchill once famously responded to a 
prepositional correction of his notes “This is the type of 
errant pedantry up with which I will not put.” His literal 
interpretation is quite amusing, but not as amusing as 
another I found - A Southerner stopped a stranger on 
the Harvard campus and asked, “Could you please tell 
me where the library is at?” The stranger responded, 
“Educated people never end their sentences with a 
preposition.” The overly polite Southerner then 
apologetically repeated himself: “Could you please tell 
me where the library is at, you jerk?” 

 

November 19th 2009 

Four letter words, colorful vocabulary, obscenities, foul 
language, profanity, swear words, cursing – whatever 
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you call it, it comes up in an English class from time to 
time. There are certain words which just have to be 
pronounced correctly. No one should be getting the 
vowels wrong with wink, fork or sheet. And it goes 
without saying, they’ll want to know why. Not just 
because they feel the additional vocab could serve 
good purpose in the future, but to know what exactly is 
the pronunciation they should be avoiding. 

I’ve had a couple of classes over the years where a few 
minutes has been dedicated to establishing the words 
of the common man! There was one I’ll never forget. A 
hand went up and the student called out ‘What does 
c*** mean?’ There’s bad language, then there’s bad 
language. I explained that it was the worst word in the 
world and should never be used again.  

January 25th 2010 

It’s an old chestnut that pops up repeatedly. Which is 
the better version of English, the pure version of 
English, the genuine version of English – American 
English, or British English. I could write a book on the 
subject. But I have just a blog and only limited time and 
patience to give my opinions on the subject. There are 
differences, but essentially the variations are too few 
and too slight to make a difference.  

Which is my first response to any student learning the 
language with me. I suspect many of them want me to 
say British English, which through the British Council 
and others, seems to be pushed harder that its cousin 
from across the pond. This is largely because of a 
certain amount of resentment/antipathy and general ill 
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feeling towards the nation across their northern 
border. Whereas there is some sort of romantic 
association with the UK. 

American English has introduced many words to the 
language, although a lot of vocab that most people 
assume is of US origin is in fact British English – words 
that went with the waves of emigrants across the 
Atlantic and continue to be used there, whilst they 
have been replaced back in Blighty. Faucet is a good 
example. American English has gotten rid of some 
spelling anomalies that Brits persist with though. No ‘u’ 
in color, humor or favor. 

There is no answer to the question regards purity 
though. Certainly not in my opinion anyway, although 
some have recently suggested Indian English  has 
greatest claim to the notion. As for the differences. The 
greatest difference lies not in spelling, grammar or the 
core vocabulary, but in slang. 

 

May 27th 2010 

If there’s one thing TEFL teachers and their students 
have in common, it’s the need to learn a new language. 
Or improve upon existing skills. For me, it was about 
learning Spanish from scratch. In the UK, when I grew 
up, there was only the option to study French, although 
you could delve into Spanish or German later on. 
Spanish, obviously, would have been more useful to 
me. I think it’s fair to say that along with English and 
Mandarin, it is one of the ‘Big Three’ global languages, 
and it’s use will grow rather than decline. 
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So how to learn a language. It’s no good landing in a 
country and expecting to pick it up just by wandering 
around, listening and reading adverts on the metro 
system. I can tell you that from experience. As a result, 
whilst I have a pretty decent vocab when it comes to 
adjectives and nouns, my grasp of verbs is pretty poor. 
There’s no way round it – study is required. 

I’ve flitted with a few courses, but I’ve finally found one 
that appeals to me. Rosetta Stone is a fully computer 
based learning system, that offers courses in countless 
languages, and best of all, as far as I’m concerned, 
there’s a Latin American Spanish course. The 
differences between Spanish Spanish and LatAm 
Spanish are not huge, but if the appropriate one is 
available, then all’s well and good. 

I’ve not long started the course, and have chosen to 
start from the very beginning. My Spanish is good 
enough that I could skip a fair chunk of the beginning, 
but as I’d previously taken a rather patchy route to 
language learning, my grammar is also patchy. It can’t 
hurt to fix my basic errors. Besides, it’s nice to 
complete a whole course. 

My first impressions? Well, it is very easy to get into. 
Install, load it up, and away you go. It’s also easy to dip 
in and out of according to the time I have available. 
Only got five minutes? Great, I can get some study 
done. With a book based course, you’d spend that five 
minutes getting the books out, finding your place and 
looking for a pen. 
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It’s also thoroughly engaging. I’m enjoying it. That’s key 
to learning anything. There’s a lot of mouse work, 
clicking on pictures according to the audio. There is 
also voice recognition, which allows you to practice 
pronunciation. I’ve put this through its paces, by seeing 
how accurate it is. It’s more than accurate enough, 
although sometimes it’ll tell you you’ve got it wrong 
when you’ve got it spot on. But it’s only the mildest of 
mild frustrations. 

So far, it has the thumbs up from me. Although as I 
pointed out, it’s early days. I’ll complete a more 
thorough review when I complete the course. That will 
be some months in the future though. It’s a pretty 
extensive teaching system, with the language split into 
five courses, each one itself split into lengthy sections. 
I’m not complaining though. The one drawback? The 
price. It’s not cheap. 

 

September 29th 2010 

American English and British English are similar enough 
for there to be no complications for a non-native 
speaker to travel between the two countries. But they 
are different enough to spark the occasional debate, to 
cause a little confusion and even to bring about the 
odd heated argument. The differences are, however, 
more complex than might at first seem. 

For a start, there are a fairly large group of words in 
American English which are not used across the pond. 
They are American words, or so many would assume. 
Faucet, diaper, fall, candy, eyeglasses, skillet and plenty 
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more. In fact they’re not American words. They are 
British vocabulary, that simply fell from use in the UK, 
but continued in everyday spoken language in the US. 
And, with some recent reading I’ve done, this now 
makes perfect sense. 

Once upon a time, logically, Americans spoke with a 
British accent. I’d long assumed that over the last 
couple of centuries, the population of the US had 
developed their own, unique accent according to the 
mix of ethnic groups, separation from British English 
speakers, and the new vocabulary and environments 
the speakers grew up with. 

Not true. Or so I’ve read. If you were to bring an 
Englishman from the 1600′s into the modern day, 
you’d find that his accent far more closely resembles 
an accent from the US. It was the British accent that 
changed, not the other way round, although US accents 
from parts of the eastern seaboard of the US, which 
maintained a great deal of contact with Great Britain, 
also picked up the changes in the British way of 
speaking. 

It’s all to do with rhotic and non rhotic accents. So the 
next time you are watching American actors 
performing Shakespeare with American accents, 
marvel at the authenticity rather than mock it! It has to 
be said, of course, that both nations, language, accents 
and all have evolved over the last few hundred years, 
and therefore generalizations, simplifications and 
approximations are the order of the day. But I’ve made 
the basic point. 
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Which brings me on to the Great English Fraud. Here in 
Mexico, like most of the world I suspect, British English 
has prestige. It’s the original. The pure form of the 
language. Superior. Or so the reputation would have it. 
And yet, apparently not. Perhaps I should keep this 
quiet, lest my students discover I’m teaching them a 
modern, twisted, thoroughly unauthentic, bastardized 
version of the language. Both in the vocab and the 
accent. 

Meh. What do they care. Many Mexicans tend to aspire 
away from America and towards the glamour, history 
and faraway glow of Europe anyway. But is one version 
better than the other? Is British English really superior 
anyway? Many would say they’re simply different. I’ll 
play devil’s advocate, and, a little treacherously, 
declare  that American English is in fact the better 
variant of the English language.  
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May 24th 2008 

Last weekend we went off to the Museo de Arte 
Popular, which is opposite the Teatro Metropolitan. It’s 
a nice old theatre – we went there ages ago to watch 
Jamie Cullum. And seeing as we were so close, we 
stopped by the window to see what’s on and noticed 
that Queen was playing! Ok, not the original Queen. In 
fact it wasn’t even a tribute band. It was a Philharmonic 
Orchestra along with the UNAM choir. UNAM being 
Mexico’s biggest university. 

So we bought a couple of tickets, which were only $100 
each. Ok, they were the cheapest balcony seats, but 
the Teatro Metropolitan is a smallish theatre so their 
cheapo tickets are as good as most places best tickets. 

Anyway, it was a really impressive show. Queens back 
catalogue is littered with tracks that are just made for 
an orchestra conversion, and the pitfall they avoided 
(that tribute bands cannot!) is a feeble effort to imitate 
Freddie Mercury. Some singers can easily be replaced – 
let’s face it, as good as Pink Floyd are, there are a 
million tribute singers who could pull off a passable 
Roger Waters or Dave Gilmour. But Freddie? Forget it. 

They began, predictably with the most famous, and 
most orchestral track of them all – Bohemian 
Rhapsody. And before finishing with that as their final 
encore, they stuffed in plenty of other tracks – Crazy 
Thing Called Love, We Will Rock You, Innuendo, We Are 
The Champions, I Want It All, Flash, Killer Queen, I 
Want To Break Free, Somebody To Love, Another One 
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Bites The Dust, A Kind Of Magic, Radio Ga-Ga, and Save 
Me. 

But…have you ever watched The Wedding Singer? The 
bit where the Boy George imitator gets abused during a 
performance – “You Suck!!!” The orchestra was backed 
up by a British Quintet, on electric guitar, drums etc to 
add a little spice. The electric guitarist did suck. Big 
time. Wrong notes, bad timing, the lot. I was tempted 
to give him the “You Suck” treatment, but I don’t drink 
anymore…. 

 

April 2nd 2006 

Yay, I have 5 tickets for me and P’s family to go see 
Depeche Mode at Foro Sol stadium and a pair of tickets 
to see Jamie Cullum at the Teatro Metropolitan for me 
and P. Mexico is a hidden treasure of arts and culture, 
but until the early 90′s when Rod Stewart performed in 
Mexico City, western rock, pop and roll was much more 
underground. These days everyone of note comes to 
Mexico – we’ve just had the Rolling Stones, Robbie 
Williams and U2 in the last few months. Mexicans are 
mad about music. 

As well as their own very popular pop scene, they have 
the ubiquitous Mariachis everywhere, and it’s almost 
impossible to spot an under 30 on public transport 
without earphones in. You’ll regularly hear people 
spontaneously burst into song, and a party (or funeral 
for that matter) isn’t complete until the attending 
persons have spent an hour or two singing. They also 
buy a lot of music – there are stalls everywhere, always 
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with crowds of people browsing. Of course the stalls 
are never selling legit stuff. 10 pesos buys you a copied 
CD, 30 to 50 pesos for a music DVD. It’s often harder to 
find a genuine store than it is a market seller flogging 
fakes….they are everywhere! Along with video games, 
movies etc. 

I have to say I don’t have much sympathy with music 
labels and their fight against piracy. Music will always 
exist, and those who can make decent stuff will always 
earn enough to live on by performing and selling 
merchandise. The only people at risk are the labels 
themselves. Movies are possibly a different matter 
though…By the way, for any Depeche Mode fans 
reading, Mexico City apparently has their largest fan 
base in the world. They are Gods here, along with other 
Brit 80′s and 90′s icons such as Duran Duran, Simply 
Red, Status Quo, Queen, David Bowie, Elton John and 
especially the Beatles. They have a superb Beatles 
tribute band that are well worth the 100 peso ticket 
cost. Sometimes, listening to radio stations, it can be 
like stepping back in time. 

 

December 24th 2007 

School is out, most people have finished work for a few 
days, and the party season is well underway. Which is 
nice. And a little annoying. Mariachis are great. Hire 
yourself a band and have them play at your home. 
Which is great. Our next door neighbors brought some 
back yesterday, and they were really very talented. 
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Which was great. They arrived at 4.30am and played at 
full volume. Which perhaps wasn’t so great. 

Their music inspired the family of crickets that live in 
our house to burst into song themselves, which added 
to the din. It’s not something you can sleep through, so 
we watched Hannibal Rising.  

 

June 4th 2008 

Mexicans are crazy about their music to the point that 
it’s hard to find any peace, anywhere, at any time in 
this city! Mariachis can sometimes be heard in the 
neighborhood at odd times of the night serenading a 
lucky lady. And as I’ve posted before, British music is 
big here. Really big. Depeche Mode’s biggest fan club is 
Mexican, and one of the best Beatles tribute bands is 
from Mexico. I saw them a couple of years ago and can 
testify they are shockingly good! 

But they have their own pop music too, and some of it 
is really pretty good. Luis Miguel is huge, although I 
can’t quite get into him I’m afraid. But there are some 
songs that will stick in my head when one day I leave 
Mexico. Molotov for one. Frijolero will always remind 
me of my first trip to Mexico in 2003, while their cover 
of Da Da Da will bring back (sad!) memories of the 2006 
World Cup. Juanes song, La Camisa Negra was playing a 
lot when I did a big circular tour of the southern part of 
the country in 2006. You can look them all up on 
YouTube if you want – they are there. 



 

   153 

But at the moment it’s Mana who seem to have the 
airwaves to themselves, and I have got it stuck in my 
head now. It’s a shame that the music scene in Britain 
is so stuck on English language songs. And on the rare 
occasion when a foreign song does become a hit it’s 
something stupid like Joe Le Taxi. They rarely make any 
sense anyway. More often that not, when a student 
asks what the lyrics of a British song mean, the answer 
is “he or she takes a lot of drugs”. I’m sure the song 
would be a huge hit in the UK if only it was in English… 

 

January 18th 2010 

British links to Mexico are, not surprisingly, few and far 
between. We half-heartedly (and temporarily) invaded 
once with the French and Spanish in a row over cash, 
but quickly withdrew with the Spaniards as soon as the 
real French intentions – occupation – were uncovered. 
We did threaten to invade Mexico later in response to 
problems in Belize, but nothing came of it. British oil 
interests were nationalized in the early part of the 20th 
century, which provoked a spat. Cornish miners then 
gave Mexico the sport of football, and the pasty whilst 
working in Pachuca, to the north of Mexico City. That’s 
about it. 

Except for the music. Depeche Mode and other bands 
which are only moderately successful in the UK are 
huge here. Bigger bands such as the Stones and Duran 
Duran are also huge. But none more so than the 
Beatles. Beatlemania is a constant fixture. A tribute 
band in the city, imaginatively called ‘Help!’, won an 
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international contest a few years ago and were 
declared the best Beatles Tribute band in the world. 
Which must have been nice for them. I did go and see 
them in 2005 or 2006, and can confirm they were really 
very good and worth going to see. 

But if you can’t make it to one of their gigs, fear not, 
because over at Universal’s radio station, there are two 
daily Beatles shows, an hour long each. This year they 
have declared to be the 45th anniversary of 
Beatlemania in Mexico. You can even apply for a 
special card and win prizes! The card is free and so, 
being a fan of all things free, I have duly applied for it. I 
have to go collect it tomorrow.  Long live John Lennon 
George Harrison Paul McCartney and Ringo Starr. 

 

April 30th 2010 

I’m not the world’s biggest music lover. Sure, there are 
bands I like, but the new songs or groups that come 
along and appeal to me are far and few between. I 
don’t like nightclubs or modern pubs that blast out 
music at a deafening volume, because quite frankly, I’m 
deaf enough as it is thank you very much. I’m much 
happier in Starbucks, with a bit of easy listening stuff 
being played discreetly in the background. And I’m 
much happier in Mexico, where there is almost always 
the sound of a mariachi band in the distance, or the 
sound of some old crooner coming out of a window, 
gently singing a traditional ballad. 

There are exceptions of course. The metro is ‘plagued’ 
by CD vendors with their large, yet somehow portable 
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speakers blasting out all sorts of distorted sound. But 
as far as distortion goes, the microbus drivers have that 
award wrapped up. But every now and again I get 
introduced to a piece of modern Mexican music that I 
like, and for that I thank the microbus drivers and CD 
vendors of Mexico City. Although forgiveness for the 
other rubbish they play won’t be forthcoming. 

Because I don’t pay too much attention to the music 
scene, exposure to Mexican music in public places is 
pretty much the only way I’ll get to hear it. I’ve grown 
to like Mana, particularly Mariposa and Si No Te 
Hubieras Ido. But more often than not, I’ll hear a song I 
like, over and over again, without ever finding out who 
sings it or what it’s called. To be fair, I only try so hard, 
which is not very, so the lack of answers is not terribly 
surprising. 

In 2003 I backpacked across Mexico, and wherever I 
went I heard this pop/rock song being played. It was 
coming out of everyone’s speakers it seemed. Couldn’t 
get away from it, although I kinda liked it so that was 
no problem. But when I crossed the border at Ciudad 
Juarez/El Paso into the United States, I was still none 
the wiser as to who the artists were, or what the song 
was called. I referred to it as the ‘Pinche Gringo’ song, 
as that much I could make out. Turns out, I probably 
shouldn’t have been wandering the streets of various 
Mexican towns, villages and cities humming the tune 
and singing ‘Pinche Gringo’ to myself. 

I came back in 2005 to find it was still being 
occasionally played on the radio, and I finally got a 
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name for the band and song. It’s a pretty famous tune 
in Mexico, so anyone who has spent any time here, or 
in Mexican communities in the US, will be well familiar 
with it. And this post is just all old news. But still. The 
song is Frijolero by Molotov. The lyrics are pretty 
unprintable on a nice, family friendly blog like this one 
though! 

But if you take the time to look up the words, and 
translate them if need be, you’ll see that the drug and 
immigration issue has been a hot potato since long 
before O’Reilly declared Mexico out of bounds for his 
kids, or Arizona started passing suspicious immigration 
laws. Can’t be bothered to look all that up? It’s still a 
catchy song worth listening to, and the video is pretty 
good. It is still the one song that reminds me of those 
couple of months travelling around the country. 

July 12th 2010 

There are lots of performers of all types in Mexico City. 
Mime artists. Human statues. Buskers. Acrobats. Weird 
and exotic dancers. Self-lacerating metro 
acts. Harmonipan players. Sadly without monkeys. 
Organ grinders should always have a monkey. 
And clowns, plenty of clowns. Some are good. Some 
are downright awful. The latter being the reason that 
buskers on the London Underground have to audition 
and obtain licenses. We could really do with a similar 
scheme on the Mexico City metro system. 

Except a lot of the performers are as financially 
desperate as the music they play, and really need the 
pesos. Everyone’s gotta make a living. If they’d stop 
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playing for a coin or two, I’d pay up more often though. 
Harsh, but true. 

 

 

Photos 

P158 – Top: Popocatapetl, the active volcano just 
outside the city. Middle: World Trade Center, on 
Insurgentes. Bottom: The Metropolitan Cathedral, on 
one side of the Zocalo.  

P159 – An Aztec dancer of Paseo de la Reforma. P160 – 
Top: a graffiti painting of Trotsky on the walls of his 
former home. Middle: An ofrenda prepared for Day of 
the Dead. Bottom: El Kiosji, a lavish ornamental 
structure in the centre of Santa Maria la Ribera.  

P161 – A skeleton dressed up for the occasion. P162 – 
Top: The Passion, a recreation of the crucifixion. 
Middle: Museo de Chopo. Bottom: Football fans.  

P163 – Top: Restaurante Faena, a famous cantina full 
of bull fighting memorabilia. Middle: Musicians on 
Gante Street between the Zocalo and Belles Artes. 
Bottom: The La Raza Monument on Insurgentes. P164 – 
The Alvaro Obregon monument near San Angel in the 
south of the city.   

P165 – Top: The interior of the dome on the main 
church in Coyoacan. Middle: The recently restored 
Monument of the Revolution. Bottom: St Jude standing 
guard at the entrance of a church. 
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October 15th 2010 

There’s a building in Mexico City that has for a long 
time rather bugged me. Distrito Federal is home to a 
few skyscrapers that tower above the skyline – three in 
particular. Torre Mayor, the tallest of them all sits on 
Reforma. The World Trade Center is an icon on 
Insurgentes. And of course Torre Latinoamericana, the 
grand pappy of the Mexico City towers. They’re all 
well-known and oft visited landmarks. 

But there’s another one. An extraordinary looking 
building that towers as majestically above its 
neighborhood as the other three. Its triangular, 
pyramid like silhouette sitting further up Insurgentes in 
the rather less fashionable hood of Tlateloco. I’ve long 
wondered what this building was, and why it’s never 
mentioned, like a dirty little secret. 

It’s Torre Insignia, although it has gone by other names 
in the past, Torre Banobras (after the name of a bank 
that owned it) and the Nonoalco Tlatelolco Tower. It 
was built in the very early ’60s, at the time the second 
tallest skyscraper, and built well – it has withstood 
three major earthquakes measuring over 7 on the 
Richter scale, and one measuring 8.1 – that, of course, 
being 1985. 

But today it stands desolate and abandoned. I went for 
a stroll around it, and the signs of neglect and rampant 
graffiti abuse, from the inside are obvious. I did read 
somewhere some time ago that there are plans to 
redevelop it and return it to its former glory. I hope so. 
It’d be nice to hear a tune from the giant carillon at the 
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top, with the 5 ton Hidalgo bell sending it’s boom 
across the city Big Ben style. 

But I saw little going on to suggest any major works are 
imminent. There did seem to be someone a few floors 
up using a blow torch. And two workmen rolled a pair 
of barrels up to a door and inside. I was tempted to go 
in after them and explore. There must be some 
awesome photo opportunities in there. Maybe another 
time 

 

November 8th 2010 

It’s not nice when you see something charming 
decaying. But sometimes the decay itself has a certain 
charm. The urge to renovate must be resisted, the tins 
of terracotta and blue left in Homebase. Peeling paint 
and weather beaten wood are so photogenic, and add 
atmosphere and a sense of timeless glory to the 
neighborhood. 

It does depend on the neighborhood of course. 
Coyoacan walls and fronts get a regular lick of paint. 
True 21st century Bohemia. But Centro Tlalpan should 
be left as it is, except, perhaps, where the graffiti artists 
have plastered their painted vandalism. The photo 
below would simply not have been worth taking is 
someone had taken it upon themselves to put some 
varnish and the contents of Comex across it. 
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November 29th 2010 

Across from the newly renovated and reopened 
Monument of the Revolution, is the Fronton Mexico. 
Although I had photographed it a few times, it 
remained a mystery building to me until recently, when 
a photo buddy gave me a few details. I looked into it a 
bit more. 

It’s a 1929 art deco building, and was a sports arena, 
with the only Jai Alai courts in the city. It’s a slightly 
odd sport, imported from Spain. Reminds me a bit 
of Eton Fives, but with more oomph when it comes to 
hitting the ball. But it went out of fashion and the 
building has laid unused since 1922. 

It has just been given a fresh coat of paint though. A 
little investigation on the interweb reveals that the 
interior is being spruced up too, with renovated Jai Lai 
courts, and featuring new spectator boxes, restaurant, 
roof bar, casino, hotel and a pool. Sounds promising. 
Let’s hope that my investigation dredged up facts and 
not unfounded gossip. It’s too cool a building to be left 
abandoned. 

There’s quite a few surrounding art deco buildings that 
need a little attention too. I hope a bit of cash is found 
to provide them with a lick of paint and a pot of 
plaster. I like art deco, and especially the Mexican 
variant. It’s an odd style really. Difficult sometimes 
to definitively define, and yet instantly recognizable 
and thoroughly timeless. 
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April 10th 2009 

Size eleven and a half. In nearly four years here in one 
of the biggest cities in the world, with 20 million 
people, mas o menos, it would appear I and I alone 
require such a gargantuan shoe. Or surely shoe shops 
would stock them. 

I’ve been through dozens of shoe shops looking, largely 
whilst waiting for the shoe obsessed other half to do 
her browsing, fitting and buying. But to no avail. Most 
shops stock up to a size nine. Nine and a half at most. 
Once I found a shop with a size ten. 

I need some new running shoes for my marathon 
attempt, and I’d prefer to try them on rather than have 
them brought back from the US by Paola. So yesterday 
I went on one last search for an elusive 11 and a half 
sized pair of running shoes. I went to a street that I 
thought might be my best hope. Near the Zocalo there 
is a long road with a Palacio de Hierro, a Liverpool and 
a string of sports shops. 

First, second, third and fourth ports of call were Marti 
sports shops. Why exactly they feel the need to have 
four shops in one street is a mystery to me. But they 
did have a larger sized shoe than I’d previously found. 
A size eleven. Close, but not close enough. Palacio de 
Hierro stopped at the traditional nine. Liverpool had 
such a poor range I didn’t even bother to ask. 

But, at the end of my search, in Sears, I finally found 
the size I needed! Shame they only stocked one pair in 
that size, and that it was a crappy and cheap shoe. My 
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search ended and I remain unconvinced I will ever find 
a decent pair of trainers in Mexico that fit me. 

Incidentally, I have come to realize that the US shoe 
size system is much better than the UK system. In the 
UK I am a 10.5 or an 11. Sometimes a 10.5 fits nicely, 
sometimes it doesn’t. Sometimes I had to accept a 
slightly too big 11. I have discovered that a UK 10.5 is a 
US 11 or 11.5. The first being a little too tight, the latter 
being perfect. So I imagine that when I have been 
trying on UK 10.5′s I have been unaware that they are 
in fact two sizes. 

 

 

March 9th 2009 

A couple of years ago, Mexico’s postal service launched 
a series of special commemorative Memin Pinguin 
stamps. Memin is a little Cuban Mexican boy in a comic 
series that has been going for decades. The more 
outspoken, extremist African Americans in the US were 
outraged, as they would be. They called on the postal 
service to withdraw the ‘racist’ stamps. It would seem 
they are fairly ignorant of the storylines that have 
featured in Memin’s comics. Stories that attempt to 
ridicule and mock racists, demonstrate what racism is 
and to generally promote tolerance. But there is no 
pacifying the ignorant… 

Although it has to be said, Memin may well be used as 
a racial taunt sometimes. I went to a football game 
between Pachuca and Cruz Azul several years ago, and 
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heard some people in the crowd shouting that a black 
Pachuca player was the ‘Son of Memin’. But it didn’t 
seem to be said in an aggressive way, or with any 
apparent malice. Not with the aggression and malice 
that accompanies what I have known to be racism 
anyway. Who knows. 

Every now and then I collect a little piece of Mexico. 
Just little things I can take back to the UK with me one 
day. You could call them souvenirs, but I think they’re a 
little more than that. Little bits of history, culture, 
news, events and of course memory items. I didn’t 
manage to get my hands on the Memin stamps, so I 
bought one of the comics. It’ll go into the tin along with 
all the other little bits.  

 

March 10th 2010 

How do you like your fireworks displays? If you’re 
Mexican, the answer is simple – loud, singeing your 
buttocks, bursting your eardrums, setting fire to your 
clothes and, most importantly of all, at 3am when 
everyone is trying to get to sleep. I’m sure the main 
aim of most Mexican fireworks displays is to disturb as 
many people as possible. They are usually pretty 
successful. 

Seriously, no celebration, especially a religious 
celebration, in Mexico is complete until a few rockets 
have been set off. Bigger events will merit ‘castles’ of 
spinning, colorful pyrotechnics and one or twice a year 
the believers who attend the church outside my home 
will bring along large ‘bull’ frames, loaded with 
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gunpowder and carried aloft by a lucky soul of the 
congregation, as he runs around chasing anyone and 
everyone. 

A video published by the BBC today shows a pretty 
ferocious display in progress, complete with the 
bulls…large ones at that. Today’s celebration was in 
honor of the patron saint of pyrotechnics. I’d love to be 
able to tell you more about them, but to be honest, I 
usually stand at a safe distance, shake my head in 
wonder and mutter things like ‘nutters’. But with far 
more admiration than contempt. After all, I have been 
known to play around with the odd banger myself… 

 

July 2nd 2010 

If you live in, or are about to visit Mexico City, this is a 
post that might well be worth reading. It’s about a chap 
I’ve met a few times now over the last three or four 
months. Some people are good at remembering faces. 
This guy is not. In fact he’s terrible at remembering 
faces. But then again, seeing as he stops to talk to so 
many people each day, all of them white faced tourists 
as best I can tell, perhaps it’s not surprising. 

He is, as the title of the post suggests, a scam artist. He 
first approached me near the Postal Palace, across 
from Belles Artes back in March or April. Real friendly, 
as you are when you’re about to try and convince 
someone to hand over some cash. About 30 seconds of 
chit chat – where are you from, I love the UK, you like 
Mexico? That sort of thing. Followed by the ‘story’. He 
got deported from the US. Or he’s a former military 
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serviceman stuck on his way to Cancun. Or a bit of 
both. He’s got a handful of printed out pages from the 
internet, and starts showing them. They’re completely 
meaningless, and have virtually nothing to do with his 
story. 

I’m sure he’s got a few more stories, but after the 
second time he approached me, I cut him off quick 
before he could begin, telling him how bad he is at 
remembering faces. Mine in particular. All his stories, 
and I’m sure they are all pretty similar bar a few 
convenient details, end up at the same place – can you 
give him some cash? Be a pal! The first time, I pointed 
to a homeless cripple no more than 5 meters away and 
asked why I’d give a scammer money when there are 
people who genuinely need it? He turned and walked 
away, muttering the F word under his breath – turns 
out he does that every time. 

Over the last couple of weeks he’s approached me a 
few more times. His favorite hunting ground right now 
is the Fifa Fan Fest zone in the Zocalo. Plenty of tourists 
there. He came up to me again today, and just about 
got out his greeting before I reminded him again how 
terrible he is with faces. I reached into my bag to fish 
my camera out, but he did the off into the crowd. With 
the customary F word. 

But he didn’t leave the area, and lo and behold, about 
15 minutes later I saw him trying it on with a white 
faced couple. Out came the camera. I got a couple of 
shots. He saw me and hid behind the male member of 
the couple. There is potential from some innuendo 
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here – the guy is short enough. He then departed, 
walking away from me. I put the camera bag in the bag, 
and turned back round to continue watching the 
football. My prediction for Netherlands to beat Brazil 2-
1 was spot on, by the way. 

Another ten minutes later, he came back past, and as 
he got closer, told me that he saw me trying to take 
photos of him. I told him that I had taken photos of 
him, not merely tried. He attempted to look menacing, 
and said he’d get his friends to break my camera if I 
took photos of him. I asked him why didn’t he try to 
break my camera now, by himself – he’s a war vet after 
all? Perhaps if the camera was forced far enough up his 
back passage, it would indeed break. My parting 
comment was that he was going in the wrong direction 
if he wanted to break my camera. Turns out he’s not so 
brave…. 

There is a downside to my new camera. It’s bulky, so I 
don’t take it everywhere with me. And it’s not in my 
pocket but wrapped up in a bag inside my bag. I’m 
going to start carrying my old Panasonic TZ5 around 
with me for a while. Next time I bump into him, I’m 
gonna turn on the video mode and make him a 
YouTube star! 

For now, I think I’ll just email a printable warning sheet 
to the local hostels. He must be having some success 
fleecing tourists, because if he were drawing blanks 
every time, he wouldn’t still be doing it. And it does 
piss me off, because every day I walk past dozens of 
assorted cripples, blind people and destitute elderly 
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people who need the money more. Bloggers of Mexico 
City, feel free to use the image below if you want to 
draw attention to Señor Scam. 

 

July 20th 2010 

I stumbled across a new Facebook group/page thingy –
 Surviving Mexico City. I don’t usually take much notice 
of Facebook pages, but this one was my sort of topic, 
has a good theme, and so far quite a few witty/helpful 
additions to the Wall. 

I offered my own suggestion. To do with the value of 
owning a watch in Mexico City. I took a photo from the 
rooftop terrace of the Museo Estanquillo of a huge 
clock. It’s ornate and worth a photo. Is it telling the 
right time? Might be. Might not be. I bet no one’s 
checked for a while though…. 

The time according to GMT, PST and EST might be the 
same for everyone in those zones. But Mexico City 
Time is special. Unique. And doesn’t mean the same 
thing for any two people you might meet. MCT is 
whatever a Chilango says it is. 

 

September 2nd 2010 

America’s freedom of speech and expression versus 
the sacred pride of Mexico. Daryl Cagle’s recent 
cartoon, depicting the Mexican flag with the eagle shot 
to death, has stirred controversy. Even making it to the 
front page of a couple of Mexican newspapers. 
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Mexicans are very proud of their flag, and there are 
laws protecting in. Within Mexico, anyway. 

I too have issues with the freedom of speech and 
expression that is permissible in the US. Views, as in 
more than one view. And some of them are 
contradictory. Such is the complexity of society. Such is 
life. On one hand, by providing a lawful platform for 
hate mongers, racists, homophobes, sectarianism, 
xenophobia and bigotry in general, US legislation 
contributes to the continuation of ‘stupid’ and impedes 
on the freedoms of other people each and every day. 

Then again, I like and respect the American approach 
to freedom. Put it all out there. Say what you want. 
People will learn not to be so easily offended. With all 
the information available, good, bad and ridiculous, 
people can make up their own minds. It avoids the 
impossible task of trying to determine where lines 
must be drawn, and protects society from those lines 
being moved by those in power for their own ends. 

Drawing lines is a risky, complex even impossible 
mission. Yet I prefer the ideal of ‘responsible speech’, 
where people can be held directly accountable for 
what they say, which does involve drawing lines and 
deciding what is and what is not acceptable. I cannot, 
however, ever agree to a line being drawn in a society 
that would prohibit this cartoon. 

Daryl Cagle is an excellent cartoonist who produces 
witty and intelligent artwork that inspires and 
instigates intelligent debate and discussion. I support 
his right to create such a cartoon. If you are Mexican, I 
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cannot stop you from being offended, if you so wish. 
Because it is a choice you make, to be offended or not.  

The cartoon is powerful symbol of what is happening in 
parts of Mexico. And that, not the rights or wrongs of 
drawing a shot eagle, is what should be up for 
discussion. 
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June 2nd 2006 

Exactly one month to go till the July 2nd vote to choose 
a new president. I find politics here to be quite 
amusing. So much public passion for so little political 
action! The candidates themselves plaster the country 
with tens of thousands of posters featuring their photo 
with a sinister grin and/or thumbs up! 

The debate tends to involve speeches such as “I will be 
the first president ever who won’t totally rip the 
country off!”, followed by “No, he’s lying, he will rip 
you off more than anyone else ever! I will be the first 
president ever who won’t totally rip the country off!” 
And repeat as necessary! 

The election looks close and although there are three 
main parties involved, only two are in with a chance. 
The current President Vicente Fox, who has to leave 
office after one term due to constitutional limits, may 
be succeeded by his fellow PAN party member Felipe 
Calderon. The main character though is Lopez Obrador, 
who arouses some very strong feelings! People seem to 
have forgotten the other candidates when you ask 
them about what they are hoping for….they either 
really want Obrador, or they really don’t want Obrador, 
because they hate him. Regardless of the alternatives. 

He has been labeled a Mexican version of Venezuela’s 
very leftist president Chavez. But I think that’s largely 
propaganda, and Mexico is a very different country to 
Venezuela. He was previously a very controversial 
Mayor of Mexico City. He left the city heavily in debt 
and was surrounded by corruption scandals (What?? 
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Corruption? In Mexico City?)In his favor, he did 
introduce new pension schemes and build the Metro 
Bus system, which has fixed stations along a reserved 
lane on Insurgentes Avenue. 

 

August 7th 2006 

I wrote a little bit a while ago about the protests that 
have been taking place in Mexico since the results of a 
very controversial Presidential election were released. 
The winner was proclaimed to be Felipe Calderon of 
the PAN party, the same party as the present president 
Vicente Fox. 

But the margin was narrow, just 1%, and Andres 
Manuel Lopez Obrador, of the PRI party, and his 
followers haven’t taken it well. At all. They were on the 
streets protesting before the result was even declared, 
and have been camping out in the Zocalo and outside 
IFE (Electoral Institute) buildings ever since. 

Lucky us – we have an IFE building right outside our 
home and have been blessed with the constant chants 
of ‘Voto por voto, casilla por casilla…’ ringing through 
our windows ever since. 

So far the protesters stationed there have numbered a 
couple of dozen, maybe as many as 50 at peak 
protesting times in the evening. They have tents, 
banners and portable toilets and they ain’t moving! 

Today however the Obrador circus came to town, and 
the man himself appeared on a rostrum across from 
our house. A planned event of course and as a result 
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the number of protesters rose from dozens to 
thousand. Santa Ana and Eje 3, the two main roads, 
were closed and I guess at a rough guestimate I would 
say somewhere between 5,000 to 10,000 have turned 
up. I know that’s not really pinning the attendance 
down to a particularly precise figure, but it was difficult 
to move about, let alone start a head count! 

I got my camera and reeled off a few snaps as best I 
could, but the lack of both light, a tripod and a good 
viewpoint was a bit of a handicap. As a result the one 
photo of worth I did get of Obrador is less than perfect. 

The political tension increased at the weekend as the 
Electoral Institute announced that it won’t be ordering 
a full recount of every vote – the voto por voto, casilla 
por casilla demand from Obrador – but will in fact just 
re-examine the ballots at 11,000 odd places out of a 
total of 130,000. This looks like it will rumble on for 
some time to come! IFE have a deadline of September 
6th to declare a winner…. 

 

April 30th 2009 

Water shortages have been a problem in Mexico City 
for some years now, and it’s not rare for the taps to be 
turned off for a few hours in my neighborhood. But this 
year has been especially bad – one of the main 
reservoirs supplying the city is at an all-time low, and 
the water supply has been turned off for longer, and 
more frequently. 
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But maybe this week, when the government is telling 
us to wash our hands frequently to prevent the spread 
of the flu virus, wasn’t the best time for the taps to be 
turned off for four days straight! We had only a couple 
of hours supply each day, and this pushed my 
neighbors over the edge. 

They took to the streets, with placards and slogans at 
the ready, and blocked Eje 3, a main road through the 
south of the city and right outside my house. The police 
watched them for a couple of hours and let them have 
their say. But by about 2.30 the riot police were 
instructed to remove them. The water supply had, at 
this stage, been switched back on 20 minutes ago. 

 

June 4th 2009 

Mexico is currently gearing up for a big round of 
political elections in July. By gearing up I mean to say 
that every wall, in Mexico City at least, is being 
plastered with the faces, party slogans and symbols of 
the political parties here. If a wall doesn’t have a poster 
on it, that’s because someone has painted the message 
on the whole wall instead. Maybe ten feet in height by 
thirty feet in length. Aye, there’ll be no escaping this 
election. It should though be mentioned that most of 
these faces do look like escapees. From prison, or the 
asylum, take your pick. 

To summarize the political parties competing. The PRI 
held the country in a one party dictatorship for 70 
years until 2000. The PAN then ousted them and are 
scheming to run the country for the next 70 years. The 
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PRD are a large group of market stall holders who 
would love to run the country forever, and will enter 
into any coalition going to further their aim. The Green 
Party, meanwhile, want to spread love, install litter 
bins and then grow huge forests of trees, from the 
branches of which they intend to hang people. Because 
they care about life. Yes, really. Their words, not mine. 

It does seem a bit bizarre. A Green party putting the 
death penalty into its manifesto. But it’s true, which is 
why the rest of the world’s green parties are giving 
them something of a cold shoulder. I think this is what 
they call ‘jumping on a bandwagon’. Also known as 
‘selling out’. Anything to get a few more votes. What I 
really love about their advertising campaign though, 
beyond all else, is that they have recruited a very 
attractive senorita from pop group Rebelde (Mexico’s 
Spice Girls – I know, there are boys in the band too, but 
they are gay, so…) to put out their message. 

As the words ‘death penalty’ slips off her tongue, her 
perfect rose red lips don’t for a moment break from 
the (surgically implanted?) perma-smile that is 
otherwise so enchanting. If the volume were muted, 
you’d swear she must be offering free sweeties to all 
children. Death has never looked so tempting. 

 

June 12th 2009 

It’s started.  A little early if you ask me. The elections 
are a few weeks away yet. But nonetheless, members 
of the PRD, specifically those supporting some dame 
named Clara, turned up outside the big IFE building last 
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night at about 10pm. IFE being the body overseeing 
elections in Mexico. The centerpiece was an old VW 
camper wagon, adorned with Clara posters on every 
spare panel, with the obligatory loudhailer attached to 
the roof. 

There were a few other vehicles too, and about twenty 
followers, keen to add noise to the loudhailers 
indecipherable distortion. Although what was being 
said was not of great importance. The fact that the 
speaker was clearly angry was the real point.  It didn’t 
take long for a group of them to decide that traditional 
means of protesting should be employed, and the cars 
and people maneuvered themselves into place, and Eje 
3 was blocked. 

It brings back such fond memories of 2006, when the 
election was won by PAN’s Calderon, much to the 
distress of Obrador and his PRD supporters. Then they 
camped outside the IFE building for months, screaming, 
shouting and going through countless packets of 
Duracell in keeping their loudhailers in use. There were 
far fewer people last night, but they stayed long 
enough and protested loud enough to keep us awake 
into the small hours. 

Which political party do I support, or think most highly 
of, in Mexico? None as of yet, but should any include in 
their manifesto a plan to ban loudhailers, car horns and 
general screaming from the hours of 10pm to 8am, 
they’ll get my support. Are you listening Green Party? I 
could easily overlook your Death Penalty Plan. What’s a 
few hangings if I’ll get a good night’s sleep… 
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June 28th 2010 

We’re approaching election time in Mexico. I don’t 
follow it too closely. I’m guessing governors, congress 
or senators, or maybe a combination of the three, are 
all looking to keep their jobs. Many won’t, I’m sure. 
Whilst I don’t follow it terribly enthusiastically, 
Mexicans get thoroughly into the electoral process. 
They care a great deal about the democratic process, 
and more particularly, their chosen candidate. 

Which I find a little amusing. Because there’s not so 
much recent historical evidence to suggest the 
politicians care much about the voters. Rallies are held, 
the masses turn up, balloons are blown up, banners 
unfurled, posters stuck to walls by the gazillion and the 
politicos whisper sweet nothings into the microphone. 
Everyone goes home happy, and before you know it, 
their man or woman has jumped into a metaphorical 
bed with the enemy, banked the donations in a secret 
account or otherwise swindled their supporters. And 
everyone else. 

I took the photo below in Huichapan recently. Pacho 
Olvera is the man of the hour there. What’s he like? 
I’ve no idea. Maybe he’s one of the few decent, honest 
politicians. Maybe he won’t screw his constituents. But 
as far as I can see, an honest politician in Mexico would 
whisper honest sweet nothings into a microphone. 
Drop your trousers, bend over and take what’s coming 
gracefully. There’s a good chap! 
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April 27th 2006 

I love Mexico and Mexicans, but as with all different 
cultures it is hard not to find a few foibles to hate! And 
mine is the Mexican system of queuing. Because they 
don´t. Lovely people etc etc, but crowd a few of them 
onto a Metro platform, or at a bus stop, or even at a 
local store and they all turn into rude animals! 

Being British, I am something of a master at the art of 
queuing. I know just how close to stand (or not stand) 
behind the person in front. I know to ask for 
confirmation of the exact end of the line when things 
are a little chaotic. I don´t strike up conversation with 
fellow queuers (the day you do, it´s bound to be some 
sort of sociopathic weirdo), I make room for those 
alighting to do so before attempting to board a mode 
of public transport, and I absolutely don´t push in front 
of other people. 

For Mexican queuing rules, take each point above and 
make opposite. Push to the front as far as you can, 
pressing tightly up against the one person you can´t 
push in front of, carry on chatting to your 
friend/yourself/a stranger and as soon as the metro 
doors open make sure you push everybody trying to 
get off the train, back onto the train. A little shoulder 
barge to the heavily pregnant woman in time will get 
you the last seat…. 

Actually the last point is unfair. There is always 
someone who will give up their seat to someone who 
really needs it. Chivalry isn´t entirely dead. My tip 
though…..if you can, grab a seat as far away from any 
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door as possible, so that someone else is obliged to 
give up their seat first. 

 

May 4th 2007 

Dear Mexicans. There is something bothering me. I 
don’t know if this is exclusively a thing with residents of 
Mexico City, or a nationwide problem, but it does 
bother me. You just don’t know how to queue. You 
haven’t got the slightest clue how to queue. At bus 
stops, food stalls, shops, the bakery, the metro, ticket 
offices….wherever a group of people gather and a 
queue should form, Mexicans who are otherwise 
perfectly nice, kind and decent people become 
animals! Rude, pushy and obnoxious animals! 

There is no need for it. In fact, things would generally 
work a lot better, and more quickly, if you would just 
learn to wait your turn and queue properly. To do 
otherwise is just plain rude and ignorant! Indeed, I’ve 
even tagged this post with ‘Crime’, so serious an 
infringement on public courtesy is this. 

 

January 23rd 2009 

I have, for a long time, been highly critical of the way 
Mexicans view the concept of queuing. Or rather, how 
they have no concept of the art of queuing. You know, 
first come, first served. Wait your turn. Join the end of 
the line. That sort of thing. The very idea of doing any 
of those things is quite alien to most Mexicans. Not all, 
but most. Or at least most of those I ever come into 
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contact with. Even suggesting to a Mexican that they 
should not just walk straight past everyone else who is 
waiting for service, to demand their goods, is usually 
met with a blank and confused look. 

But for all my pontificating about the art of queuing, it 
is possible I have it all wrong. A recent study of the 
behavior on board the Titanic as she slipped under the 
icy waters of the Atlantic, seems to suggest us Brits 
with our gentlemanly demeanor, our courteous 
manners, our chivalry, suffered a high price for those 
principles. The individualist American, with his survival 
of the fittest attitude fared much better when survival 
rates were compared. 

Had the Titanic been full of Mexicans, and left Veracruz 
and not Southampton, the results might have been a 
good deal different. Half empty lifeboats drifting away 
from doomed passengers still on board? I think not. 
I’ve seen what they can do with a microbus or a 
scooter here, and how many people they can get on or 
into differing means of transport. I’ll wager there 
would have been many more survivors. 
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December 13th 2007 

Yesterday, December 12th, is perhaps the most 
important religious festival in the Mexican calendar. 
The Virgin of Guadalupe is part of Mexico’s identity, 
and if you should ever be lucky enough to visit Mexico, 
you’ll see that you can’t turn 360 degrees without 
seeing a reproduction of her somewhere. What is the 
Virgin of Guadalupe, exactly? It is a painting, with quite 
a story to it. 

Whenever people are seriously ill, family members are 
likely to make a pilgrimage to the Basilica de 
Guadalupe where the painting is displayed. But on 
December 12th, Mexico City’s already bulging 
population is swelled by countless millions more as 
pilgrims come from all over the country. You can see 
them in long lines all along the city’s streets as they 
head there. Quite a few will do the last few kilometers 
on their knees.  

 

December 15th 2008 

One of the great things about living in Mexico is the 
spectacular and elaborate celebrations they have for 
every festival that they hold dear. The most famous is 
perhaps The Passion, a re-enactment of the crucifixion 
held every year for a million or so spectators in 
Iztapalapa. And of course right now there are a million 
Santa Claus’ and plenty of nativity plays. But Friday was 
an extra special day for all Mexicans, who celebrated 
the special day for the most important person in the 
whole country’s history – Our Lady of Guadalupe. 
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As she is also known as the Virgin of Guadalupe, I set 
off in search of a re-enactment, presumably of a 
women not having sex. Turns out all the virgins of 
Mexico City were not having sex that day, and it isn’t 
much to watch to be honest. Do beware, if you ever do 
the same, and happen to wander Tlalpan or the streets 
around Pino Suarez, the ladies there may claim to be 
virgins, but I suspect they’ll be whatever you want if 
the price is right. And although the short skirts, fishnet 
tights and liberally applied lipstick might have you 
thinking otherwise, they’re not all ladies, let alone 
virgins. Or so a friends of a friend told me… 

Now I am of course just joking. But joking about the 
Lady of Guadalupe is a dangerous thing in Mexico! 
Curse a person’s mother, his or her football team – but 
never say a bad word about the Virgin of Guadalupe! 
Or so I have been warned. But someone really should 
have warned Playboy. Which brings me to the point of 
the post. Can you even begin to imagine how the front 
cover of the latest edition of their Mexico publication 
went down, featuring a very hot chick dressed up as 
the virgin, cupping her breast? 

 

March 6th 2010 

If you’re a tourist visiting Mexico, then chances are 
you’ve got at least a couple of old churches and 
cathedrals on your itinerary. And no doubt you’ll pop 
into a few more that you happen past. But there is a 
church that is less frequented by tourists than others. 
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Actually it is a temple, but to this non believer, they’re 
all the same. Churches, cathedrals, temples. 

Non believer I might be (although others would use 
different adjectives, satanic being one of the milder 
ones), but I still like to pop inside a church or two now 
and again. They tend to be the grandest buildings in 
the neighborhood. And the church I mentioned, the 
one that receives so few visitors….well, it happens to 
be one of the grandest pieces of architecture of them 
all. In a modern way, anyway. 

It’s the Church of JC and the Latter Day Saints main 
temple, in the north of the city, well out of the way of 
any stray, lost gringo. I had to make a special trip to get 
there, and consult a map to work out its exact 
whereabouts. It is, apparently, the biggest Mormon 
temple outside of the US, built in the mid 70′s and 
inspired heavily by Mayan and Aztec architectural 
influences. 

They even have a visitor center, which is sadly apart 
from the main temple which you cannot enter. As far 
as I know. But the visitor center is worth popping into. 
Amidst displays of ‘family life’ a central theme of the 
church, there are a few nice statues and plenty of 
paintings of, as is usually the case with any religion, 
extreme violence, blood, guts and gore. Peace, after all, 
comes only after you kill all your enemies. We got it. 
They’re perfectly friendly and pleasant inside the 
visitor center too, even if I did end up having a dual 
conversation with the lady who showed me round. One 
spoken, one kept diplomatically silent within my head. 
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March 12th 2010 

Today I headed on out to the Basilica de Guadalupe, in 
the north east of the city. I have actually been there 
before. Twice in fact. The first time in 2003, and again 
in 2007. Both times as part of a tour that stops there 
for just over an hour before going on to Teotihuacan – 
it’s a tour I highly recommend to any visiting Mexico 
City by the way. I think it’s under three hundred pesos, 
lasts the full day and takes in a couple of other 
important sites too. Most hotels or hostels will have 
the full info. 

But anyway, my two previous visits to the Basilica. Not 
successful from a photographic point of view. I have 
just one left from 2003, not least because in those days 
memory cards were prohibitively expensive (for my 
budget anyway) and I had to make a 256mb card last a 
full three month back packing tour. My 2007 photos 
suffered an accident and I now have only low 
resolution web friendly shots to show for my efforts. 
That’s not good enough….the Basilica is one of the 
most important sites in the country and the second 
most important site in the world regards the Catholic 
faith, after the Vatican. Or so I’ve been told. 

First of all, when someone says Basilica, they could be 
referring to one of two churches. The first is sinking 
fast into the soil. The Tower of Pisa is just slightly 
askew by comparison, I’m sure. So they enrolled the 
architectural skills of the chap who built the Azteca 
Stadium, the famous football ground that has hosted 
two World Cup finals, to design an all new, shiny 
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basilica. It is a unique building and certainly stands out. 
Not everyone loves it. But it is what is inside that is 
important. The image on the Virgin of Guadalupe. The 
full story can be read on Wikipedia, but suffice it to say 
she is undoubtedly the most important señorita in all 
of Mexico. 

The Wiki entry does have a box text declaring that the 
accuracy of the article is disputed. That really doesn’t 
surprise me. In five years I’ve been told so many stories 
about the dear lady, that should I choose to believe 
them all and use them as sources to write an article 
myself, I couldn’t help but write a rather conflicting and 
contradictory report. Still, all the stories have a certain 
charm, and if you start off with the belief that it’s all a 
little bit of a fairytale then I don’t think ‘article 
accuracies’ are going to be something you dwell on for 
too long. 

March 28th 2010 

I set off today planning to shoot a great video of the 
ciclothon, the weekly bike ride through the Centro 
Historico and up and down Reforma. At the Zocalo it 
became apparent that a big section of the normal 
ciclothon route was closed for some reason. That put a 
dampener on my video idea. Then I discovered I had 
forgotten my tripod. Annoying, but not 
an insurmountable problem.  Shortly after that 
discovery, I turned my camera on, to make one last 
discovery. The memory card was still in my computer. 
Video idea scrapped till next week. 
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But I did still have room on the internal memory for 
about half a dozen or so shots. Aside from the fact it 
was Palm Sunday, which meant a lot of people 
wandering around with god on the mind, and bits of 
twigs in their hands, it was also the 28th of the month, 
the day when thousands of people carry these statues 
(which can be bought in small, medium, large, extra-
large and monstrous sizes) of St Jude to the Church of 
St Jude (I assume it is so named anyway) in some sort 
of mad pilgrimage. 

The Catholic Church in Mexico City is a fairly perverse 
organization really. I guess I can mean that in two ways, 
given recent events involving supposedly celibate 
priests and their altar boys. But I am today referring to 
the bizarre way that the Catholic Church in Mexico, or 
at least the believers, officially and unofficially, have 
adapted little ‘extras’ into their religious leanings. 
Some come from the pre-Hispanic period – Day of the 
Dead for example. Other bits have been taken from 
more modern historical ‘events’. I’m thinking of the 
Virgin de Guadalupe. Whilst others yet…well, I don’t 
really know where these ‘extras’ have come from. 

There is Santa Muerto, the Saint of Death, which has a 
rather macabre undertone to it. And some fairly 
unsaintly and unsavory followers. And then there is St 
Jude, the patron saint for lost causes. Which has been 
interpreted by some to mean he is the patron saint for 
thieves, drug dealers and other criminal types. The 
church has officially poo pooed this idea. But it is easy 
to ignore the priests and bishops when it suits. I must 
say, I was tempted to go and buy one of these little 
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statues. After all, every other person at that end of 
Reforma was carrying one. Would it work? Would I exit 
the church and find the tripod in my bag after all, and 
the memory card in my camera? I had my doubts. I 
wrote off my video plan as a totally lost cause, beyond 
saving even by St Jude, and accepted it. Till next week… 

 

April 2nd 2010 

Semana Santa, Easter, is a whole bigger deal in Mexico 
than it is the UK. Far fewer chocolate bunnies, far 
more crucifixion re-enactments. The biggest of them all 
is in Iztapalapa, not far from my home. But it’s just too 
popular. As many as a million people turn up to see 
some fake blood and a public execution. That’s too big 
a crowd for my liking, so I settled for the local do, at 
the church outside my home. 

There were some obvious historical inaccuracies. For 
starters, they kept calling the main man Hee-zeus. I 
remember the story well, and know for a fact he was 
called Brian. I was also most disappointed to discover 
that they’d not found anyone to play Bigus Dickus. And 
then, at a key moment, he just fell over. In reality he 
was thrown to the floor. Roughly. By a centurion. 
Twice. My favorite part was also omitted – I have 
always wanted to be the one to shout ‘Free Rudolph 
the red nosed reindeer!’ It wasn’t to be. Such is life. 
Anyone who has no idea what I’m talking about, by the 
way, has clearly lead a sheltered life and missed out on 
what is, easily, the funniest movie ever made in the 
English language – the Life of Brian. 
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On a more serious (and less blasphemous) note, it was 
all a good laugh. Some of the centurions were perhaps 
a little bit too into the whipping, which raises a few 
personal questions that may be put to them by their 
other halves this evening, but good fun was had by all. I 
was a little surprised that the turnout was so low 
though. Even though it’s a small church, it usually 
gathers hundreds for the big religious services and 
events. But I guess a goodly number of the 
congregation were at the big event in Iztapalapa. 

Or guzzling down plate loads of fish. The traditional 
Semana Santa meal. Which is exactly what we did 
straight after the show. We went to La Neuva Viga, a 
massive fish market a few miles from home where you 
can buy fresh sea produce of every kind you can 
imagine, and plenty of kinds you never had imagined. 
And a few kinds you wouldn’t want to. The aroma is, I 
must confess, a bit strong. And judging by the looks we 
got from neighbors when we got home, we may have 
brought it back with us. Time for a shower. 

 

July 14th 2010 

Scientology….I mean, where to even begin?! Perhaps 
we should start with Xenu and the Galactic 
Confederacy? But I’m supposed to be concentrating on 
Mexico. I’ll leave the novels to Ron Hubbard. 

So, Scientology and Mexico. They’ve been here a while, 
but earlier this week they opened a new center. 
Helpfully described as being located adjacent to Bellas 
Artes, and neighboring the Supreme Court and the 
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National Palace on their website. Chaps, do your 
research, and at least get the address right. The latter 
two are nowhere near the former. 

I guessed it was near Bellas Artes. Seeing as the 
building they’ve renovated is the Juarez Building, and 
Bellas Artes is surrounded by the Benito Juarez 
monument, the Juarez Plaza and the Juarez Edificio. I 
guessed right. I wanted to get some photos of the 
place, seeing as I rather like architecture and design, 
and Like the Mormon Church in the north of the city, 
they have tried to meld traditional Mexican symbology 
with their own. 

I got a few snaps of the outside. I was rather hoping 
that by standing there for ten minutes snapping away, 
some shady characters in black leather jackets and 
black sunglasses might come out and start 
photographing me. This is a pretty common 
occurrence in Clearwater Florida, their home base. But 
I had no such luck. 

So I ventured through the doors into the visitor center, 
to see what I could snap there. Was I from a 
newspaper? Their first, and rather paranoid, question. 
No, I wasn’t. Just a Brit, teaching English, 
photographing architecture and design. I did tell them I 
was really only interested in getting some shots of their 
logos and design features of the building. They all 
looked very nervous and unsure of what to do or say. I 
suspect I was the first person to stroll in with a camera, 
as not a single person knew whether or not a 
photographic policy existed. 
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An elderly lady decided to take a decision and informed 
me that photography inside the building wasn’t 
allowed, but she’s happy show me round and tell me all 
about Dianetics. Yawn. No thanks. I do understand the 
paranoia, even if the cause is largely self-inflicted. 

The Scientologists have some pretty impressive claims 
regards their success rate with drug addicts, and intend 
to bring their programs to DF. So….well, good luck with 
that in Mexico City. I guess I would wish 
my skepticism proven wrong. I’m not holding my 
breath though. 

It is testable though. In a scientific way. Outside the 
center is a large open space, which was once home to a 
large hotel. Until one morning in September 1985. It’s 
now a regular hang out for a fair few druggies, so we 
can use this as the barometer for the success of the 
Scientology anti-drug unit. If they can’t clean up their 
own doorstep, then….tsk. 
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September 27th 2006 

Football is Mexico’s number one sport, but Lucha Libre 
– wrestling – isn’t far behind. It is a massive 
entertainment industry here, with full arenas and a big 
TV audience tuning in to catch up on who has managed 
to rip off who’s mask. And this is the original masked 
wrestling competition. The US variant of the ‘sport’ 
came from Mexico, not the other way round. 

The stars are all household names. Dr Wagner, Gronda, 
The Blue Demon, the crowd favorite Mistico and my 
own favorite, the legend that is Super Porky! The all-
time wrestler though is Santo who also starred in 
numerous films. 

Wrestling is a great night out. There is music, dramatic 
entrances, some genuinely funny wrestling, some 
genuinely impressive acrobatics and gymnastics, and 
sellers bringing popcorn, nachos, donuts and drinks to 
your seat. With a fantastic atmosphere, what more 
could you ask for? Well, lower entrance prices actually. 
Considering it costs me between 80 to 250 pesos to go 
see Cruz Azul, the 1000 peso asking price for ringside 
seats at a decent event is pretty steep. We had 600 
peso seats when we saw Mistico’s latest triumph last 
Friday. It’s ok for a tourist. For me on my wages….well I 
didn’t have to pay luckily! 

I guess it has to be said the shows are quite long, up to 
2 and a half hours, so you do get time value for your 
dosh. If you are learning Spanish there are also 
educational benefits to be had. Your vocabulary will 
swell with all sorts of extra words that the language 
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books just won’t teach you – many of the offering all 
sorts of differing advices as to what you can do with 
your mother! 

 

June 6th 2008 

I know what you’re thinking. The 2008 Olympic Games 
are in Beijing. Then onto London in 2012. You’re 
mistaken. There are events taking place in Mexico City 
on a daily basis, all of which push human endurance to 
the limit and all of which make great spectator sports. 
And there are more than 20 million active participants. 
Of course, Mexico did once have the real Olympics, but 
that was back in ’68 and not half as hard. 

 

Event One – The Long Jump 

The venue? Any road side after one of the torrential 
downpours. You are on the pavement. The bus you 
need is, of course, in the road. And there is a 4 to 6 foot 
wide puddle (if you are lucky – a river if you aren’t!) 
between you and it. The winner is the one who both 
gets the bus and remains relatively dry. 

Event 2 – The Limbo 

Open only to 6 foot plus foreigners, the object is to 
make your way down the entire length of a tree lined 
pavement, without fracturing your skull on the 
overhanging branches. 

Event 3 – Triple Jump 
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There are a lot of stray dogs here. They do as they 
please. The object of this event is to make it from the 
road to your front door without stepping in the many 
piles of steaming turds, using your agility, eagle like eye 
sight, and a fair bit of hop, skip and jumping. 

Event 4 – The Neck Straightener 

Again, open to 6 foot foreigners only. Take any of the 
city’s microbuses in rush hour – meaning you won’t 
have a seat – for a 30 minute ride. Your neck will be 
bent at right angles throughout due to the serious lack 
of headroom. The winner is the first one to get their 
neck back straight upon alighting the vehicle. 

Event 5 – Hurdles 

At any Metro station early in the morning. You want to 
get the train. There are half a dozen vagrants sleeping 
at the entrance. Can you get to the ticket booth 
without stepping on any of them? 

 

December 15th 2008 

Professional football, or soccer, in Mexico is a 
wondrous institution. It’s grossly over politicized, 
convoluted and downright confusing in its set up. The 
top flight league itself is split into three less visible 
leagues to help determine, in the most confusing way 
possible, the entrants into the final and most important 
stage of the season. The knockout La Liguilla, played by 
the top eight teams, sort of, sometimes, over two legs. 
And just to add a little more confusion to the scene, 
they don’t even play a season over a full…season? 
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There is the Apertura (Opening) and Clausura (Closing) 
seasons packed into one calendar year. 

The quality of the football played isn’t generally as high 
as in Europe, where the cream of Mexico’s footballers 
aspire to play. But all said and done, any football game 
can be exciting and dramatic. And so to the game my 
post is about, yesterday’s grand final between Toluca 
and Cruz Azul. I have been following Cruz Azul, a 
Mexico City team of some tradition, for a few years, 
and have been to see a few games at their home 
stadium of Estadio Azul, which sits near Insurgentes 
and next to the world famous bull ring. It’s been 22 
years since they last carried home the top prize, 
however. They reached the final in the last 
tournament, narrowly losing out to Santos. 

I didn’t have great hopes for the game yesterday. The 
first leg had already been played, at Estadio Azul, and 
Toluca had triumphed 2-0. The omens weren’t good for 
La Maquina, Cruz Azul. But one must be optimistic, and 
the game started and continued at quite a pace, end to 
end, with chances for both sides. Cruz Azul’s 
goalkeeper was kept busy, having a positively heroic 
afternoon. The first half finished 0-0 and I’m sure even 
the most diehard Azulians (if there be such a word!) 
were substantially less than pessimistic about their 
sides chances of finally becoming the champions of 
Mexico. 

But in the second half a goal spurred them to life. A 
little trickery, a dash of luck and a stretched toe poked 
the ball home under Toluca’s prostate goalkeeper. Now 
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losing just 2-1 on aggregate, they rode their luck 
defensively, going forward aggressively, looking for 
that desperate equalizer. A shout for a penalty came! 
And went. The referee not seemingly interested. The 
game continued and shortly after, the young Cruz Azul 
starlet Villaluz burst into the penalty area, looking to 
get a touch to help bring his team level, when an 
opponent’s knee, raised high and with some 
momentum, crashed into his rib cage with such ferocity 
that the game was stopped and the youngster taken to 
hospital. Penalty, surely? The referee declined. He 
seemed determined that this great affair wouldn’t be 
decided on, or influenced by, a penalty. Oh the irony of 
what was to come. 

But forward came Cruz Azul, the game still end to end, 
the result still in the balance. And finally, a hopeful 
cross, a towering jump, a powerful header, and the ball 
flew into the back of Toluca’s net. Cruz Azul had done 
what seemed impossible. They had not only scored the 
two goals required, but thanks to the phenomenal 
form of their goalkeeper, who had spent much of the 
afternoon tipping 30 yarders over the crossbar, 
plucking balls from the air and sliding into the boots of 
Toluca’s strikers, they had not conceded. 

Extra time beckoned and duly came, but now it was a 
different game. Cruz Azul looked spent, exhausted 
from their efforts to pull the score level. It was nothing 
short of a desperate last ditch stand in their own area. 
For thirty minutes Toluca laid siege to their goal. For 
thirty minutes the goalkeeper, Gutierrez, continued his 
valiant display, beating the ball out on a number of 
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occasions. But the thirty minutes finally passed, and 
the referee’s worst nightmare came true – a penalty 
would decide the day after all. 

A tense and dramatic afternoon would go down to the 
most dramatic and tense finale possible in football. A 
penalty shoot-out. Five kicks each, then, if the teams 
still cannot be separated, sudden death. Toluca had the 
first spot kick. Goal. One nil. But only for a moment. 
One all. Then two one. Two all. Three two. Three all. 
Four three. Four all. Would no one miss a penalty 
today? Both goalkeepers had performed well in the 
game, but neither could get in the way of any of these 
kicks. Not even the weak ones. And at four goals each, 
we were effectively at sudden death. 

Up stepped the Toluca man, dressed in the bright red 
strip of his team, and fired in his shot….5 to 4. Then five 
all, level once again. The tension filled the stadium, as 
another shot slammed into the back of the net. Six five. 
And another. Six each. Mexicans everywhere sat 
transfixed. 

Penalty number seven, and the Toluca man put 
everything he had into it, smashing hard and to the 
keepers right. Gutierrez had guessed the right way, but 
there was too much power for his to quite get near it. 
Too much power for his hand to stop it if he had. But 
the bar stopped it! The shot was just a little too high, 
crashing against the underside of the woodwork and 
rebounding out and down – Cruz Azul were finally 
going to have a chance to reach the promised land! 
One penalty more and victory was theirs! Only the ball 



 

210 

hadn’t, to the surprise, delight, astonishment, dismay 
of the onlookers, finished it’s travels just yet. Down and 
out it came, till it found the back of Gutierrez and 
rebounded off the stricken keeper and into the back of 
the net. Seven six. Incredible. 

Had Gutierrez used up all the luck at his disposal 
yesterday? It seemed so. The pressure was now back 
on Cruz Azul, needing to score to stay in the game. A 
sure footed kick and the ball flew to the keepers left, 
towards the corner, towards personal salvation. But 
the keeper flew too, and his fingertips were enough. 
The white globe of leather, or whatever synthetic it’s 
made of these days, spun beyond the goalpost, never 
meeting the net that it had been heading for just a 
fraction earlier. Cruz Azul hearts were broken. Again. 
And Toluca were the champions. Again. But there’s no 
need to despair for long. There is always next year. 

 

December 22nd 2008 

Art. Barbarism. Culture. Butchery. Sport. Bull fighting is 
often labeled with one of those words, depending on 
your point of view. I suspect you’ll need all of them and 
a few more to really sum up the spectacle that occurs 
from November through to March in Plaza Mexico, the 
world’s largest bull ring. 

I’d been wanting to go to a show ever since I got here. 
Just to see it once. And that’s enough for me. I’m not 
really a fan of blood sports, but it is a part of Mexican 
culture, albeit a dying one – the stadium rarely attracts 
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more than a few thousand spectators these days, and 
you’ll find more people against it than for it. 

After three years of setbacks, I finally made it to Plaza 
Mexico, and yesterday watched a full three hour 
festival of color, blood, noise, music, grunts and oles. 
There is still an awful lot of tradition to be found here, 
with the matadors and their sidekicks kitted out in the 
most glorious, sparkling, colorful and rather tight fitting 
attire. Did I mention the abundance of pink tights? I 
even saw one matador arriving at the stadium, already 
fully dressed, being chauffeured in an equally glorious 
automotive relic from the 50′s or 60′s. But perhaps the 
vendors patrolling the stands have modernized a little 
more than the event itself, serving frappes and packets 
of M&M’s along with the more traditional flasks of 
beer and cigars. 

Sat on a concrete bench that cost the princely sum of 
150 pesos (although there are some cheaper seats to 
be had higher up) I watched as, on the stroke of 4 
o’clock, the first bull rocketed into the ring, having 
been released from the bowels of the stadium. The bull 
fight is carefully choreographed in accordance with the 
traditions and rules, with horses clad in armor, 
matadors with spikes and assistants with capes luring, 
stabbing and playing with the bull for a good 20 to 30 
minutes. And then the finale. The chief matador goes 
to the side of the ring to collect his killing sword. A few 
more charges from his four legged foe, a few more 
swishes of the cape, a few more oles, and then it is 
time. The sword is plunged deep, and hopefully the bull 
dies quickly. 
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High up in the stadium is a little box, Juez de Plaza, 
housing a judge. All eyes turn to him. Will the matador 
be awarded an ear? Two ears? A tail? Or nothing at all, 
if he hasn’t performed the rituals just so. His award is 
cut off the bull and he parades proudly round the ring, 
accepting the adulation, cheers and thrown hats and 
flasks of beer from the more enthusiastic members of 
the crowd. One disabled man threw a matador a 
crutch. A joke or a compliment, I’m not sure! But the 
crutch, like the flasks and hats are thrown back to their 
rightful owners. 

Another participant will approach with a knife to offer 
a coup de grace, a pair of strong looking white horses 
are lead out, the bull attached to their harness and the 
corpse dragged from the arena. The sand is raked and 
we are ready to go again. And forth comes another 
bull…again and again the process is repeated until 
finally the supply of bulls, nine of them yesterday if my 
counting was correct, is exhausted. 

Can a bull win? It’s possible, but rare. On this day a bull 
did win, but was then robbed. He was the last bull of 
the day, and a feisty one weighing nearly 500kg. He 
charged out with fury and deadly intent. He overturned 
a horse and he kept the matadors busy for quite some 
time. But finally his time for the sword came. The 
matador raised his steely blade, looked the bull in the 
eyes and lunged forward to kill the bull. But the bull 
still had his cojones in full working order and the 
matador found himself on the wrong end of a powerful 
pair of horns, floored and his very life in serious 
danger. 
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His assistants desperately intervened, getting the bull 
away from their stricken friend and carrying his limp 
body to safety at the side. Surely this bull had won. 
What exactly are the rules? But the matador quickly 
recovered and returned to battle, plunging his sword 
into the bull, who in truth should have already done 
one victory lap. But he did not die easily. Even when he 
went down, finally, and the knife was put to his neck to 
finish him off, he found the energy and rage to rise 
again and chase his foes a little more. But eventually 
his blood ran too deeply in the sand, and not where he 
needed it, in his veins and arteries. He staggered, lost 
his footing and collapsed. Finally dead. 

 

January 1st 2009 

But today was a far more spiritual ‘first’. No statues of 
Jesus or Virgins for me – not that kind of spiritual. 
Something very different, but equally profound. Today 
I finally made my first visit to Estadio Azteca. Mighty 
Azteca. The only stadium to have hosted two World 
Cup finals. The stadium that saw the greatest game of 
football ever seen, in 1970 between Germany and Italy. 
Then days later the greatest World Cup final, which 
fittingly featured arguably the greatest goal of all time. 
A goal that certainly helped justify the sport’s 
nickname, the Beautiful Game. The giant stadium that 
holds more than a hundred thousand screaming fans. 

It was much quieter today, at 3pm on New Year’s Eve. 
No fans there at all in fact. Just me, the guide and a 
Japanese tourist. And no screaming. Only the 
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continuous fake digital clicking of my camera broke the 
eerie silence. For 25 pesos I had a half hour to stroll 
around, touch the grass and look at a pitch which has 
seen so many triumphs, heartaches and dramas. 

It was here that Clodoaldo teased his way past four 
defenders before flicking a long pass to Rivelino with 
the outside of his boot, who played the ball to 
Jairzinho, on to Pele, who rolled the ball for the 
onrushing Carlos Alberto to smash home the fourth 
goal in their destruction of Italy, and to win the World 
Cup. Football, if only for a moment, became art. 

It was here that Maradona performed as sinner and 
saint in 1986, first scoring the infamous Hand of God 
goal that has earned him England’s eternal revulsion 
and hatred. Then his glorious run from half way up the 
pitch, past – no through – the entire English defense to 
slot home a one man wonder goal. I was back then a 
thirteen year old, staying up way past my bed time at 
home in London, watching with despair. England got 
one goal back, and so nearly the second. But as usual, it 
wasn’t to be. 

Standing at the side of that hallowed turf, it was so 
easy to let my eyes glaze over and see it all happening 
again in front of me. Football is a religion in England, 
far more so than in Mexico, and I am a fervent, 
fundamentalist believer! I’ve been to Wembley, the old 
one, many times. I’ve been to the Nou Camp and the 
Santiago Bernabéu Stadium, home to Spain’s legendary 
teams Barcelona and Real Madrid. But none have quite 
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the magic of this massive cauldron of concrete and 
memories. 

 

September 7th 2009 

The Mexico City Marathon is just three weeks away, 
and my preparations are going just fine. Occasional 
short jogs, max 5kms, plenty of smoking and…not much 
else. Oh, and a quick run through Chapultepec 
yesterday. Quick as in my recorded time, rather than 
the length of the run. There were two options. A 
lengthy 26kms for those intending to do the full 
marathon. Or a still lengthy, but not quite as 
murderous, 15kms route for the half marathon 
runners. Needless to say, I chose the latter. 

I met the friend I am running the half marathon with at 
Auditorio Nacional (photo top left), a theatre I have 
passed many, many times. But never quite this early in 
the morning. He wasn’t running today, but his wife 
was, and he came along to cheer. We met again at the 
end (photo top right), after the run. It’s a good sight, 
the finishing line. I can’t put into words just how glad it 
makes one to see it, after all that jogging. 

As for my run, I was bloody impressed with myself, 
even if I do say so myself. On Father’s Day I ran a half 
marathon, finishing a good 20 minutes behind my 
friends wife, averaging 6.50 seconds per km. Yesterday 
I finished 3 minutes ahead of her in 1 hour and 27 
minutes, averaging a pretty rapid 5.40 minutes per km, 
mas o menos. My goal is to do the half marathon in 
under 2 hours. The Run Calculator I use tells me that 
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I’m currently on target for 2 hours 5 mins. And I still 
haven’t given up smoking. I shall though, I swear! 
Mañana. I must. I think I can beat 2 hours anyway. But I 
know, even if I gave up smoking for just a week, that I 
could get well below 2 hours. My knee is still causing 
me a lot of pain though. I suspect it will need a knife to 
fix. And I’ll leave that till I get back to the UK. 

Mexico City might not know how to manage water 
supplies, but they do know how to organize road races. 
This was my second, and both were superbly run. This 
one was a little pricey at 330 pesos, but they did throw 
in a grey sweater, as modeled by me above, as well as 
the usual running short. At the end there was pizza (I 
helped myself to an extra slice) and fruit (which I left 
for others to enjoy) as well as plenty of Gatorade, 
water and juices. It’s all quite a good laugh. I 
recommend it to anyone, even those who don’t really 
run. There are plenty of 5km and 10km races for those 
who are less inclined to exert themselves too much. 
And at the end, everyone gets a nice medal to 
remember the day by. 

 

April 27th 2010 

Recently, someone suggested I not wear my England 
top around too much, for reasons in safety. I’m not 
sure he was being completely serious, but anyway. It is 
something I’ve found a little odd. Mexicans love 
football shirts, as we do in England. But whereas back 
home, you wear the shirts of only two teams, your club 
and your country, in Mexico you’ll  find people wearing 
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all sorts of tops. Argentina tops, I can understand – 
there’s a pretty big Argentine community in Mexico. 
The Spanish kit is also understandable, to a degree. 
Mexicans need to keep a team in reserve to support 
once they have gone out, after all – or their interest in 
the World Cup would be short lived! 

But I see people walking around wearing French, 
Italian, German and English national shirts all the time. 
And others. Why? Beyond national teams, there are 
plenty of foreign clubs represented too. again, I can 
understand Barcelona and Real Madrid. I can also 
understand Arsenal, who have Carlos Vela playing for 
them. But Chelsea? Newcastle? Liverpool? I don’t 
geddit. In England this would be considered treachery! 
But still, this isn’t England. It’s Mexico, and all the 
sports shops have their mannequins fully equipped to 
take advantage of the wealthier Mexicans who feel a 
Mexican shirt isn’t enough for their wardrobe. 

I’ll be getting my Mexico kit soon. It’s not cheap at 850 
pesos, but I’ll have to bite the bullet. Unless I can find a 
really good quality fake! I’m not terribly keen on 
England’s current strip – like many teams for the World 
Cup, they’ve gone retro and kept things simple. But 
perhaps a little too simple. Germany’s kit is an example 
of how it should be done – that’s my favorite design of 
all the World Cup teams. England’s kit is far from 
the worst though. 

Cameroon, Slovenia and the USA with both their home 
and away strips are vying for the prize for most vomit 
inducing designs. Cameroons shirt, I’m sure, was 
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designed by their immigration department, so that 
they can be instantly spotted in a crowd and rounded 
up. Oh, wait…it’s North Korea who has that problem. 
Never mind. Perhaps Slovenia’s kit was designed by the 
team with evading immigration in mind. As for the US. 
That was designed by someone who thought he were 
creating a tennis outfit. 

 

September 19th 2010 

Mexico almost always disappoints at football. Boxing, 
on the other hand, is an entirely different matter. 
There have been plenty of Mexican boxing greats at 
the top level of world boxing. Apparently, Saul ‘Canelo’ 
Alvarez will soon join their ranks. I think he’s a decent 
boxer, but I’m not convinced. A little bit too slow, and a 
little bit too one dimensional if you ask me. He could be 
a World Champion one day. But he won’t make many 
defenses unless he picks a list of…ummmm…Mexican 
road sweepers. 

There are too many talented boxers in and around his 
weight division, including Pacquiao, Amir Khan, 
Alexander and Bradley. And compatriot Juan Marquez, 
who is, in my mind an all-time Mexican boxing great. As 
was/is Marco Antonio Barrera, Erik ‘El Terrible’ 
Morales, Ricardo Lopez, Salvador Sanchez and of 
course Julio Cesar Chavez. Is Canelo capable of 
following in these hallowed footsteps? I think not, but 
not everyone agrees with me.  

February 22nd 2010 
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My blog is erring on the dark side at the moment. 
Hopping from drugs in the last post, to gambling in this 
one. Paola, myself and a fair chunk of her family set off 
for the Hipodromo de las Americas to watch some 
horses, have a little flutter, sample a beer or two and 
tuck into plates of carnitas. I’d been to the Centro 
Banamex before to see the 2008 Mexico City Motor 
Show, but this was the first time I’d gone to see the 
races. 

It’s all good fun, and can be a cheapish day out if you 
control your betting. It’s about 20 pesos per person to 
get in and then you spend what you want to spend. I 
managed to come out about 50 pesos up with three or 
four wins. Paola on the other hand had to wait to the 
final race for a horse she picked to come in first. She 
cheered Number 3 down the straight and past the 
finishing pole – she may never forgive me for 
accidentally betting on Number 7 for her instead of her 
chosen steed. 

 

June 15th 2010 

Bull fighting is a controversial issue in the UK, despite 
there being such massive support for riding horses 
across fields to watch a pack of dogs rip a fox to pieces. 
It’s controversial in Spain too, where it is gradually 
being banned in cities across the country. And in 
Mexico, whilst there isn’t much of a visible anti-bull 
fighting movement, the sport/art/atrocity (delete 
according to your perspective) has little support. 
Mexico City may have the largest bull ring in the world, 
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but they can’t fill it. They are lucky to get it a quarter 
full. 

Plenty of tourists do go and see a bull fight though. I 
did, a couple of years ago. It’s pretty brutal, there’s no 
getting away from that. There are, I guess, certain 
ethical, and maybe moral, issues that one must deal 
with before buying a ticket. It is part of Mexican 
culture, and there is so much tradition on display. On 
the other hand, they could just turn the stadium into a 
museum. I imagine the stadium is protected from 
developers – it has a huge footprint on a very 
expensive street in the city. In the end I decided I’d go 
and see it, just once. Once was enough. Is it something 
you’d go to see, or give a wide berth? It’s a personal 
choice I think. 

 

But every now and again something happens that puts 
the sport in the headlines. A few years ago it was a bull 
named Little Bird….my he could fly! The video on 
YouTube is worth watching. The bull came to a grisly 
end, but that isn’t shown, so you can press play 
without fear of seeing any nightmare inducing 
slaughter occurring.  

Last weekend a similar incident took place. Except it 
wasn’t the bull who flew over the barricades. It was the 
matador. Utterly bizarre. He had a Homer Simpson 
moment, to say the least. This is the matador 
equivalent of stage fright, I guess. And for his lack of 
bravery, he was arrested and fined for breach of 
contract. The man has no huevos. No eggs. No cojones. 
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Or, if you haven’t got it yet, no balls. Can’t say I blame 
him. The crowd didn’t seem too pleased though… 
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November 11th 2006 

I remember the first few minutes of my first job pretty 
well. The rest of the lesson? Not at all. Which is a good 
thing. I don’t remember it because nothing very drastic 
happened. It was an English lesson. Much like any of 
the hundreds of lessons I’ve given since. No disasters. 
No confusion. Just an ordinary English lesson. My first 
students were two legal eagles working for an 
American bank, a division of a famous US car maker. 
There was I worrying about what would happen, would 
I have a classroom, would they be friendly, would they 
understand me, would they let me have a cigarette….. 

Every business English class is different. Sometimes you 
have something to play your cassette tapes with, 
sometimes you have a whiteboard, and sometimes you 
just have a couple of chairs. You always have students, 
and you quickly learn to make the most of what you’ve 
got. 

I did have a nice conference room anyway, with 
whiteboard et al, and they both smoked like troopers, 
just like me. First thing we did probably…. a perfect 
start. 

Anyway, despite any apprehensions you might have, 
the first lesson of a new job is always the easiest lesson 
you will ever have. You won’t even need to open the 
book for the first half hour at least. It’s all about saying 
hello, getting acquainted, a little conversation to let 
you both know where you stand regarding the ease (or 
not) of communication. And then you will explain what 
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you are going to do. Here is the book. Here is what it 
covers, and how it works…. 

Before you know it you’ve only got 20 minutes of the 
90 minute class left. Just long enough for another 
coffee and a start on the first reading passage! 

Depending upon the level of your student, 
conversation may well make up the bulk of your 
lessons. If they are low level students (or just plain 
boring!) then you will spend more time using the book, 
as a lengthy conversation might prove difficult and 
tedious. An intermediate or advanced student however 
should be reasonably capable of maintaining a decent 
conversation. So chat you do! Sometimes I feel it is 
cheating, and I should be doing the book, but to be 
honest there is great value in conversational classes. 
Some students may insist that that is all they want. 

I still have the class at the US bank, near Perisur – a 
nice area in the south of the city, and much of the last 
year has been taken up with conversation. And they 
have very noticeably improved. No more do I have to 
deliberately speak slowly. Natural conversations all the 
way, so it must work. The proof is in the pudding they 
say, and my class can only be described as an extra rich 
chocolate gateau. 

 

August 31st 2007 

This week, or last – I’m not entirely sure, Mexico’s mint 
brought out a new 20 peso bank note. The back 
features drawings of Monte Alban, a set of fabulous 
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ruins in Oaxaca. The problem with money in this 
country sometimes though, is getting people to part 
with it. You almost have to put a gun to their 
head….maybe this explains the high number of 
robberies? Of course, most people are perfectly 
honest, but there are a few who are more problematic 
than back in the UK. And not because they can’t afford 
to part with the cash per se. It’s more of an issue of 
delaying and chaotic administration. 

I had to quit a job last week, because the school I 
worked for just couldn’t quite understand that not 
paying a 4 or 5 month overdue salary in full wasn’t 
acceptable. It went overdue by a couple of months 
because I couldn’t sign the contract – my documents 
were with lawyers for my FM3 visa. But it should have 
been paid at the beginning of July. Come the end of 
August and a long series of emails, missed 
appointments, rejected checks, part payments, excuses 
and general nonsense – adios! You have to draw a line 
somewhere. I drew mine, and now they need a new 
teacher. I’ve lost about MXN$1,500, but to be honest it 
was worth it to lose the stress and time wasting. 

 

October 30th 2007 

I’ve got another mail for TEFL information, this time 
through Facebook.  

I have seen your name come up a few times while 
searching TEFL information. Can you tell me about any 
reputable companies that offer the TEFL course? I am 
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trying to get info on taking the course abroad but I’m 
concerned about web scams. Everyone wants a deposit. 

Internet TEFL scams, the scourge of the industry! From 
a few years of reading through TEFL forums and sites, 
being concerned about web scams isn’t a case of 
paranoia….there seem to be so many of them out 
there. How to spot the good ‘uns from the bad ‘uns, 
that’s the million dollar question. Requests for a 
deposit isn’t really a sign – legitimate TEFL course 
providers want a deposit too, not just the crooks. 

There are steps you can take to make sure that you 
don’t hand over cash to a fly-by-night outfit intent on 
fleecing as much money as possible before changing 
their identity and doing it all over again. Research is 
key. Dave’s ESL Cafe is one place to go, but beware – 
even though Dave’s is the biggest TEFL site out there, 
there are scammers running ads on the site. 

Dave Sperling earns a fortune from the advertising on 
his site, and it is alleged (justifiably so in my opinion) 
his lust for cash exceeds his ethical principles. He’ll not 
only take anyone’s cash for an advert, but should 
anybody say anything negative about an advertiser, 
their post is removed and they face a ban. 

Nonetheless, there are a lot of helpful contributors 
there. If a company is getting a good write up by a 
number of posters, then that can only be a good sign. 
You can always post a request for information and see 
if anyone sends you a Private Message with the dirt on 
the dodgy schools. Communicating with teachers about 
their experiences is by far the best way to go. 
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There are also a couple of sites dedicated to outing the 
pirates that might be worth checking out. Tefl 
Watch and TEFL Blacklist are two that I know of, that 
are regularly updated. 

For Mexico, my own personal recommendation 
is Teachers Latin America. I know, I always tout them, 
but I promise I’m not paid a commission! I’ve only 
taken the one TEFL course, obviously, so they are the 
only ones I have personal experience with. I should add 
a disclaimer – I do still keep in touch with the course 
director, Guy Courchesne (still can’t pronounce the 
name, sadly!) and go along to occasional Mexico City 
teacher do’s. But that’s a good sign, I would have 
thought – how many scammed people keep in touch 
with someone who robbed them? I thought the course 
was good, and value for money. 

 

November 15th 2007 

A couple of months ago I posted a piece on 
the earnings of a TEFLer. So happy, I was, that October 
was set to be a record month – 17,000 pesos, provided 
that no one cancelled. Of course, people do cancel a 
class or two, and I did mention this. In theory, students 
are allowed to cancel up to 25% of their classes with no 
charge. After that, they have to pay for any missed 
classes that can’t be rearranged. I’m nice though, and I 
usually let an extra class go. I’m too nice… 

The vast majority of my classes are at a pharmaceutical 
plant, which has pros and cons. The big pro is that it’s 
so close to home. The big con is that, with all my eggs 
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in one basket, should anything go wrong, I am royally 
screwed. And in October, everything went wrong. The 
pharma  had an audit team descend, which sent all my 
students into a class cancelling panic for two weeks. I 
also missed two classes at another company in the 
north of the city – the first time to collect my FM3, the 
second due to a bit of street food induced belly bother. 
And then there were the normal expected 
cancellations.  

M 17,000 peso record month didn’t therefore quite 
pan out. In fact it turned out to be my worst month for 
ages. November has already taken a couple of hits, and 
with a public holiday on the 19th to celebrate 
Revolution Day, a couple more will go by the wayside. I 
can’t complain too much though. 10,000 pesos is 
enough, and my wife  has a job now. If I can avoid any 
more cancellations this month, the 14,000 pesos I earn 
will be a good month. But it’s getting close to 
Christmas, which is always a bad one for income. 
Everyone will cancel for two or three weeks. I am 
currently working on persuading my pharma peeps 
that two weeks is more than enough. 

 

December 16th 2007 

It’s a sad fact that an awful lot of English teaching is a 
complete waste of time. There are several factors for 
this, but a major one is when a student has unrealistic 
expectations and goals. A fellow teacher once 
suggested that 80% of all he does is a waste of time. I 
looked back at my students of the last year and found 
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he wasn’t far off with that percentage. So how to 
encourage, motivate and take the students to the next 
level, without them falling into a depression because 
they haven’t become fluent speakers in the first three 
months? 

Right from the outset, explain fully and frankly what 
they are letting themselves in for. Make sure they 
appreciate that their level of English is not going to 
show any sudden improvement from an hours class 
once a week. They need to commit themselves to three 
hours weekly as a minimum. Make sure they 
understand that learning English is a long term thing. 
Significant improvements become most clearly visible, 
months and years into a course, not days and weeks 
later. 

But also make sure that they know that if they stick to 
it, they will get there. Encourage them to do the fun 
things – reading poetry, watching the Simpsons, 
chatting on the internet – in their free time. Make sure 
they know that every minute of practice, no matter 
how trivial it may seem, is of value. 

Set quarterly targets. Test them, show them where 
they have improved. Point out things they get right 
that they used to get wrong. Don’t rush through course 
books, which is often a temptation. Ensure they 
understand that progress isn’t measured simply by the 
number of pages completed. You do sometimes need 
to be a motivational leader of sorts - one of the big 
issues with many students is confidence, and their lack 
of it. One of the most significant and most sudden 
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improvements you can get from a student is if you are 
able to instill in them a little confidence in their ability. 

 

February 10th 2008 

I’ve posted this sort of info before, but it was a while 
ago, and worth expanding on. I’ve posted a few tips to 
give an idea of what is involved in being a TEFL teacher, 
but this one is a key one for Business English teachers! 
How much work, how much pay? Expectations are 
often higher than reality. Obviously if you choose to 
work in a school, this won’t apply quite so much. But 
for a teacher who chooses to go from company to 
company plying his or her trade, it can take a while to 
build up a full set of classes, and even longer before 
you build up a full set near your home at a rate of pay 
that you (learn to!) like. I got there after about 18 
months I guess.  

I could have gotten there earlier, but I was largely 
happy bumbling along. A few hard facts though – when 
you start out, you’ll have to take any job you can get. 
Right now I’m not interested in travelling anywhere 
that’s more than 30 minutes from home, for anything 
less than 180 pesos an hour. Preferably 200 pesos or 
more. When I started (and if my circumstances change 
tomorrow…) I took jobs that involved travelling 2 hours 
there, 90 minutes of class and 2 hours back – for 90 
pesos an hour.  

I think most jobs should pay 120 pesos an hour now 
though. But that was hard work. Having so much time 
taken up in travelling also meant I could only do the 
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one class in the evening. You’ve also got to accept that 
your classes are going to mean early mornings (7am to 
9am) and fairly late evenings (5pm to 8pm). So no, it 
doesn’t always help you keep an active weekday social 
life. 

I keep an office document which calculates a load of 
data regards my work and pay, and fills out a monthly 
chart for me. If you want to know what is possible, with 
a little time, a little networking, and a little luck, here it 
is. January was pretty good for me, considering I had 
no classes at all for the first week. A total of 68 hours 
earned me 11,409 pesos – an hourly rate of 168 pesos. 
That hourly rate is a little low this month, because I 
have 2 classes I don’t charge so much for. They had no 
cancellations, the high payers had plenty. I lost about 
20% of my earnings to cancellations and spent 118 
hours travelling. 

 

August 21st 2008 

I am having to go to a new panaderia for my bread and 
cakes now, because the one round the corner is just 
too much trouble. Why? Because the guy who runs it 
wants me to teach him English. It’s not that I’ve got 
anything against him – I’m sure he’s a perfectly nice 
chap. Thing is, he doesn’t want to pay my going rate, 
and he doesn’t seem to realize that half the 
neighborhood have also asked me to teach them 
English….at the ‘locals and neighbors discount rate’. 
The discount rate being selected by them (after asking 
politely how much I charge, and then ignoring that 



 

232 

number completely) and being roughly a fifth of what I 
really charge. 

If I took on just half the number of family members and 
neighbors who asked, I’d fill my whole schedule, which 
would leave me in a pretty dire financial position. Most 
of them accept my politely worded suggestion that 
they’d be better off at the local Washington School, but 
there are always one or two, and Senor Panaderia has 
been asking for three years now. His offer is the 
funniest though – he will bring free bread and cakes 
with him to the lesson in lieu of currency. Erm…gee, 
thanks! But no thanks. Get the message dude. 

 

October 7th 2008 

Having a native English speaking English teacher means 
several things to students. I guess status is a factor for 
some – having a ‘real’ English teacher over a Mexican 
English teacher seems to be akin to owning a BMW 
rather than a Ford. For some. There is also the 
perception that a native speaking English teacher is 
better. Which really depends. 

I personally won’t take on beginners or really low level 
students. They are better off with a Mexican teacher, 
who can not only provide quicker one word 
translations, but has probably studied English grammar 
for longer and more recently than any native speaking 
teacher the student is likely to find. They also have 
more recent experience in learning English, which they 
can utilize and share to the students benefit. 
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There is a market for us native speakers though. We do 
have our benefits. For an advanced student, a native 
speaker is in a much better position to teach idioms, 
phrasal verbs, common collocations, slang and 
generally improve fluency. 

We have one more advantage. We’ll always give the 
lesson in English. The inspiration for this post came 
from a lesson I eavesdropped on at a job yesterday, at 
a table a couple of meters away. An hour and a half’s 
worth of English lesson, at intermediate level with a 
Mexican teacher, conducted entirely in Spanish. 
Entirely. I never heard a single word of English. So 
fascinated was I by the whole thing that I almost forgot 
about my own students! 

The market for English teaching, at least from my 
experience, seems undiminished despite the financial 
crisis, rocketing food and fuel prices et al. In fact I am 
thinking of putting my prices up in the New Year to 
200-300 pesos per hour, from the current 180-250 
pesos per hour. But I guess I’ll wait and see how things 
pan out. 

 

December 31st 2008 

I regularly browse through TEFL related sites and come 
across many strange stories. But rarely do I come 
across one this bizarre. It goes without saying there are 
plenty of good English schools in Mexico. And plenty of 
bad ones. And then there is the Laughing Coyote 
School of Nayarit. It doesn’t seem to have the best of 
reputations in the TEFL community! 



 

234 

I could easily form an opinion based on the things 
being said about the school by former teachers.  

“American teaches should avoid this school at all costs! 
The living conditions during training are terrible at the 
Nayarit school and you are required to teach 20-30 
hours per week for free.” by Reportero. “Am also a 
Laughing Coyote survivor. Would not do it again in this 
or a future lifetime.” was posted on Dave’s ESL Cafe. 

Along with comments which would suggest the 
honesty and even sanity of the owners leaves 
something to be desired…. 

”Once he started talking about being related to William 
Travis and cousin to George Washington, I started to 
disbelieve everything he said” and “ I was right, saying 
that insane doesn’t do her justice. Her gall, continual 
lying and failure to face reality is 
astounding…..Paloma’s truly a crazy, and yes (you were 
right) evil, bitch who belongs in a padded cell !!!“ 

It’s hardly flattering stuff, is it. And these opinions do 
seem to be supported by the majority of posters on the 
net. With the exception of some, who do appear to be 
the same person posting under different names. But 
with the same grammatical and spelling errors. The 
owner of the school, one would presume. Which in 
itself is a bad marketing tactic. But the real meat of this 
story is to come. A visit to their website is in order! 

They, rather uniquely, have set up a Black List on their 
web site, purportedly to advise other schools as to the 
unsuitability of teachers they have employed. A Black 
List with names….and sins! So what sort of people have 
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they been employing? Well Christopher was guilty of 
pornography, having an intimate relationship with a 
student and destruction of property. Ok, well sounds 
plausible, I guess. Not every teacher is a saint. Let’s 
move on. Dicky has also been nailing a student, it 
seems, along with excess booze and drug use. And he 
stole. Bad boy! 

Alexander has moral issues. But now for my favorite, 
Nicole, with her radical Muslim views, her sleep 
disorder, psychological issues and obsessive 
compulsive behavior. But wait – that’s not all. She’s 
also a pathological liar, and bi-polar. She sounds the 
best! But there are other good ones to come. Travis 
has emotional disorders and knocked a girl up, whilst 
James has ‘mental disorder memory disease’. No, I’m 
not making this up. Did this school have a resident 
psychiatrist evaluating these people as they left? 

John has moral and integrity issues as well as a liking 
for underage porn, a theme which continues from 
James who also had pedophile links in Asia. Or so they 
claim. Bob and Fiona also had a selection of phone 
related issues, emotional problems and the like. But 
they’re not as special as Todd. He put cocaine on 
candies and handed them to kids, brought prostitutes 
to school, used drugs, and caused major destruction of 
two schools. Way to go Todd! And all of them, virtually, 
stole stuff. And they have tapes to prove it – which 
would perhaps cast greater doubt on the school’s 
integrity than the teachers. 
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Now, this is only my opinion. But it seems to me that 
this school has a serious issue with former teachers 
reporting negative stories about them within the TEFL 
community. Revenge can be sweet, I know. And 
it is best served cold. But when it’s served in such a 
blatant and ridiculous manner as the Laughing Coyote 
School have attempted to do, it just induces further 
ridicule and  derision, and justifiably so. 

Still I thank them, for they made me laugh today. As it’s 
the New Year I will kindly offer some personal guidance 
on remedying the situation. If the owners do have 
sanity issues, seek help. Operate the school in a 
professional manner. Deal with complaints like adults. 
Then they will find that there are teachers who will 
report positive stories about them, will stay long term 
and help them to run a successful business. 

Update: 

I today had an email forwarded to me from someone 
who had been in contact with the Laughing Coyote 
School: 

Thank you for your courage and discretion. Under no 
circumstance will your name or email or even a 
mention of you be exposed in any way. As a school, the 
owners have never participated in any blogs or any 
gossip of any kind on the internet. This black list is 
truthful, and accurate. We do not send the 
documentation, photos, video, or witnesses to anyone 
for protection of their identities and respect to families 
and protection of their privacy. If you know where one 
of these teachers are, we will be happy to turn the 
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information over to the proper authorities to deal with 
the situation.  

I want you to think about something. Why would a 
school put a black list up, and show the candidates 
unethical behavior to make the school look bad? 
Because there is something more important to us than 
“looking bad” or “appearances”. Our reputation is not 
near as important as the safety of our students, 
families and staff. It is our duty, to expose in unethical 
behavior of any kind by anyone who is trying to be or 
pose as a teacher. Anyone who feels that this is unique, 
is quite wrong.  

These situations go on all over the world, but, the 
schools do not expose or say anything because of their 
need to protect their reputation. A reputation 
something that feeds the ego, truth feeds the soul.  

In the end, only one leaves this world with you that has 
any value. These teachers (candidates) are guilty, and it 
is up to them to prove their innocence. We have no 
problem waking up every morning and liking what we 
see in the mirror. No one can walk in our shoes but us. 
If one of these teachers goes to another school, and 
does the same thing, by stealing, drugs, intimate 
relations with a student, or child molestation, and we 
did not warn the public, and schools of what we know, 
then we are just as guilty of the crime that they 
commit.  

If our black list saves just one child, or one family of 
suffering and pain, then I  have done my job as a 
human being. What you decide is up to you. Either way 
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it is your own personal choice. Whatever you decide we 
respect what you are considering.  

They never gossip on the internet? I think most people 
who have followed this will believe that to be a blatant 
lie. They don’t send the evidence? Well their web site 
doesn’t explicitly say they will, but it does imply as 
much. What about the reward? That is an offer that 
seems to have dissolved when it came to the crunch. 
The teachers are guilty until they prove their 
innocence? They claim to be proud Americans….their 
pride doesn’t seem to extend to the principles of 
American law, upon which the country is founded. 

So in short, no evidence, no reward, no understanding 
of the concept of justice. There are many sentiments in 
their email that I don’t disagree with. However, when 
read in context with what is known of them and the 
teachers in question, I would suggest to the LCS that at 
this moment in time, they have quite some way to go 
to ‘prove their innocence’. 

Update 2: 

I have also found an email allegedly written by the 
owner of the LCSE, via This Guy Is Teaching Abroad, 
posted on a blog which seems like it may be a little bit 
hostile towards those folks down at the Laughing 
Coyote School. An except… 

When I find you, hell will look like heaven, and now Im 
not alone. YOU are a wanted man, and BUBA is waiting 
for you, but only after the Mexican law gets done with 
you, and that will make state prison look like 
Disneyland. IF you make it to the jail. Here or the USA, 
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you are wanted, and your crimes are now federal. GET 
out of my COUNTRY, or you will never have another 
chance to see the light of day in your country. Im on 
your tail, and you will not see me coming but you will 
know when I have arrived, because the pain you have 
caused will go back to you 10 time fold. NO deals, too 
late. Anything goes. I WILL FIND YOU!! 

In summary, Pablo believes this teacher to be full of 
hate, evil and sin. Unlike himself. Even though it is he 
who seems intent on hunting down, torturing and 
killing someone. Words fail me. 

February 24th 2009 

Yesterday I managed to get myself banned from the 
most popular ESL/TEFL forum on the internet. Was I 
terribly naughty? Not really. Maybe a little, but only a 
little. And I won’t lose any sleep over it. Dave’s ESL Cafe 
has for many years been the place to go for help and 
advice regards anything TEFL related, and also for 
anything about moving to, living in or travelling 
through pretty much any country you care to name. It’s 
really nothing more than a large community of people 
who take the time to share their knowledge and 
experiences and to keep in touch with the forever 
evolving world of TEFL. 

But the forum has long been a center of controversy, 
for quite a number of reasons. The owner, Dave 
Sperling makes a fortune out of adverts on the site. A 
lot of people have been allegedly upset, on a regular 
basis, because he accepts adverts from companies who 
are well known for poor business practices/unethical 
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business models/ripping off newbie TEFLers and even, 
so I’m told, out and out fraudsters. 

What upsets people even more is that he has a team of 
moderators who clamp down hard on any sign of 
dissent. Want to warn a new TEFLer against going to 
work for a certain company who advertises on Dave’s? 
Your advice will be deleted, and you’ll probably be 
banned. Want to raise a question about Dave’s forum 
which could be construed in even a slightly negative 
way? Delete and ban. Think Dave could improve an 
aspect of his site’s moderation policy? Don’t post it – 
delete and ban! 

My sin? Well. I’ll come to it. There was one particular 
user on the Mexico forum who posted a plethora of 
links over quite a period of time. He wouldn’t usually 
actually contribute his own thoughts or opinions. Just a 
grim headline, followed by a link to a story. All of them 
negative, all of them rather pointless, and most of 
them sourced from some very questionable news 
outlets. For example, a Conservative Christian 
movement in Texas. Nice. Every story was about 
murder, drugs, beheadings, economic doom, crime 
gloom. “Don’t look now, but Mexico is collapsing” 
being a recent one. 

It has to be said there are plenty of negative things to 
write about regards Mexico. And the better members 
do cover them. But this member in particular doesn’t 
seem to understand how a forum works. It’s a place to 
share your own opinions and stories. What he did 
would be called spamming. At best. Trolling, at worst. 
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What he is doing still living in Mexico City when he’s 
clearly so terrified of the place is unclear. He sure does 
need to grow up though. 

I have never been a prolific poster on Dave’s. Largely 
because of the aggressive censorship and unethical 
practices that I have observed or heard about. A couple 
of posts a month was my limit. I don’t expect to find 
absolute freedom of speech anywhere. It doesn’t exist. 
But you hope not to find the kind of fascist style 
censorship that is employed there. 

After the latest string of one line doom threads by the 
contributor in question, I thought I’d play the same 
game. I posted three new threads. “Mexico – sunny 
weather expected on Tuesday” was one, with a link to a 
weather site. “Postcard sent from Mexico – arrives 
safely!” was another, linking to a picture of a 
postcard. “A photograph of a man in Mexico – not 
beheaded”, linking to a photo of a chap in Mexico, who 
clearly still had his head attached to his torso. That was 
all too much for the moderator, one would presume 
the infamous Mr Kalgukshi, who promptly banned me. I 
have to say I rather expected it, and didn’t much care. 

But Dave’s Cafe is missing the point, and whilst I am 
sure it’ll be the top dog in the TEFL world for some time 
to come, it probably won’t last forever with its current 
policies in place. Their current ethos is all about getting 
in revenue, with the community seemingly considered 
an incidental annoyance to be barely tolerated. The 
thing is, without that community, Dave’s income will 
shrivel up and disappear. 
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I’m not the only one to be banned. One of the biggest 
contributors to their forums, of many years standing, 
was also today banned. That will be their loss, not his. 
And a big loss. His crime? As I understand it, he started 
a thread, now deleted, complaining that I had been 
banned. Another thread started a few hours ago simply 
titled ‘Goodbye Gary’ with a ‘will miss you’ type 
message, but not mentioning the word ban or anything 
else, has also been deleted. 

So goodbye to Dave’s from me, and he, and many 
others. Some time ago a rival forum, the similarly 
named David’s ELT Forum, was set up to accommodate 
the banned, the disaffected and the unruly. I hope it 
takes off. It’s still a young site but growing. I will take 
my contributions over there full time.  

 

June 25th 2009 

Sometime ago I wrote a post on the Laughing Coyote 
School, one of the most bizarre schools in Mexico, and 
perhaps the world, in existence. It attracted a huge 
number of comments. With the exception of the 
owners of the school, they were all negative 
comments. Negative? That is being polite I guess. They 
tick all the wrong boxes. Unprofessional? Check. 
Dishonest? Check. A bit crazy? Check. Their 
website gives off enough alarm bells and flashing red 
lights with its iffy content, but even that could not 
match the comments posted across various sites by 
Paloma and Jeremy as far as warning signs go. 
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So in the odd six months since that post, what has 
changed? Their website went down when they forgot 
(or couldn’t afford) to pay for the renewal of their 
domain, although eventually it returned. Despite 
promises, the website hasn’t been updated to add the 
Spanish language section, nor have the numerous 
spelling mistakes in the English section been corrected. 
The Black List is still there, much to the amusement of 
everyone who reads it – really guys, with your far-
fetched comments attached, there is no international 
English school in the world who is going to read that 
and come away with any other impression than it is 
you who suffer mental health issues. 

Despite promises, no proper evidence was ever 
produced by Jeremy to back up his claims regards 
those teachers. Despite promises, their ‘unusual’ 
Chomsky training program has never seen the light of 
day.  Despite many promises, nothing has really been 
achieved. But on the plus side, it seems, according to 
reports from various people, that their network of 
schools have all closed bar one. They no longer have 
any native speaking English teachers employed, 
excluding Jeremy. Their reputation is mud, and the 
quagmire it lies in gets deeper and more stagnant by 
the day. 

But I will take my hat off to Jeremy in one respect. He is 
consistent. Even as the ‘empire’ collapsed around him, 
he continually commented that ‘everything was better 
than ever’. As each school closed, a feeble excuse was 
given followed by claims that they were ‘breaking 
enrollment records’. Even as it became obvious it 
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would be impossible for a new English teacher to miss 
the numerous warning posts about this school, they 
were ‘inundated with applications’. Although he did 
mention, as an advance defense, that they weren’t 
going to employ any of them. In other words, they 
aren’t inundated with applications, but shhhhh! 

And when I had a browse of their website earlier today 
I noticed a ‘Best year ever 2009′ news item. Now, 
Jeremy….no one believed you before. But this is 
convincing! If it’s posted on a website, it must be 
true….! 

 

December 21st 2009 

The year is coming to an end, and I’m wishing one class 
after another a Merry Christmas and a Happy New 
Year. There’s just one more to go on Monday, and then 
there’ll be no more relative clauses, past perfect, 
conditionals or other bits and bobs of grammar to deal 
with for a week or two. I’ve been lucky with my classes 
really, as in they are quite stable. 

I finish the year with a total of ten groups, three of 
whom take one class a week, the other seven taking 
two. A total of 25.5 hours, unless there are 
cancellations. There always are! My groups are spread 
across the city – one class in a plastics factory in the 
north, three in a Coyoacan bank, one near the Centro 
Historico and six in a pharmaceutical company in 
Taxqueña which is very near my home. 
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Of those ten groups, I have taught two of them for 4+ 
years, two of them for 3+ years, three for around 2 
years whilst three started this year. Learning English is 
an ongoing, nay – never-ending, process!  

 

March 23rd 2010 

One of the most common worries I encounter amongst 
new or potential Mexico City TEFLers, is how exactly 
will they find sufficient work to pay their living 
expenses. I do have a few tips, although it has to be 
said the best way to find work is to be here in the city, 
ready to take it the moment it becomes available. It is 
perfectly possible to find employment from your home 
country, but it isn’t as easy. 

 Enroll for a TELF course at a reputable school 
that offers those that pass the final exam some 
classes or a job of some sort. Beware any 
guarantees….there are no guarantees! Although 
plenty of schools promote the courses they run 
with definite assurances of work afterwards. I 
would say you are highly likely to be given 
enough classes to make a start to your new life, 
but you’ll need to be good enough, and there 
needs to be the work available in the first place. 
 I recommend Teachers International – this is the 
route I first took when arriving in Mexico City, 
and it worked for me. 

 There are plenty of language schools in Mexico 
City. Harmon Hall, Berlitz, Washington and many 
more. Knock on their doors! Someone will take 
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you in sooner or later. The downside is that they 
don’t pay well, and they can often be a little 
irregular in their payments. But again, it gets you 
off to a start. 

 Print yourself off some flyers, locate some 
foreign companies (pharmaceuticals for 
instance) and hand out your leaflets to 
employees as they go in or come out of the 
building. It works. I would suggest being there in 
the morning, from 7.30am to 9am. You’ll catch 
most of the workforce – in the evenings, 
employee departure is more staggered – and 
they are perhaps more likely to respond to your 
flyer at their desk, rather than at home. 

 Socialize! Use TEFL forums (David’s ELT is a good 
one for Mexico City) and go and meet people 
who are TEFLing. Tell them that you are looking 
for work, and ask if they know of any classes that 
are available. Keep in touch, make yourself 
available and you may well get a few classes out 
of your efforts. 

 Word of mouth is the oldest marketing strategy 
in the book, and long term the most effective. 
Once you have a few classes, you’ll find 
(especially if you tell your students that you need 
more classes) that people will approach you. 
Bear this in mind if you have the opportunity to 
take on a class of just one hour, at a horrible 
time of the morning, for an hourly rate that you 
feel is too low. If the class is in a company local 
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to you, with lots more potential classes that 
could come from there, perhaps it is best to view 
the class as a marketing strategy in itself. To get 
your foot in the door. 

 

April 13th 2010 

I’ve gone through quite a few course books with my 
students over the years, and inevitably I have found a 
few that are now my favorites. It is vital to choose the 
correct course book from the word go. It needs to be 
the correct level for the student, and it also needs to be 
thorough and engaging. And interesting! You’re going 
to be stuck with your choice for perhaps a year, or even 
more. 

Which books are my favorites? I teach upper 
intermediate and advanced learners in the main, and I 
have used the Fast Track to CAE book with all of them. 
It ticks all the right boxes. For lower levels I like 
the Inside Out series, particularly the pre-intermediate 
and intermediate books. But the CAE remains top of 
the pile – I shall be keeping my copy for memory’s sake 
when I quit Mexico and TEFLing next year. I’ve read it a 
dozen times now, and nothing will remind me of my 
experience more than this book. 

 

May 20th 2010 

There is, I’ve been told on many occasions, an 
unwritten rule when teaching English. Whilst 
conversation is an important part of the class, never let 
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religion or politics creep into the chat. It’s dangerous 
ground. I must confess I’ve never seen this unwritten 
rule written down anywhere, and I’ve often had 
religious or political conversations in classes. Granted, 
there are some people who are particularly devout or 
politicized, and when they are present I will tend to 
divert the topic to safer ground. They aren’t paying me 
to provoke fist fights, after all. 

But what to talk about? Not everyone wants to chat 
about football or food endlessly, unfortunately. I look 
for inspiration in all sort of places. And more often than 
not, a podcast comes to the rescue. The most recent 
was a two part BBC Documentaries podcast – Would 
You Kill The Big Guy? It’s a philosophical conundrum, 
based around the Trolley Problem. 

The idea is simple. An out of control train is heading 
down the track towards five workmen, who will all be 
killed. You are standing next to a points lever, and with 
one pull can send the train down a side track. There is a 
man down there too though, and he will be killed. 
What do you do? Pull the lever, kill one man but save 
five? Let destiny take its course without your 
interference and allow five people to be killed? 

The podcast plays out this idea with a number of 
different situations, and goes on to explore this idea in 
the context of real life. It’s worth listening too, 
regardless of whether or not you have a class to play it 
to. It is certainly a sure fire way to provoke interesting 
conversation. 
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May 31st 2010 

Teaching English involves many things. Vocabulary, 
grammar, listening, context, conversation and many 
other bits and pieces that make up a language. But it 
can also be more specific, when required. There’s no 
point teaching a businessman or woman the ins and 
outs of zoology when they deal with accountancy on a 
daily basis. Unless the student has such an interest, of 
course. 

Most students appreciate involving their industry in 
classes, and there are numerous ways to do this. Just 
chatting about what they do exactly. Bringing in audio 
of video that is related. I tried a different approach 
recently. The idea started out as a simple ‘factory tour’ 
where they would show me around their plastics 
factory. 

But the idea evolved. Firstly into a factory tour which I 
would video, so that we could go back into the 
classroom and discuss their processes, look up and bits 
of vocab that didn’t come straight to mind, and 
generally analyze the workings of the factory floor. 
Later, we decided to produce a promotional video as a 
learning project. 

It is fun to do, involves everyone, is a great way to 
bring their industry into the classroom and of course, 
there’s a final product to show for all the effort. It took 
a fair few classes to produce. Firstly a discussion where 
we decided what we wanted to film and talk about. 
Then script writing, for both spoken and text content. 
Then two takes to create the video. 
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The film might not earn anyone any Oscars for acting, 
nor me any awards for videography. But I’ve looked at 
YouTube videos where people have done something 
similar, and this is much better than any I’ve seen. So 
I’m happy with the end result. I hope the gang at the 
factory is as well. 

August 13th 2010 

Everyone fancies packing their bags and wandering off 
to live in another country at some stage in their lives. 
I’m pretty sure for a lot of the good citizens of the UK 
that ‘stage of life’ starts at around 10 years of age and 
continues until the 80th birthday. Or death. Whichever 
comes sooner. 

How easy is it? Really, it’s very easy. You just save a bit 
of cash, pack your bags, buy a plane ticket, get on 
plane, get off plane, book into a hostel or somewhere 
cheap until you get more permanent digs. Arrange to 
do a TEFL course with a reputable provider, and 
providing you have a little savvy and aren’t completely 
illiterate….voila. You’ve done it. 

Don’t read too much into the negative stuff you find on 
the web, and don’t worry yourself too much about the 
tales of red tape that accompanies virtually every 
online forum you’ll stumble across. Corruption is 
everywhere, and as a result, you’ll be able to work a 
way round the bureaucratic mess. 

For Mexico I highly recommend Teachers Latin 
America. It’s run by a guy called Guy. Which is a good 
introduction to homophones – he should use it more 
often as an intro to the world of grammar. Maybe he 



 

   251 

does, and I missed it when I did the TEFL course. Book a 
course with him and let me know. He’s a helpful chap 
anyway, and will guide you through the maze of 
accommodation, employment and socializing as well as 
how to actually pass on your native language skills to 
Mexican students. 

Letters of recommendation are cheap and easy. I could 
waffle on about the merits of the course material etc. 
But the proof, as they say, is in the pudding. I took the 
course just over five years ago, and I’m still here, still 
teaching English, and still in touch with Guy. And happy 
enough to write up a recommendation once in a while. 

This time, the ‘post of recommendation’ is to celebrate 
the unveiling of his new website – which was long 
overdue! Although I shouldn’t poke fun, seeing as I did 
offer to help design a new one about a year or so ago 
and never got round to it. He’s also (re)starting a blog. 
He had a pretty good one that died a couple of years 
ago at the hands of some unruly Terror Bytes, but 
hopefully this one will stay the distance. 
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July 15th 2007 

Ever wanted the ground to open up underneath you? 
Be careful what you wish for in Mexico City. With the 
excessive ground water extraction, regular earthquakes 
and torrential downpours, the city’s streets have a few 
extra hidden dangers over other cities. The ground may 
very well open up and swallow you whole. 

This week in Iztapalapa, literally just down the road 
from me, this pretty sizeable sinkhole opened up. 
Started as a big crack in the ground, and then before 
you know it there’s a 45 foot deep hole, 15 foot in 
diameter in the middle of the street. It swallowed a car, 
half a house and a man who was taking too close a 
look. 

The solution? The hole and 200 related cracks, which 
spread out for another 500 yards, are being filled with 
cement as I type. Doesn’t sound totally scientific… 

 

February 19th 2008 

Most of Mexico’s people get their gas from tanks 
stored in their yard and refilled by tankers regularly. 
But we are ‘lucky’. We have piped gas. Piped gas is 
pretty rare in the city because of the continual 
earthquakes which aren’t healthy to piping! So anyway, 
we get a monthly bill which usually ranges from 250 
pesos to 450 pesos. Sometimes we lose the bill/it 
doesn’t arrive or it doesn’t get paid on time.  

No problem, we just make sure the next bill, which will 
include two months of gas, gets paid on time. And they 
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never cut us off. Till this month. On Valentine’s Day! 
And what irks me is that our bill was just a few days 
overdue! Tight bastardos!!! Yesterday I had to go all 
the way to Bellas Artes and pay the bill plus 158 peso 
reconnection fee. And they’ll reconnect us today. Or 
Monday. Or Tuesday. Maybe. So this week, a big boo to 
Natural Gas of Mexico. 

 

March 27th 2008 

You’ve no idea how much you take certain things for 
granted. Take water for instance. You turn the tap on, 
and out gushes a plentiful supply of clean water. Except 
for here in Mexico City, where it is prone to go off at 
any moment and you really never have any idea as to 
when it will return. We are currently on Day 4 of one of 
the worst water shortages I’ve experienced. We woke 
up on Monday to find there was no water. It tends to 
come on at about 8am and again at 11pm for between 
half an hour to an hour. But that isn’t 100% certain. 

To describe it as a pain in the neck is an 
understatement of grand proportions. You can’t 
shower, brush your teeth, wash dishes, wash your 
hands, use the toilet, water the plants or clean the 
turtles out. Ok, not everyone has turtles, but still. We 
do have bottled drinking water, but there is only so 
much you can do with that. Because quite a lot of 
people are affected it, the bottled stuff sells out in the 
local corner shops pretty quick, so you have to 
conserve. 
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On Monday some of the residents went out and 
blocked the road to protest but that fizzled out pretty 
quick. It wasn’t going to change anything. The irony is 
that this week the government announced that they 
are going to spend billions on the countries water 
supply problems. It’s a bit of a conspiracy theory to 
suggest they then cut our water off so that they could 
be assured approval for their huge spending plans, but 
the general public can be a suspicious lot sometimes! 

 

January 2nd 2009 

How’s your 2009 going so far? Good, I hope. Mine? 
Dry. Not dry as in alcohol free. Dry as in no water. 
Yesterday at about 9.30am the authorities decided to 
turn off the water supply to my zone. That was about 
25 and a half hours ago and they still haven’t turned it 
back on. Let me teach you some new vocabulary, 
words which I’m currently using to describe the 
aforementioned authorities. Pendejos. Chingar plus a 
variety of other words, although references to a 
mother is quite common, and appropriate at the 
moment. And….no, I could easily go too far. 

Boy how people in the UK take something as simple as 
a continuous supply of water coming from a tap for 
granted. Take a look at the clock now. Every time you 
go to the loo, imagine if you couldn’t flush afterwards. 
Going out tonight? Imagine the looks you’d get if you 
hadn’t showered. Need to clean the stinky turtle tanks 
out? Imagine…well, imagine you were me. Because I 
don’t know anyone else with ten turtles! 
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Having the water supply cut off is such a regular thing 
here, and you just never know when it’s going to come 
back on. There’s no prior warning. A couple of hours? 
Half the day? Most of the day? I have to say the current 
situation isn’t so common, for the water to go off for 
more than 24 hours, but it has happened before. And it 
sucks. It really, really sucks. 

If ever you visit here you’ll notice almost every roof top 
has a huge black water tub perched on top, to get 
people through these situations. But not everyone has 
one, and there are lots of people in my situation, in a 
block of apartments, with a roof several stories up. A 
roof owned by someone who doesn’t want, and won’t 
permit, half a dozen huge water containers sitting 
above them. And I don’t blame them really, what with 
the earthquakes. Such is life. It’s not a good situation 
and I’m afraid I see no end to the chronic water 
shortages that afflict this giant city. 

 

August 4th 2009 

Every day, usually three of four times, you’ll hear the 
clanging, as a man wanders down the streets and 
through the back alleys shaking his old metal bell. To 
let you know the truck has arrived. And maybe, if I feel 
like it, or Paola orders me, I’ll gather up our rubbish 
bags and take it out to the truck for disposal. Along 
with a few coins for a tip. Anything from a couple of 
pesos to ten pesos. This isn’t the end of the journey for 
my trash, just the last part that I’m involved in. Now it’s 
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on to a tip, when Tip People live. Sifting through for 
anything redeemable, in order to earn their living. 

 

October 21st 2009 

One of my common gripes about living in Mexico City is 
the slack broadband service. There aren’t many options 
to choose from, and the main broadband supplier in 
the city is actually my only option – Cablevision haven’t 
made it to my ‘hood yet. So I’ve suffered with a measly 
1mb line for the last few years, although that was at 
least better than the 1/2mb line on offer when I first 
arrived in Mexico City. Uploading speeds are poor too, 
which is annoying given the quantity of photos and 
videos I like to upload. 

But this week, mysteriously and without any fanfare 
whatsoever, that I noticed, my connection was bumped 
up to 2mbs. With a proportional increase in uploading 
power. Strange. I’m not complaining though. I can only 
assume Carlos Slim has finally taken pity on me and, as 
it was my birthday this week, given me a little present 
of his own. For which I thank him profusely. 

 

August 18th 2009 

The water supply in my hood gets turned off regularly 
because of shortages of the stuff. I’ve been through 
this many times before. Both experiencing the 
annoyance and as a blogger having a good moan. 
Sometimes it’s off for just a couple of hours. 
Sometimes for most of the day. Now and again it’s off 
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for 24 hours, but never more than that. It usually goes 
off just when I need a shower before going to work. 

It went off this morning, very early. It hasn’t come 
back. And we’ve just been told it isn’t going to come 
back till Saturday. Five days. And if that’s five Mexican 
days, then they probably mean we won’t get any water 
till next week sometime. Maybe. They’ve cut through a 
main pipe because they’re building a new metro line. 
Which is a pretty good distance from us, so that means 
they’ve cut water off to hundreds of thousands of 
people probably. 

Five days. We have filled buckets for emergencies that 
get us through a day. But not five days. You lucky 
people who live in countries that aren’t full of idiots 
running essential utility services (and you may have 
thought that you do – but you don’t)  have no idea 
what it’s like to go without water. Washing dishes. 
Flushing the toilet. Brushing your teeth. Having a 
shower. Boiling the kettle for coffee. Just washing your 
hands before eating…. 

Of course, they gave us the usual amount of notice. In 
other words, we found out hours after the supply was 
cut off. Apparently they have leafleted, but we haven’t 
seen any. There are so many things that I can put up 
with, live without or otherwise tolerate in life. Little 
things that I don’t let affect my otherwise positive 
experience in Mexico. But an unreliable water supply 
just isn’t one of them. 

I’m looking forward to returning to London in a year or 
two, just so I can turn on the tap, with the confidence 
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that something will come out of it. I should have known 
this year wouldn’t be a good one. The first picture from 
my 365 project this year, on January 1st – taps turned 
on and running dry. It’s pretty much continued as it 
started. 

 

May 20th 2010 

Business practices are pretty different in Mexico 
compared to the UK. Some for the better, some…..well 
bureaucratic and complicated are good words to 
describe some of the mad ideas that get implemented. 
But none are as dumb as Telmex’s pretty instant 
reaction to a bill that is not paid on time. Our phone 
line has been installed for more than 20 years, and has 
almost always been paid on time. 

But nonetheless, if the bill isn’t paid by the Due Date, 
we have no more than a couple days grace before we 
get cut off. Or at least before outgoing calls are barred. 
And if we do miss the Due Date (which isn’t impossible 
given that the bill sometimes – although not often – 
arrives a day before, or even after the Due Date) then 
we can’t pay at a local store or bank. We have to go the 
Telmex office. Which is well out of the way. 

So invariably that means it’ll be a week or more before 
we get around to paying. Who loses? Telmex. We’re 
not making calls, most of which aren’t necessary or can 
be done for cheaper through Skype. Thus Telmex isn’t 
able to charge for calls we would have made. Twenty 
years the line has been in, twenty years of payments, 
and still there is not a teensy weensy bit of trust! 
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One wonders how Telmex made Carlos Slim so 
wealthy. Then one remembers the virtual monopoly he 
has. I for one hope that monopoly comes to an end, 
but I suspect that’ll happen long after I’ve left the 
country. Fairly mild rant is now over.  

 

June 9th 2010 

The huge screen is all set up in the Zocalo for the city´s 
football fans to watch the game on Friday between 
Mexico and South Africa, as the World Cup gets 
underway. And it´ll stay there for the duration of the 
World Cup, showing matches to anyone who wants to 
stop and take in a few minutes. 

There appears to be just one problem. The workers 
who are protesting the sudden closure of Luz y Fuerza, 
the city’s electricity company, have occupied most of 
the square with a tent city. Some are on hunger strike, 
some have opened little tent shops, all of them are 
periodically chanting slogans – none of them appears 
intent on moving along to make way for the footy fans 
who want to watch the World Cup at the Fifa Fan Fest.. 

I had little sympathy for the employees of one of 
Mexico´s most corrupt companies before. But I had 
little animosity either. If they disturb my viewing of the 
World Cup, however…well let their damnable souls 
burn in Hades forever! No one messes with my football 
entertainment and gets away with it. Even if the only 
consequence are some harshly worded, but inaudibly 
mouthed, curses. 
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October 15th 2010 

Today is Blog Action Day, the annual angry blogger rave 
and rant day. Something I don’t normally participate in. 
These sorts of things usually change little to nothing. 
But this year the theme is water, and that’s something I 
know all about. It’s one of those things that you really 
only notice, appreciate and understand fully when you 
don’t have it. And it’s something where even an 
increase in awareness will be a positive thing. 

Let’s be clear – I’m hardly one of the worst off on 
Planet Earth as far as water supply goes. But the 
droughts and subsequent limiting of supply of potable 
water in Mexico City over the last few years has meant 
that at times I’ve simply had to go without for periods 
of time that are, at the risk of understating the issue, 
inconvenient, unpleasant and even downright 
uncomfortable. 

We’ve suffered complete shut offs for several days at a 
time on occasion, and the agua not-quite-so-pura is 
regularly turned off for hours at a time. Usually just as I 
want to go have a shower before work. When it’s off 
for a longer period, washing dishes, flushing toilets and 
showering all become decidedly difficult. 

It’s not nice. Many people have it worse. But the 
situation isn’t improving, here or elsewhere, and the 
Big Water Turn Off will be coming to a tap near you 
soon if societies around the world don’t change their 
ways. 
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The main issue in Mexico City is the lack of suitable 
infrastructure to collect and recycle water without the 
vast majority of it leaking away. It wasn’t a problem 
until the population of the city exploded, placing 
unbearable strains on the water system. But that’s how 
things are going all around the world. Too many 
people, and either not enough water or a management 
system that is not up to the job. Or both. 

There are two simple messages that Blog Action Day 
should be promoting in my opinion. Education and 
information on how to conserve and efficiently use 
water in those places where it is available. And the 
need for massive investment in putting in place water 
systems capable of supplying some fresh drinkable H2O 
in the many parts of the world where water in scarce or 
in short supply. 

I say massive investment, because on a global scale all 
the figures are big. But it’s worth bearing in mind, 
when you reduce the issue to individual needs the 
number is surprisingly small. Just $25 can, so I’ve read, 
supply a person with sufficient fresh water for life in 
deprived parts of the world. So next time you’re 
thinking of making a charitable donation, bear that in 
mind. 

Thirst is not as visible as hunger on a television screen. 
And the smell of unwashed people doesn’t come across 
as clearly as a mud brick house with a straw roof. But 
they are there, part of that life, and you can bet they 
feel it. I’ll leave you with a nice little image that shows 
where on the planet. Unless you’re ‘lucky’ enough to 
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live on the edge of the Arctic Circle, it doesn’t paint a 
pretty picture. Add another couple of billion people 
over the coming years. It’s not going to look better, is 
it… 
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October 12th 2007 

It’s technically not a Holy Grail, but a work visa. But 
they were beginning to seem to be of similar substance 
– something you hear about a lot, but also something 
you can’t seem get your hands on! But today, after 
many months (I think the process started in April or 
May!)I have in my possession the little green passport 
style document that says I’m legally permitted to live 
and work in Mexico. 

So why all the grief? Oh, the bureaucracy! I had to fill 
out umpteen forms, photocopy them, photocopy the 
photocopies, several photocopies of the passport, 
letters from the employer, references from Mexican 
citizens, photographs, TEFL certificate….the list goes 
on. And you have to do it all ‘just so’, or face a 
rejection. I’ve read of people going to and fro from the 
immigration office half a dozen times or more because 
a letter isn’t worded just as they want it. Once all that 
is in place, the application goes in, and a month long 
wait begins. Once you’ve been approved, the process 
seems to start again! More form filling and 
photocopies and signatures, to be completed within 60 
days of the approval, before attending immigration to 
swap the last document for the FM3 itself. 

That happened this morning, and needless to say 
wasn’t entirely straightforward. Arrival at Migración 
was greeted with a sign declaring that from October 
1st, we needed to go to another office half a dozen 
blocks away. Then they wouldn’t let my lawyer in the 
building because he didn’t have the correct form of ID. 
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They let me in, but wanted to keep my passport at 
reception…great! Kinda need that on Floor 14, actually! 
So off to get yet another photocopy of it…. 

Still, I got there in the end, submitted my thumbs for 
fingerprinting, signed a couple of more forms, and left 
with my new FM3! I can’t complain really. Much of the 
aggravation was for Paola’s uncle. He’s the lawyer they 
wouldn’t let in the building, and had gotten all the 
forms for me, made several trips to Migración and 
generally did the donkey work – my visit there today 
was my first (and last – till next year) trip there. And he 
charged me just US$150 – not bad considering some 
hand over up to ten times that amount to lawyers 
looking for fresh Gringo meat to bleed dry. 

 

November 28th 2007 

Mexico is a pretty popular place for backpackers. It’s a 
pretty big place too. You could easily go over the 
standard 90 day visa time allowance. And oh the 
bureaucracy to get it extended! Actually, it isn’t that 
hard, but still. I did once…had to photocopy every 
single page of my passport, fill out a form or two and 
pay a few pesos. I did it at the airport, but it can be 
done at immigration centers around the country. 

Still…backpackers, fear not! The immigration service 
has changed its rules, and everyone entering Mexico 
now gets 180 days automatically! It was possible to 
persuade them to give you the maximum of 180 days 
before, but it depended on the person checking you 
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into the country. I asked twice, and got just 90 days. 
Twice. Mean swines! 

 

May 16th 2008 

My poor old passport expired at the beginning of April. 
I should have renewed it before, but the price of a new 
one proved to be a bit of a stumbling block! I’m sure a 
passport was about £30 when I got my last one. It’s 
now a staggering £120, roughly. In pesos that’s 
MXN$2,620 or about a week’s pay. I suppose they are 
going to blame the fact it’s now got an electronic chip 
in it of some kind, blah, blah, blah… 

At least the British Embassy has one saving grace. That 
is, it’s not the US Embassy which always has a huge 
queue of visa hungry Mexicans and fencing and 
security which would have you believe it was a military 
base. Not that the British Embassy doesn’t have 
security, but I guess the Americans are just a little more 
paranoid. Although to be honest I’m not tempted to 
talk too much about security of the embassy, because 
at the end of the day they are the sort of buildings 
terrorists regularly target, and I wouldn’t want to give 
anyone a helping hand. 

Still, I had all my documents, my new photos (that 11 
year old snap in my last passport wasn’t too nice – 
although I did have more hair then!) and the cash and 
in exchange I got a receipt. I go back in a couple of 
weeks for the new passport. 
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December 3rd 2010 

Mexican bureaucracy is such that most people do their 
utmost to avoid it. But in recent years the government 
has been opening out and listening to the people. 
That’s not to say they’ll do anything about the various 
issues that are raised. But at least they’re listening. 
Two of the recent ‘public consultations’ were to ask the 
population what the government should do regards the 
environment, and what were the most frustrating 
examples of bureaucracy. 

Some things have changed. For example, the FM3 visa 
process for foreigners wanting to live and work in the 
country. Kinda bizarre. How many Mexicans 
complained about that? It’s always actually been easy 
to get an FM3 visa. In that you’ll get it in the end. You 
just needed to practice the Three Ps. 
Patience, Persistence and Pesos. Otherwise known as 
frustration, time-wasting and a little bribery here and 
there. 

It wasn’t uncommon to have to pay half a dozen trips, 
or more if you’re unlucky, to the Immigration 
Department. I knew of one chap who renewed his visa 
each year, and would take along all the documents 
needed last time, only to find they wanted one more 
this time. There was a list of required documents, but 
there was also the small print. Which effectively said 
‘…and anything else we think up on the spur of the 
moment, just to give you a hard time.’ 

Now much of the process has been moved online, and 
the visa can be had with just three trips to the offices in 
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a time frame of as little as a month. The final visit being 
to pick up the new card style visa, which replaced the 
old passport like booklet. And the price isn’t too step. I 
don’t know off the top of my head the cost for a new 
visa, but a renewal is just a little over 2,000 pesos. 

Some schools will help teachers get their tourist visas 
changed into work visas. Others will not. Just make 
sure you get any educational certificates apostiled 
before you come to the country. Alternatively, take a 
TEFL course in Mexico and get a certificate here. That’s 
usually the easiest route into working in Mexico as an 
English teacher. 
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April 10th 2008 

Every now and then I get sore eyes. Sometimes it stings 
quite a lot, but never for long. But for the last few days 
my eyes have been so damned painful! Open or closed, 
they have been stinging nonstop, but I think I have 
finally sussed out why. I had always put it down to 
tiredness or staring at my laptop for too long! But 
nope….it’s the damn pollution in the air. 

It’s been very hot lately, and there’s been no wind, so 
the contaminants which are so prevalent in the city are 
just hanging in the air. I’m sure that cycling along the 
roads for several miles on Tuesday, and going up to the 
even smokier north of the city on Wednesday has 
severely aggravated the problem. 

One of my students told me this morning that there are 
high pollution warnings at the moment – this means 
that owners of cars with certain license plate numbers 
are not allowed to drive them on certain days. They 
have to go by metro – which is like travelling in a 
toaster at the moment with the heat wave that we’re 
having! I love the dry season, but I have to say, for the 
sake of my poor eyes….roll on the rainy season. Only a 
month or so to go. 

 

June 11th 2008 

I read a post on another blog the other day with the 
theme ‘You know you’ve lived in Mexico too long 
when…’. An obvious one at the moment is that the four 
days of cloud and rain we’ve had is really, really, really 
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depressing. Especially for my pet turtles, who live for 
the sun. Where is the sun? It seems like ages since last I 
saw it. How will I ever cope with England’s 300 days of 
cloud, rain and general greyness when I one day go 
back? 

The weather really has been foul by Mexico City 
standards – I’m sure it’s due to hurricane Arthur or 
some other tropical storm. The hurricanes and storms 
that batter the Caribbean and Pacific coasts never do 
make the central highlands, but we do seem to get a 
few days of crappy weather shortly after they hit. 

And the worse thing is, because the drainage system is 
so crap, the roads quickly become flooded. Sometimes 
just with rain water. Sometimes with extra ingredients 
dragged up for the sewers. Nice. 

January 6th 2009 

Every year I post much the same thing, and I don’t see 
why 2009 should be any different. What do I know 
about originality? Spring, in Mexico at least, is my 
favorite time of year. 

Spring is warm, dry and a little dusty in Mexico City, 
which is just how I like it. The rains won’t come in 
earnest till May, in theory, and March and April are just 
perfect in every way. I know what you’re thinking…it’s 
a couple of months till spring yet. 

It is, but the first signs have arrived. On Sunday I 
walked past a Jacaranda tree that stands next to Belles 
Artes, with its first lavender blooms on show for all to 
see. In another few weeks huge swathes of the city will 
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be engulfed with the lavender petals fluttering from 
twigs and branches in mild breezes, and the pavements 
blanketed in lavender from the fallen blossoms. 

 

September 12th 2009 

It began last Saturday evening. I found myself trapped 
for an hour inside a building, held hostage by Mother 
Nature. Rainy season had begun. Months late, but it 
had begun. With a fury. To have stepped outside for a 
few seconds would have been like leaping into a 
swimming pool. Sunday afternoon brought more of the 
same, with electrical storms that pulled the plug on the 
electricity supply, ironically enough. We gave up 
waiting for its return and had an early night. 

Monday was more of the same for us. For others 
around the city, with blocked drains, burst pipes and 
the continuing deluge, floods wreaked havoc. I’ve been 
moaning about a lack of water for months, and now we 
have plenty. Sadly, the wrong kind. From my point of 
view. I like the tap water stuff. From the point of view 
of the country’s farmers, its welcome. The sad thing is, 
the heavy rainfall isn’t good enough for any of us. Of 
course we need it, but it’s too late for the farmers. And 
none of the stuff will, as I understand it, make its way 
to our supply. Rainwater isn’t seriously collected. 

 

February 8th 2010 

Mexico has been in the news again this week, and once 
again it’s water related. Not, for once, because the 
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stuff is running out. But because there was too much of 
it. Heavy rainfall, and crappy drainage systems (pun 
intended) unable to cope, left parts of Mexico City 
flooded and caused landslides and flooding elsewhere 
in the country that caused a number of fatalities. On 
the plus side, if you can look past the dead bodies for a 
moment, the rain has helped refill the nearly empty 
reservoirs that supply the city with water, or so I have 
read. 

There’s another plus side though. This is, technically, 
dry season. Rainy season doesn’t come till May. And 
typically at this time of the year, pollution in the city is 
terrible. The cold temperatures trap dirty air in the 
Valley of Mexico, and the lack of rain means none of it 
gets washed away. The torrential downpours over the 
last week have though cleaned our skies. Really 
cleaned them. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear it’s 
been raining Clorox, the housewives favorite bleach. 

The result? Popocatapetl and Iztaccihuatl, the two 
giant volcanoes sitting a few hours’ drive outside of the 
city have become visible. It’s like looking at an old 
postcard from the city, of decades ago, when they 
were regularly visible, cloud cover permitting. In my 
nearly five years here, I’d only ever once before seen 
them poke their giant frames through the pollution, 
that being at Christmas in 2008 when  there is less 
traffic in the city, a little less smoke, and temporarily 
cleaner skies. 
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March 15th 2010 

Xochimilco, the Venice of Mexico City, is a place to go 
listen to mariachis belting out traditional songs, drink 
lots of beer and generally have fun whilst floating 
around the canals on some very unsafe looking 
gondolas being punted along by your ‘host’. I’m not a 
big fan, to be honest. It’s not the place for a teetotaler 
to be. But it’s ok. It was the birthday of a fellow Brit, 
and she was very much in the mood for a drink. And a 
dance, as demonstrated in the final part of the video. 

We were worried that she had drunk a little too much 
at one stage, but she insisted that her head was 
hanging over the side of the boat in the hope of seeing 
a Axolotl, a rare, slightly bizarre looking and now 
critically endangered salamander that is native to 
Xochimilco.   

 

August 1st 2010 

Mentioning the name Xochimilco to someone usually 
conjures up images of green canals, colorful gondolas, 
mariachis, flowers and beer. Especially, perhaps, beer. 
But the canals main purpose is the production of planty 
stuff. Legal plant stuff, mind you. This is Mexico City, 
not a border town.  

Xochimilco is a big place, and quite a drive south into 
the city. Or, alternatively, a fair old journey down the 
full length of the Tren Ligero system, starting at Metro 
Taxqueña. If you’re just after flowers, or painted pots, 
though, then there is another alternative still. And one 
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that’s very close to my home. A five minute drive on a 
good day. 

I prefer the part of Xochimilco near my home. The 
more well-known Xochimilco, which attracts hordes of 
tourists, students, families and, unfortunately, raging 
drunks, isn’t my favorite part of the Distrito Federal. It’s 
dirty, dusty, and full of peddlers trying to flog tourist 
junk or sell you a ride on a gondola. At rip off prices if 
you have a whiff of ‘foreign’ about you. 

But I do keep meaning to get a boat to take me out to 
the Island of the Dolls. Everyone goes to La Isla de la 
Muñecas. Lonely Planet has been there. Anthony 
Bourdain, of No Reservations fame, made time too. 
Even Old Joe Meek, whoever he is, went, took some 
video, and probably has the T Shirt. The island is 
haunted, so it attracts the paranormal types as well. 
Destination Truth have done their bit for the ghost 
hunting industry. 

Everyone’s been there, but me. So it seems. One day 
soon, I’ll make it. And see what ghosties I can find.  
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October 9th 2007 

A week or so ago was the 39th anniversary of a 
Tiananmen Square style massacre – the year was 1968, 
and Mexico City was about to host the Olympics. Sadly, 
the Mexican government took great exception to 
student protests centered around Tlatelolco square 
and sent in troops to ‘remove’ them. Hundreds were 
killed, but despite promises from Vicente Fox during his 
2000 Presidential campaign to prosecute the officials 
responsible, no one has ever been convicted. If you 
should ever take a tour from a Mexico City hotel to the 
pyramids of Teotihuacan, chances are the bus will stop 
at a place called La Plaza de Las Tres Culturas where 
you can see architecture from pre-colonial times, the 
colonial era and post-colonial era. And the square. 

Shortly after the massacre, the Mexican government 
decided students had become too liberal, and banned 
modern rock music. The Doors had a concert booked 
but were one of the first bands prevented from playing 
in the country. Maybe the first, I’m not 100% sure. 

 

November 17th 2007 

It’s not the first of Gary Jenning’s Aztec series of books 
I’ve read, but it is by far the best. Aztec Rage is fiction, 
but based on plenty of fact, and gives a great feel for 
what New Spain may have been like to live in. 
Inquisitions, silver mines and gachupines represent the 
Spanish colonial perspective, with the Mictlan, the 
ninth and lowest part of the Aztec version of hell 
waiting for those who sin… Set in the early 1800′s, 
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several hundred years after Hernan Cortes had 
conquered the country and claimed it for Spain, it tells 
the story of Don Juan Zavala and Mexico’s break for 
independence.  

 

October 14th 2009 

I’ve been to the Leon Trotsky Museum in Coyoacan 
three times. The first was in the summer of 2003, but I 
came away with just one photo, of his mausoleum, 
because in those days memory cards for digital 
cameras were prohibitively expensive, so I packed just 
256mbs, on which I had to try to capture as much as 
possible of a nearly 3 month long backpacking trip 
across Mexico and the US. I’ve since lost that photo I 
think. My second visit was in the summer of 2005. I had 
to return for more snaps. But sadly a few months later 
my hard drive self-destructed and I lost months’ worth 
of photos, including the Trotsky shots. 

I may have come away with just the one photo in 2003, 
but I loved the museum and the fact you could walk 
through his house, left largely as he left it. There is an 
atmosphere in the place that reeks of history and a 
sense of occasion, and the story of his few years in 
Mexico City was almost as dramatic as the story of his 
life in Russia. Political intrigue was only the start. His 
affair with Frida Kahlo added some romantic spice, 
which was followed by a close call with death at the 
hands of the famous Mexican muralist Siqueiros and 
his band of gun toting Stalinist assassins. The bullet 
holes are still very evident in the walls of his bedroom. 
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Eventually one of Stalin’s hit men did succeed. With an 
ice axe, buried into Trotsky’s skull. I’ve looked around 
the office for blood stains, but it would appear they 
were cleared up. So the place hasn’t been left exactly 
as Trotsky left it. He didn’t die immediately either, so 
one imagines he must have dripped a fair bit of claret 
around the place. It wasn’t the best of blows, and 
Señor Leon fought him off, and spat in his face, or so 
the story goes. But the wound was severe enough, and 
he died the next day. 

I know, I’m reciting history, and I could have simply 
provided a link to a web site with a fuller, more 
accurate and perhaps more articulate account of the 
facts. But that’s the point of this museum. It really 
urges you to find out more, look into what happened at 
Number 45, Avenida Viena all those decades ago. Not 
all that many museums have such an effect on me. It 
has to be said though, that I love history, and this sort 
of history in particular. The ancient Greeks were all well 
and good, and very interesting, but I can relate to 
Trotsky. We shared the same century, albeit at 
differing ends of it. We shared the consequences of his 
Russian Revolution, even if that meant an ice axe in the 
head for him, whilst I got to watch  Protect and Survive 
adverts run by the government in the 80′s in 
preparation for nuclear holocaust. And we’ve shared 
steps across the same creaky wooden floor boards, in a 
time capsule of a house in Coyoacan, Mexico City. 

I don’t think you need to be a communist to appreciate 
this bit of history – I’ve never leaned much in that 
direction myself. But Trotsky, formerly known as Lev 
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Davidovich Bronstein, looks such an amiable chap. The 
sort you’d like to think of as ‘grandpa’.  You’d trust him 
to look after your kids. And even if you don’t think 
there is such a thing as an ‘agreeable commie’, there 
are certainly some who were more disagreeable than 
others. I think the Soviet Union might have been better 
off with Grandpa Leon at the helm than Uncle Joe, but 
who can tell for sure?  

 

April 2nd 2010 

A little further on from Metro Hidalgo, heading 
towards San Cosme, is a grand old church and an even 
grander old cemetery. In the UK the two always go 
together. Here no so often. What makes this cemetery 
so grand are the residents. Benito Juarez, the sole 
totally indigenous president in Mexico’s history, being 
the most famous resident here. And with the biggest 
tomb. With flowers and giant wreaths replaced 
regularly. Indeed, I’ll go so far to say that a man (or 
woman) isn’t really amongst the good and great of 
Mexico unless they have their spot in this cemetery. 
Either reserved for future use or as current occupant. 

I suspect that along with the good and the great there 
are also, here and there, the not so good and great, but 
sufficiently rich. In fact, the only possible way I can 
think of for a Mexican to elevate his status even higher 
than by having a stone in this yard with his or her name 
on, is to have a metro station named after them. I saw 
a fair few names in here which match up to metro 
stations. 
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In case you are wondering, there are plenty of 
vacancies for heroes of the nation to stake their claim 
to a tomb or stone of some description. You can see all 
the empty plaques awaiting lucky owners in one of the 
photos below. Could I qualify? Well I did rescue a pair 
of young ladies from the sea a few years ago. Risked 
my life so I did. I’m not sure that claim will work out for 
me though, even if I could find them again to 
corroborate my story. They were pretty…well, pretty. 
 Ulterior motives may be suspected. Tsk. Perhaps I can 
find a quiet spot somewhere in Highgate instead. 

I noticed another few tombs. Juan Zavala…where had I 
heard his name before? Juan Zavala, Juan Zavala….it 
came to me, eventually. Don Juan Zavala! Hero of the 
war against the Spanish! And he’s buried here? Well I 
never! I know…you don’t need to tell me. But I liked 
the link. 

 

April 23rd 2010 

Every metro station has not only a name but a symbol. 
And they are often worth investigating. Some are a 
little obvious. Villa de Cortes springs to mind. Others 
less so. Would Garibaldi turn out to have a large poster 
of myself with a digitally shaved bonce? Turned out not 
to be. Shame, really. It took me a couple of years to 
work out what a chabacano was, and why it had a 
Metro station named after it. A chabacano, I 
discovered, was an apricot. Which still left me a little 
mystified as to why the metro station bore that name. 
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I’ve only just bothered to look it up, and now that I 
know the answer, I can share it with you. There used to 
be a river there, besides the bank of which apricot 
trees grew in large numbers. The explanation is so 
obvious once you know it. But you’d not have known 
there used to be a river there. You’ll struggle to find 
rivers in the Distrito Federal, despite lots of place 
names having the word ‘rio’ in them. They’ve mostly 
been diverted in large pipes underground. A pity? I’d 
have to see what the quality of the water is like before 
I call for any rivers to be brought back to the surface. I 
have concerns. 

Today I got off at Metro Popotla. The name gives little 
away, to me anyway, but the symbol of a tree held 
hope of a historical find. Ok, I confess, I had gotten a tip 
off. The tree is an Ahuehuete tree, apparently, and 
famed for its association with Hernan Cortes, the 
conquistador supremo. Cortes, so the story goes, had 
left Tenochtitlan, the Aztec predecessor of Mexico City, 
where he was still a guest of sorts, to dash off to 
Veracruz. A party of Spaniards had landed there intent 
on finding and arresting him. He did battle, won the 
day and returned to the Aztec capital only to find that 
the buddies he’d left there had had a mad rush of 
blood to the head and had gone and slaughtered a 
bunch of Aztec nobles. 

The Aztecs weren’t best pleased, and señor Cortes 
found himself holed up in the center of the city, with 
Moctezuma as his prisoner. Surrounded by Mexica 
warriors, Cortes slipped out of the city under the cover 
of darkness, with all the gold he and his men could 
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carry, and tried to make a dash for safety over a bridge 
across the lake that surrounded Tenochtitlan. He was 
spotted and a chase and battle ensued. He just made it 
out with his life, but perhaps hundreds of his men, and 
maybe thousands of the non-Aztec ‘Mexicans’ he’d 
picked up along the way to accompany him, died. The 
lake ran red with blood, and in places where the bridge 
was damaged, dead bodies filled the gaps, allowing 
others to walk across. 

He stopped at a point where Popotla is now sited, and 
cried beside a tree for all the men he’d lost. And I’m 
sure there was a tear or two shed for the gold that had 
been lost with them. Instant karma, if there is such a 
thing. And so the tree was named Arbol de la Noche 
Triste – night of the sorrows. The tree stood for 
hundreds of years, before being destroyed in a fire a 
few years ago. But I wanted to have a looky see at  
what, if anything, remained. I found first a church, then 
behind it a garden. On a wall was painted a large mural 
depicting the events of that infamous night. Then past 
the church, in a small park, was a gated area where the 
tree once stood. 

The stump is still there. And a huge stump it is too. A 
familiar looking stump, in fact. I’d seen such a tree 
before, I was sure of it. A little more research was 
needed on the Ahuehuete tree. As it happens, I was 
right to think I’d seen such a tree before. The Arbol del 
Tule, in Oaxaca, is such a tree and I’ve visited it twice. It 
has no links to Hernan Cortes, that I know of. But it 
does claim to be the world’s largest living biomass. 
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April 5th 2010 

I’ve visited plenty of ancient Mexican pyramids and 
ruins, and here is my top nine. I’ve visited more, and I 
have excluded Templo Mayor from this list - important 
as it is, I’ve only ever peered in from the outside.  

1. Palenque - surrounded by real green jungle, not 
the dusty, dry and near dead ‘jungle’ of Chichen 
Itza, Palenque is vast and as picturesque as they 
come. 

2. Monte Alban – the guardians of Monte Alban 
take care of their ancient city, and even though it 
does turn into a dust bowl at certain times of 
year, the surrounding landscapes are awesome, 
the museum is great and the history behind the 
ruins told very well. 

3. Xochicalco - surrounded by rolling green hills as 
far as the eye can see, this place is a gem. Quiet, 
well maintained and with some fantastic 
stonework. 

4. Teotihuacan - it’s so very touristy, and the 
vendors thoroughly annoying, but as far as scale 
is concerned the two pyramids here take some 
beating. 

5. Uxmal - lots of green, well maintained, with 
some really impressive structures. It’s 
wonderfully maintained and a great day out for 
the family. 

6. Chichen Izta – it’s dirty, dusty, surrounded by 
unremarkable woodland, poorly managed and is 
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so packed with tourists. But it is a large and 
important site. 

7. Mitla - the tiny set of ruins that barely anyone 
visits because it’s so close to Monte Alban, but 
not close enough for a lot of people to bother 
with. But it’s got some great stonework and the 
church next door is worth visiting too. 

8. Dzibilchaltun - like Mitla, this site is too close to 
too many other bigger and more important sites, 
but aside from the fact there are some great 
walks to be had in the park it sits in, there’s a 
very nice cenote for swimming too. 

9. Cuicuilco - in the heart of the southern part of 
Mexico City, Cuicuilco is a tiny site but with some 
serious history behind it and a quaint little 
museum. It’s a great respite from the smoke and 
bustle of the city. 
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July 14th 2008 

I set off to check out Chapultepec Zoo, without my 
other half, who has never been too keen on visiting the 
zoo. To be honest I love animals, but am really not that 
fond of zoos. Chapultepec is a fabulous green oasis in 
Mexico City with parks, castles, museums, lakes and of 
course the zoo. The zoo itself was totally renovated in 
the 90′s and it is laid out nicely, and makes for a good 
walk. But like most zoos, the amount of space the 
animals are given to live in is just too small. It’s really 
quite sad. I knew it would be, but still I went. To see for 
myself. 

The shame is that the zoo could be a fabulous place if 
they simply tried to specialize a little instead of fit the 
whole of Africa in there. It’s no place for elephants, 
giraffes, hippos, bears and all the rest. If they choose to 
be a world leader in primates, for example, then they 
could have some huge enclosures for a smaller 
selection of species. Kids would still be entertained, 
they’d have room for a museum and they could play a 
much more active role in research and conservation. 

I took loads of photos, and a video of a very sad looking 
elephant – one might even say crazy, and I suspect it is. 
But I’m not an elephantologist, so I will have to reserve 
final judgment I guess. I couldn’t take a photo of the 
Orangutan because it looked so utterly distraught. Nor 
the turtles in the Reptile House because cameras 
weren’t allowed in there.  

 

July 17th 2009 
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The last time I went to a circus must have been about 
thirty years ago. My first, and till yesterday, only circus 
experience, which was cut very short by clowns making 
loud bangs that hurt my delicate ears. My ears are 
more deaf than delicate these days, so with no worries 
on that front, a treated Paola to an evening at 
the Atayde Circus, housed near Metro Villa de Cortes, 
not far from home. 

Tickets range from 100 pesos to 400 pesos, although 
they do a 40% discount on Mondays. I can’t see why 
you’d pay more than 100 pesos though. The place isn’t 
big enough to necessitate the use of binoculars from 
the cheap seats. If anything, you get an even better 
view thanks to the added elevation. One word of 
warning to anyone thinking of going…eat and drink 
before you go. Their selection of treats is limited to 
nachos, candy floss, cheap cardboard pizza, crisps and 
tinned sodas. All at treble the price you can get them 
for in a shop. 

Was it good? Hell, yeah! Jugglers, trapeze artists, a 
reasonably entertaining clown, dancers in skimpy 
feathery costumes, tightrope walkers, a bizarre 
balancing act and a little magic here and there. And of 
course, the circus animals. No lions or bears as my title 
might have suggested (Paola’s class of kids did the 
Wizard of Oz at Christmas, and the song is still sticking), 
but there were eight gorgeous tigers, of the white and 
Bengal varieties. Camels, elephants, llamas and a 
midget pony too. 
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I know. A circus isn’t the right place for these animals 
to be, especially the larger ones. The only reason to 
take any of these animals into captivity is to preserve 
the species. But that doesn’t negate the fact that it’s 
still nice to see them, and their tricks are rather 
amusing. They did all look healthy and well cared for. 
Physically, anyway. 

The highlight as far as animal tricks go, was a tiger 
moonwalking to Billie Jean. I suspect Jackson’s death 
can only enhance ticket sales. I was quite pleased with 
how my photos came out. It’s never easy getting a 
good shot in such low light, and they aren’t perfect, but 
they aren’t too bad. Even if I do say so myself. Which I 
do. 

 

March 6th 2010 

I had no idea that Mexico City had two major zoos. I’ve 
been to Chapultepec Zoo, the more famous (by far) of 
the two and marveled in a sarcastic way at the terribly 
cramped conditions that they keep their animals in. 
The Aragon zoo, I think, is a slightly better place, with 
more space. But it’s still not what a lion, elephant, 
giraffe or sea lion could call ‘home’. But with the huge 
amount of parkland and playgrounds it is a kids 
paradise. And they were there in plentiful numbers, 
several of whom accosted me, demanding I speak 
English to them.  

But anyway, the zoo. Yes, you could make a pleasant 
afternoon visit of the place. It’s free to get in and is 
very close to Metro Bosque de Aragon.  
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The End 
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Useful Links 
 

Mexico City Bloggers 

http://danielhernandez.typepad.com/  

http://mexicocitydf.blogspot.com/  

http://smallfishinthebigtaco.blogspot.com/  

http://davidlida.com/  

http://www.ruthincondechi.com/  

http://teacherinmexico.blogspot.com/  

 

Mexico Bloggers 

http://burrohall.blogspot.com/  

http://lesleytellez.wordpress.com/  

http://mexfiles.net/  

http://www.cancuncanuck.com/  

http://mexicobob.blogspot.com/  

http://staringatstrangers.typepad.com/staring_at_strangers/  

http://www.puebla-mexico.com/  

 

News and Media 

http://www.chilango.com/  

http://thenews.com.mx/  

http://www.eluniversal.com.mx/pre-home.html  

http://www.terra.com.mx/default.htm  

 

http://danielhernandez.typepad.com/
http://mexicocitydf.blogspot.com/
http://smallfishinthebigtaco.blogspot.com/
http://davidlida.com/
http://www.ruthincondechi.com/
http://teacherinmexico.blogspot.com/
http://burrohall.blogspot.com/
http://lesleytellez.wordpress.com/
http://mexfiles.net/
http://www.cancuncanuck.com/
http://mexicobob.blogspot.com/
http://staringatstrangers.typepad.com/staring_at_strangers/
http://www.puebla-mexico.com/
http://www.chilango.com/
http://thenews.com.mx/
http://www.eluniversal.com.mx/pre-home.html
http://www.terra.com.mx/default.htm
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Mexico City Government 

http://inm.gob.mx/  (Immigration)  

http://www.df.gob.mx/index.jsp  (Government) 

http://www.mexicocity.gob.mx/museos.php  (Museums) 

 

Travel Resources 

http://www.hipmunk.com  (Flight Search) 

http://www.hostels.com/  (Hotels and Hostels) 

 

TEFL Teacher Training Course Providers 

http://www.innovative-english.com/  

http://www.teflcertificatecourses.com/  

http://www.ihmexico.com/eng/celta.htm  

http://www.eslbase.com/courses/mexico/  

 

TEFL Resources 

http://eltworld.net/forums/viewforum.php?f=48  

http://forums.eslcafe.com/job/viewforum.php?f=26  

http://www.tefl.net/alexcase/  

http://www.eflbooks.co.uk/  

 

Property  

http://mexicocity.en.craigslist.com.mx/  

http://www.segundamano.com.mx/  

http://www.yucatanpeninsulaproperties.com/index.php  

 

http://inm.gob.mx/
http://www.df.gob.mx/index.jsp
http://www.mexicocity.gob.mx/museos.php
http://www.hipmunk.com/
http://www.hostels.com/
http://www.innovative-english.com/
http://www.teflcertificatecourses.com/
http://www.ihmexico.com/eng/celta.htm
http://www.eslbase.com/courses/mexico/
http://eltworld.net/forums/viewforum.php?f=48
http://forums.eslcafe.com/job/viewforum.php?f=26
http://www.tefl.net/alexcase/
http://www.eflbooks.co.uk/
http://mexicocity.en.craigslist.com.mx/
http://www.segundamano.com.mx/
http://www.yucatanpeninsulaproperties.com/index.php
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About the author: 

 

Gary Denness was born in London in October 1972. He 
was sent to good private schools, before deciding to 
drop out at age 16 to pursue a meaningless, soul 
destroying career in retail. Eventually the mind 
numbing tediousness of retail management and the 
permanently miserable climate of the UK persuaded 
him to abandon everything and head to warmer 
shores. 

 

After nearly six years in Mexico, Gary is planning his 
imminent return to the UK, with a Mexican wife in tow. 
Clearly, he has forgotten about the abject dullness of 
the land he calls home. 

 

 

 

 

 


