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“Does the government want development of people in the highlands?
Or development of people outside, based on what they can get out of the
highlands?” Himalayan farmer

As the pace of development accelerates in mountain regions, more often driven by the needs of
urban, lowland populations and industry than by highland communities, so the social and
physical environment is changing. The implications for the wider world are likely to be significant. 

Panos has been working with community-based environmental, cultural and development
organisations to record the oral testimony of local people, and to communicate their
experiences and their understanding of the challenges ahead. 

The project has involved local people as both interviewers and narrators. Ten collections have
been gathered: in the Himalaya (India and Nepal); the Karakoram (Pakistan); the central
Andes (Peru); the Sierra Norte (Mexico); Mount Elgon (Kenya); the highlands of Ethiopia
and Lesotho; southwest and northeast China; and the Sudety mountains (Poland). Each
booklet contains a selection of the interviews gathered in that locality. The full
international archive holds the views and experiences of some 350 individuals, and
represents a wealth of material – vivid, challenging, full of human detail and variety – to
complement and illustrate other forms of research into sustainable mountain development. For
more information on the themes, projects, participants, and the unedited but
translated transcripts, visit www.mountainvoices.org.

Each collection is a snapshot, and does not claim to represent an entire mountain community.
But the range of individual voices provides a remarkably comprehensive picture of highland
societies, their changing environments, and their concerns for the future. The challenge is to
meet national development needs without further marginalising mountain peoples. They are
the custodians of diverse – sometimes unique – environments, essential to the survival of the
global ecosystem. Further erosion of mountain people’s ability to care for those assets will be
the world’s loss, not just theirs.
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INTRODUCTION
“One of the things valuable to the community is its customs, and own style of
self-governing. This is the foundation for the strength of the village.”
Miguel expresses with quiet pride how people still retain a sense of
identity and community responsibility in Ixtlán, a community in
Mexico’s Sierra Norte in the southern state of Oaxaca. The
mountain range is home to several ethnic groups, including one of
the country’s most important: the Zapotec. Central to these
communities’ organisation is the cargo system, under which
members take on various civil and religious responsibilities, usually
for a year or so. Several narrators mention starting lower-level cargo
positions as young as 14. Higher up, there are fewer cargos, which
only a handful achieve. Although cargo positions are unpaid and so
usually involve personal sacrifice, most narrators still believe—like
Miguel—that they are fundamental to community functioning.

Four Zapotec communities are featured in this booklet. Ixtlán is
the largest and most prosperous, closest to Oaxaca city, and with a
community-run ecotourism centre. San Miguel Tiltepec is the
smallest and poorest and, at the time of  the testimony collection,
was not yet linked by road to its neighbours. Santa Maria Yavesía
and Santa Caterina Ixtepeji (with the villages of La Cumbre and Las
Animas) are less isolated, and while most residents remain small
farmers cultivating staple crops, they also benefit from small
enterprises such as carpentry, fish-farming and flower cultivation.

Such is the mosaic of micro-environments in the Sierra Norte
that the territory of many communities embraces two, even three,
climatic zones. Many narrators refer to tierra caliente or “hot lands”,
as distinguished from the temperate and cold zones.  Ixtlán, long
and thin on a map but ranging from 200 to 3,200 metres in height,
benefits from all three. These make it possible to grow different crop
types and provide a rich natural environment, including an
estimated 4,000 plant species in many different forest types. Several
narrators express concern about indiscriminate tree-felling and
exploitation of wildlife. The Zapotec traditionally have a strong
bond with their natural environment. The “lord of the mountains”,
a deity known as Guzio, is said to live within the Sierra Norte and to
take care of mountain people, including those who are now striving
to preserve the remaining forest.

For these communities migration is a way of life, and modern
life and expectations exert a powerful influence. Yet it is striking
that most narrators identify themselves as Zapotec first, then
Oaxacan, rather than Mexican. And although many older narrators
perceive a decline in the indigenous language, and recall how
teachers “punished us and our fathers or our mothers if they heard us
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Javier MEXICO 9

Javier broke off the task he was engaged in—mending a chicken coop
outside his house—and invited his interviewer into a small room “in which
there were the characteristic features of Tiltepec kitchens: a wood-burning
stove made of mudbricks, a comal for making tortillas, and a metate for
grinding corn”. Although only 22, Javier has held a number of important
cargo positions. He explains how a local forest fire had a major impact on
the environment and says the community must put its fine words about
conservation into practice, or the forest “will be finished”.

What happened to us last year, that hurt us a lot…[the fire took
place] because of us not knowing how to obey the orders that the
community authorities gave… The comisariado said to us—last year
at the beginning of March or the middle of April—he told us not to
burn [anything] before the rains because…if it were to start a big
fire, well, we couldn’t control it… 

He made an announcement, but the kids…they are just kids, the
ones who did this—they started the fire… [It spread to] the high
area… The people who live there, above the agencia…had hardly
any water to drink…because the source of the water is over there
and all this area was burnt… 

They had to get almost the whole village working in order to
control it… What if the fire had gone up and crossed the road?
There are more pines up there… [We used] machetes. You have to
cut the tree roots to the ground, very low, yes, so that the fire can’t
spread... If the trunks were rotten we had to cut them and throw
them where there was most fire, to stop the fire spreading further…
It was very difficult because at this time there was a lot of wind…
We got close and the smoke almost overcame us… We were up
there for two days and one night controlling the fire…[just] because
of a kid!

“We just talk about conservation”
[The mountains] look drier now…because of the fire… They were
prettier before than they are now, well, now...everything is
changing… Last year [the dry season] was very long—almost three
months I think… If we continue clearing the pure, high forest, I
think that within five or six years it won’t rain any more. Yes,
because that’s what’s happening in other areas… In tierra
caliente…it’s getting hotter and hotter… 

When the people from SEMARNAP came, they said everybody
must conserve, everybody. Yes, yes, we said. But what happened is
that in the meeting we said a lot of nice things and [after] arriving

THE TESTIMONIES
speak Zapoteco”, today it seems that Sierra communities are trying to
provide teaching in Spanish and Zapoteco. Indeed, taken overall,
the testimonies point to continuity of cultural identity. Significantly,
many younger narrators conducted their interviews in Zapoteco.  

Like cargos, the obligation to perform tequio, a form of communal
labour for specific tasks benefiting the wider community, is still
generally recognised.  But narrators are aware of a growing tension
between modern and traditional ways of life, and several reflect on
the conflict and opportunities this presents. Mario Fernando, who
studied and worked in Mexico City, has returned to his home. Fully
committed to its values, he nevertheless admits: “It is difficult to re-
accept the principles of the village when it basically says that the good of the
community comes before you, isn’t it?”

Women are the most positive about social change, which has
brought greater freedom to take up education and cargo positions
and, according to one, an appreciable decline in machismo. The
provision of clean water and electricity has made life easier but
more costly, while less barter has increased people’s dependence on
cash income.

As the residents of Tiltepec eagerly awaited the connecting
(untarmacked) road, they knew that access to markets and improved
health and education facilities would come at a price. The far hillside
already bore the scars of construction: “[The] streams… will be ruined…
It looks bad where the road passes, with the landslides…where the big
machines pass.” Striking a balance—between individual advancement
and collective responsibility, between protecting their environment
and traditional culture and taking up economic opportunities—is a
fundamental concern of these narrators.  

Partners
WWF Mexico’s regional office in Oaxaca coordinated the project in
partnership with SERBO, a local organisation dedicated to the study
of the state’s natural resources and the preservation of related
indigenous knowledge. Three of SERBO’s ethnobotanical team at
the time—Judith Leticia García Rodríguez, Rafael García Soriano
and Juan Carlos Flores Vázquez—interviewed narrators with whom
they had long been working. Others who trained as interviewers
were: Bernardino Montaña Mendoza, Gil Hernández Montaño
(Tiltepec); Fernando Ramos Morales (Yavesía); Angel Pérez
Pacheco, María de Jesús Pérez Ramírez (Ixtlán); and Silvio
Martinez, Jairo Torres Perez, Carlos Yescas Hernandez, Armando
Mendez Yescas, Zoila Yescas (Ixtepeji). In 2002, WWF Oaxaca
published Voces de las montanas: testimonios orales de la Sierra Norte de
Oaxaca (see WWF Mexico’s website and www.mountainvoices.org).



home…they took their chainsaws, those that have one, and [off]
they went… We just talk about conservation and we take our axes
and cut down trees; the people who have dogs go hunting, and
that’s not conservation…

Over there, where Señor Isauro has his farm—that’s where the
pines are disappearing…that’s where nearly everybody goes to get
wood…to get tejamaniles to build houses… [But] there are some
who build a house with laminated sheets now and they don’t take
the wood any more… [When] necessity obliges us, well, we have to
cut down trees, at least one…[but when wood is cut to sell] that’s
where it gets out of control…

[A watchdog committee has] just been set up… If there isn’t a
group saying that we can’t kill animals any more or cut down trees
or clear the forest any more, well, we will continue as always... It
will be finished and…everything will be quiet, we won’t hear the
sound of the birds.

We almost don’t realise what we are doing any more. It’s good
that we have this committee…people will have to respect what they
say… Both the committee and community are going to be working
together, yes, to be able to take control. 
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Community obligations
Last year…I was the municipal secretario. Now I’m free; we’ll see
what happens next year. I’ve still got many [cargos] to do… You
have to do all…the cargos, because if we don’t do it, well they won’t
let us live in peace… Beginning with topiles, and the síndico, the
suplente, the agente and...the education committee… The alcalde is
almost the most important… If you get to be alcalde you have
almost finished [the cargos]. 

[This system] is very important…because, if we don’t do it, what
will we say to our children? What advice will we give if we don’t
fulfil the obligations we have as village members? …[And it’s] so
we can organise ourselves well. Yes, because if we don’t do it, well,
no one will pay attention to what we want to say in the meetings…

The tequio is everything… It depends on the community
authorities’ orders; they coordinate the work and then the people
do it. We have to clear the roads, everything. When the authorities
tell us, “We have to build”, well, they are the ones who
arrange…the work… [If we don’t go] they charge us a fine. If we
don’t pay it, well, they lock you up…normally [for] 24 hours…

There’s no set age [for tequio]… If a...boy—let’s say—doesn’t
want to go to school any more, well we give him one year to make
sure, and the next year they put down his name in the list of
ciudadanos and he becomes a ciudadano.

The new road—for better and worse
We made an agreement to open a new road to [La Punta] so we
could do our shopping there… That’s what we agreed and…so I
respect it, because it was in a meeting. It’s not like it was [agreed] in
a bar! … All the village people—even the old people—took part [in
building the road]… 

It has begun to help, yes. We were just waiting for more funding
so we could advance a little bit more; now we’re getting a little
closer to finishing… I think there will be other benefits from the
road because when [it] arrives some people will begin to build
houses or...other things… The most important thing is that it gets
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here, yes, so we don’t have to walk, carrying our goods… [But] it
could cause us some damage too because sometimes…people
come…from the Electricity Company—well, if there is a road and
we don’t pay our bill, they’ll come to cut off the electricity
straightaway! … [Also] I think it’s going to have an effect [on the
environment] because where it will pass is untouched forest…
There are streams…they will be ruined… It looks bad where the
road passes, with the landslides…where the big machines pass…
[We need] to discuss how not to cause a lot of damage.

Elvira MEXICO 4

A traditional doctor in the Sierra Norte, Elvira also works as a health
promoter. Her philosophy is one of “sharing everything we know” and she
travels to many different villages. Interviewed during a visit to Tiltepec,
Elvira describes how she collects and processes medicinal plants and uses
them to treat common illnesses as well as “panic attacks or severe shock”. 

I finished primary school…but I didn’t manage to study more as my
parents were poor... People used to say you shouldn’t send girls to
school as they wouldn’t end up with a cargo, but it isn’t like that
now because…women and men are equal now and can carry out
any cargo… 

I have held a lot of cargos in my village. In my community
there’s the Liga Feminil and I had the cargos of president and
secretary; and then as a health promoter, I worked in my
community for 16 years.

I’ve been a traditional medicine healer for 36 years and a health
promoter for 16 years. I learnt from my grandmother and began to
treat when I became a mother. I had two daughters and I saw that
it was necessary to treat them, to see what they had. So I began
with my daughters and then the community, then I began to travel
to other communities…
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I can do cleansings to take away impurities causing illness, cure
panic attacks or severe shock caused by fear or grief, severe stomach
problems, bruises, headaches, stomach pain, also attacks of nerves,
high blood pressure and fits or convulsions. For shock we use santa
maria, among other plants…[which] must be taken every day. The
patient is also put on a diet: he…needs to be very careful as this
[type of] condition takes a long time to treat… [High blood
pressure] is treated with zapote blanco, tila, passion-flower and
dandelion… He shouldn’t eat too much salt, sweet food, Coke,
Pepsi or chocolate as they affect the nerves… 

MEXICO 7

Soledad (F, 62 years), Ixtlán MEXICO 16

There were hardly any doctors… Those who got sick went to Guelatao because that was the first
place there was a doctor… In the villages there were healers…[who used] natural remedies… In
other villages…there were healers who also used witchcraft…

God knows how…they gave birth to the children. [The babies] rarely died…[and] they
[were] also treated with natural remedies. In spite of the situation, the women also came out of
childbirth well.

Antonio (M, 59 years), Tiltepec MEXICO 1

There was a man called Alberto Jiménez…[who] said… "We will move up to
[Tiltepec]…because where we are [now], below, is small; there’s no room. That place is very good
and the sun is good." And that’s how we went up first…we cleared [the land] and we arrived first.
Nobody had houses up here; everything was overgrown. Then [a few other] ciudadanos…came
up…one by one, they built houses and later everyone came up…

Where we are now is good for us, that’s why there are a lot of children now… [Before], the
children were dying from every type of disease… Well it’s changed a lot now since we moved the
village [up the mountain]; they don’t die so easily now.

“If we continue clearing the high forest, within five or six years it won’t rain any more”



We don’t use a schedule because the sick don’t follow time; they
get ill suddenly and we have to go to them. I never have a set
pattern for working in the fields—that’s for labourers. I just plan the
work so that it gets done. People come looking for me with
emergencies at all hours… 

I collect [the medicinal plants] in my community; I dry them, I
process them and I make ointments, tinctures, cough syrup, soap
for dandruff, for hair loss, for cleaning wounds… They’re wild
[plants]… We collect the ones we know can cure. We use the
natural resources we have in our community; allopathic medicine is
expensive now. Well, what we have in the community is cheap and
easy to find and it doesn’t irritate the skin. We prefer traditional
medicine. It isn’t harmful if administered according to the illness; it
doesn’t cause injury… If we give the wrong plant it could be
poisonous. It’s the same with allopathic medicine: each one has its
own function.

“We share everything we’ve learnt” 
In 1980 I was a rural community health assistant for the Mexican
Institute of Social Services. From there the way opened up—I got
into the National Nutrition Institute… After being an assistant I
took on the position of health promoter with this institution. Then
a centre was opened for the training of community health
promoters… I gained a lot more knowledge there… [It] has
enriched my work…to exchange experiences and knowledge with
colleagues from other communities… [We explain] how we’ve
treated patients in our community, what plants we use and how,
because this varies too… Someone may show us what plant she
uses in her community [because] the ecology of other communities
is different…

I also train other promoters, I get sent for by other
communities… We have to spread what we learn, what we’ve
learnt in the training centre… When we go to give a course in other
communities we share everything we’ve learnt, everything we
know, so that this knowledge is spread to colleagues from
communities that don’t have the services that we have…

There are healers now who are 70, 75, 80 years old and they’re
tired now. There’s a shortage of traditional doctors in my
community. There are the others who trained in the programme
with me who are trying [to do this work]…

If you need some help or information that we may have
through our experience of treating the sick, well, go ahead and ask.
We’re here to help you improve your community so one day you
won’t even need medicine. 
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Cecilio MEXICO 3

Like others in his community, Cecilio (42) is concerned that despite the lack
of road access to Tiltepec, incomers have decimated the wild animal
population through indiscriminate hunting. He says even some of the
original inhabitants have joined in the destruction of precious natural
resources. With concerted community action, though, he believes the trend
can be reversed. Cecilio was interviewed in Zapoteco.

I was about 12 years old when the people arrived
from Atepec… asking us for land to work. On
one side they carried their rifles and on the other
side they carried their catapults to kill birds…and
in their bags these people carried their hunting
lamps to be able to hunt animals at night. Well, I
think it was a sad and dangerous life for the
animals at that time. And others brought
blowpipes… They mixed a bit of mud and made
little balls…then they put the tube [in their
mouths] and blew, and that was another way
these people hunted birds… 

They established a village which they called
Santa Maria La Luz… These people enter the
forest when they feel like it to hunt animals and
cut down trees… According to what people say, one single person
from La Luz managed to kill 25 tapirs, and today—well, we don’t
know what these animals are like any more… Before these people
came—well, all that side was forest and there were many wild
animals… [but afterwards] the decrease in wild animals…on
Tiltepec land was seen straightaway… Almost all the newcomers
had rifles—that’s why they reduced the number of animals more
quickly…

Our mountains have changed… When there were still big
trees—before they cut them down—you could see wild turkey,
coati, wild pig and tapir everywhere… There used to be…ostrich

MEXICO 9

Lucio (M, 82 years), Ixtepeji MEXICO 21

I began [hunting] at the age of 14… What I shot most were rabbits and squirrels, chachalacas,
perdices…foxes…[also] weasles, racoons, colapintas and cacomixtles. Those I killed too, but by
the light of a lamp, not at day but at night… I killed [deer], I can’t say exactly how many, but
around 300… The only [animal] I didn’t kill was the mountain lion (puma)…I saw it, but I
couldn’t shoot it. But there was a man who did kill one… It is bigger than a deer! It is too big, too
heavy—we carried it just a short way…its meat is very good; we ate it.



and…deer too…in our forest, which used to be dense… 
[Other] animals I know…[are] temazate…armadillo, tepezcuintle…
pheasant, chachalaca, partridge, pigeon. The partridge with red feet
isn’t seen so much; the tepezcuintle are being finished off. [There are]
black and grey squirrels, grey pigeons…animals like foxes, skunks.
We don’t have a record of how many animals we have here…
There used to be some tigrillos—they look like cats—and they
aren’t seen any more… Now [the forest] is being finished off—and
if we want to [conserve it], we can, but all the ciudadanos and the
comisariados have to agree. They have to see what is happening to
us so that we can have the animals again… If we leave them alone
like before, animals like the tapir will return.

Fishing with dynamite
Our forefathers knew very well how to do things with animals and
fish… They used to catch fish by diverting a part of the river so that
a little pool dried up and the fish were there… Every village has its
own river and people took care of their rivers and forests. [But] as
we are living today, nobody knows respect and fear. They go into
the mountains and rivers in any way they like, and they say it
belongs to us all… As there’s dynamite now, they take that to put in
the river… The people from Atepec…began bringing dynamite and
hooks…and people here were happy and went with them to fish… 

Now there are many government institutions that have banned
hunting and deforestation and we have to talk with these people to
be able to split off a certain part of our territory from those from La
Luz, because it’s their fault that we now don’t have animals or
forest… [If we don’t] they are going to finish it off…  

Of course the people from La Luz won’t be happy…[but] we are
indigenous here and the owners of our territory, and now we are
sad because of what’s happening. The poor animals aren’t guilty of
anything and people kill them. Yes, we have the right to say how
things should be done so that the animals that are left can breed
again. If we remain with our hands in our pockets, the children that
come after us won’t even get to know what a wild turkey, a
chachalaca, a squirrel or a deer looks like.

“The earth loses its power”
Now we’re cutting down the old forests to be able to sow [crops]…
[Our forefathers] didn’t do this… If we sell our forest we destroy it,
and the earth loses its power…it’ll take us years to recover again…
Selling it is good for the money, yes, but…I don’t believe that
money can make it rain for us like our forest does… 

When there’s no rain for 15 to 20 days, well, then our forest

Our
mountains

have changed
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becomes sad—us too—for lack of water. But also we, the same men,
make the rain go away. The plants wilt and then the leaves wilt,
then the diseases come to make us ill and we ask why! It’s because
we cut down trees; that’s why we lack water… When I was a boy,
well there was a mist in the mountains almost all year but now it
doesn’t rain… We had nothing less than gushing water [in the
streams] before; now, instead, there’s no water at all… 

The work people did [before] was with chilli, corn, beans, sugar
cane; they didn’t sow much but they still got good harvests because
there was more respect for the land. They asked Mother Earth to
give them a good harvest… First our forefathers gave an offering to
the land to be able to work it; now…we just lay hands on the earth
[without caring]… There were no pests [before] like there are now.
What we plant [now] is half for these creatures and half for us.

Victoria MEXICO 19

Much of Victoria’s testimony is about the natural resources of the Tiltepec
area. Comparatively young herself (she is 32) she is sad that people have
mostly “forgotten” about the wealth of edible wild plants. One that is still
eaten is tepejilote. This grows in steep rocky places and picking it results in
“hundreds of cuts and bruises”. She comments wryly that the task falls to
women: men “don’t care” to do it.

I’ve lived here in San Miguel Tiltepec for 21 years… I was born in
Tecocuilco; from there my father came here… My brother is in
Mexico City… Everything [here] is changing … One needs to work
much more now…to support oneself. Even the crops produce very
little… We’ve always sown corn, beans and coffee… [People] used
to sow a little and get a lot, and now we have to sow a lot to get
anything. Well, I think it’s because of the change in the weather…  

Nowadays people are eating eggs, meat…canned sardines, all
that. The old people say they ate more beans and herbs before, they
lived off that, and salsas and avocados. That was their food, and
mushrooms—of which there’s more than anything here.
Everything’s changing now, people have forgotten about guias and
mushrooms; now they’re eating almost only meat. I like guias and
mushrooms more because...I think they carry less disease than
meat… With meat, well, one doesn’t know…how the animal grew
up, where it grew up…who brought it up…who killed it...what
diseases it had, if it died well or alone, who knows? …

The bush meat is, for example, pigeon, squirrel, wild turkey,
tepezcuintle and armadillo… I’ve enjoyed tepezcuintle, pigeon,

Money cannot
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temazate and wild turkey, what we call “mountain chicken”. That’s
what I’ve liked most of all. [Pheasant]…tastes even better than wild
turkey. It’s got a better flavour and the meat is tender.

There aren’t as many [wild animals] as before. I think that
[outsiders]…go after them to kill them but people here in this
village…don’t go looking for them…they just kill them when they
chance to see them. I think that it’s also because they’ve cleared the
land around here… It’s not that there aren’t any [animals]…but
they’re further away. [I see them] when I go for firewood or to the
corn. The only one that isn’t afraid is the temazate… We see more
[deer] because they’re not afraid. It’s a very calm animal… [We
rarely see] wild turkey, tepezcuintle, armadillo. Well, the armadillo is
underground in burrows and the tepezcuintle too; the wild turkey
goes from tree to tree and at times it doesn’t let itself be seen…

One can only catch [the bobo fish] at this time of year because
later the river is very deep… It is delicious but it’s difficult to catch.
I’ve just seen it when [my husband] has brought it sometimes…
The biggest weighs about 3 kilos.

“Every plant has its time”
There are…guias from courgette, from támala, from chayote…huele
de noche, hierba mora… There’s one we call kuan labrédza, that’s
really good, it’s good with everything… The guia we call quelite de
venado…is also very good to eat. The guia of támala is delicious.
There are many types of plants…[but] they don’t all appear at the
same time; every plant has its time… 

Guias can be prepared in many ways. You can boil them, add
salt, garlic and onion, and make a type of soup. There are other
guias that you can boil, then you take them out of the water and
squeeze them and put them in salsa. Or chayote guias—we wash
them and remove the stalks and add them to beans…

As for tepejilote, there are many ways to prepare it. We roast it in
the fire or…[people] make it with amarillo, they make it with stock
or they just eat it with salsa. The children take it from the bucket
and eat it just like that, without tortilla. 
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Sometimes just three, four of us women
get together and go to gather tepejilote. I
mean the men don’t care about tepejilote
because they are better off sowing their
corn, weeding their coffee plantations, doing
other work… Yes, that’s how we do it
here… The women are the ones who go for
the tepejilote, go to get mushrooms…
guias…firewood and all that…

You’re not going to find tepejilote in a nice
place…[only in] very nasty places… You get
a little bit of tepejilote for hundreds of cuts
and bruises… We all know where they are
[so] when we arrive at a place that’s not too
bad, people have [often] already been there
and there aren’t any left. [When] we get
there too late we have to go where it’s
nasty… Tepejilote likes rocky places… The
soil is very loose and the ground moves if
one just stands up…and little by little one goes along, grabbing onto
the trees and plants, swaying along… [taking] as much as we can
manage to carry in our arms…I suppose [we collect] about 20, 25
kilos, going up on all fours.

We take a small knapsack, we…pick the tepejilote and put it in
the knapsack as we go along… The roots are just stuck between the
rocks [so one has to be careful] that one doesn’t uproot the
plants…Everyone who goes to get tepejilote knows that it has its
[own] time… [We] just take what we think is good; we leave the
rest to grow for other people.

Mario MEXICO 13/13b

Mario has lived and worked in many places, including the USA. Now 67, he
settled in Tiltepec about 27 years ago. “A strong, robust man despite his
age”, according to the interviewer, he nevertheless suffers some ill-health
from his time in the mines. At one time Mario was a builder in Mexico City
and his house is different from most in that he has reinforced the mudbrick
walls with steel and cement. He has made a good living out of growing coffee
in Tiltepec, a crop that “helps us to stop clearing the forest”.

I studied up to fifth grade, nothing more. In those days…teachers
hit the children a lot. I wasn’t used to being beaten and so I didn’t
want to go to school. The teacher hit students who didn’t turn up or
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We know thousands of plants that are here [in the forest]—medicinal plants, ornamental
plants—animals that are in danger of extinction, like the macaw, the white-tailed deer and the
cardinal bird…some that are almost only in books now… There were many [birds] that I can’t
remember now, that we used to see before and they did damage to the sown fields, but not any
more… Well, there isn’t much vegetation now, I imagine that [their disappearance] is all because
of this deforestation.

Victoria making tortillas on her comal



couldn’t answer a question… Well, I felt terrible and so that’s why I
didn’t continue studying… 

I got married…[when] I was 18… In 1954 I got divorced and so
I went to the North (USA) but…I sent [my parents] money to help
out at home… In ’57 I found another woman with whom I’m living
now… Later, in ’62, I went to the mine for work—well I needed
money…now my illness doesn’t let me [work hard]… I had heard
that anyone who spends time there gets sick… But I didn’t work
there for more then 10 months… I didn’t want to stay there, the
way they were having accidents… It’s true that you earn good
money every week but it’s very dangerous… The air is pure oil, just
smoke from the machine… 

After that I went to work in the Valle Nacional, in the Sierra
Norte, where there’s tobacco. I continued like that year after year. I
used to go to the USA every year for seven years; I wasn’t there
long, just two or three months [at a time].

Back to the village 
When I returned [to the village] we were together again [as a
family], then my father went to the North and I stayed at home
working. I began with the cargos. I started as a topil and I was also
secretario; this taught me more [than school]… Every day I had to
draw up marriage certificates, death certificates, birth certificates,
these were all part of the job… You do all the application forms and
work that people in the community need doing…well, I’ve been
away a lot and I have practised good Spanish…

Little by little I built my house—I had been working in Mexico
City [in construction]… I’ll do any work, I can make floors, mix
cement, place bricks…[so] I made the house by myself; I didn’t use
a labourer… 

I’ve had a coffee plantation since the year ’73, thereabouts…but
[at first the yield] was very little—almost nothing, 5 or 6 arrobitas.
Well we didn’t work with coffee very much then… But shortly after
I arrived in Tiltepec, in ’77, then it became my life, working with
coffee, I began with a lot of enthusiasm…

[Before], what the people worked here was corn, beans…a few
made panela, that was it. Some people grew chilli but not
much—very little. I did this when I arrived… Some people had
cattle but in those days jaguar caused a lot of damage… I bought
some cows later on but it didn’t go well for me because they need a
lot of land and you have to go to tie them up daily, give them water
three times a day—you get tired of it. And it takes a long time to
gain anything from them—not like coffee.

Cargos taught
me more

than school
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“The land was incredible!”
I asked the authorities to see where they could give me a little land
to grow coffee and they pointed out the plot where I have the farm
now… There weren’t many people in that area then… The land, it
was incredible! Just look at the land here… So that was how I came
to be living here now, thanks to God… I came here with the mind
to work, and…I was strong. Well, I went down there the next day
with my machete. I started clearing the land straightaway... It was
very exciting for me because I was going to learn my trade… 

Some men from here went to get me the plants, some Señores
who know where to look for the seedlings. So I paid them 20 cents
a seedling and they brought me…500 seedlings. And then I
collected a bit from all over the place because there were seedlings
all over the bush—the wild turkey and squirrels brought [the
seeds], they sprouted and then there were coffee seedlings… 

[The plot] was about two hectares, two and a half,
thereabouts… After three years, I think, it produced about 3
arrobas a plant—that’s not bad… The next year it produced 18, the
following year about 70 arrobas, from 70 it became 160… 

[At first], when I’d just arrived, I sold coffee to the National
Indigeneous Institute, which was in Guelatao… There weren’t any
shops here then…[so] I brought bread [back to the village], I
brought chorizo, sweet breads and all those things to eat, salt more
than anything…everything that comes from Ixtlán and Oaxaca… I
brought it here to sell in exchange for [more] coffee… 

I used to pack up the four animals I had [with goods]… At times
I left at one or two in the morning…I went up above Yagila to the
path that goes to Santa Cruz—I would be going along there as the
sun rose… I went through all the mountains… Heavens, well, at
times when the animals were going along very heavily laden—well,
sometimes I loaded them up with 100 kilos—we arrived above
Guelatao at eleven in the night… We took…15 or 16 hours or 18
hours… [We] made two or three journeys a week…

MEXICO 15
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But thinking about it, well, they live better [in the village]… there isn’t any [noise], just the sound
of the birds and a car now and then, right? So it’s a lot calmer here, the people are better off, they
are healthier than people in Mexico City.  In Mexico City, in a factory, you’ll definitely get some
disease because of the air pollution… It’s just that [the village] isn’t very well organised; there’s no
work plan. If someone thought…[to] plant fruit trees and all that, with a big village organisation,
or set up a workshop for making clothes or something, [like] handicrafts from this village, then one
would live better… [If that had happened] I would have stayed and not gone to Mexico City. 



When I began to harvest a lot more, a buyer came here. I sold
him 80 or 90 arrobas. I sold two or three harvests here because I
didn’t have enough animals to carry it away… They bought [my
coffee]… mostly in Yagila…because cars could get there.

In this area [we plant coffee] mostly in the gullies…It doesn’t
matter that there are big stones, the coffee really takes off! The soil
is fertile…and there’s a lot of manure… People here use…manure,
yes, but none of that [chemical fertiliser], just the pure force of the
earth. I remember once I used [a chemical]...for killing the weeds
but then I realised it was damaging the plants; some became very
sad-looking…and dull, so I don’t use that any more… Those
chemicals damage the plants. [Weeding] is better with machetes. 

The benefits of coffee
Within three years [coffee] begins producing and the harvest
increases every year. And when you only have to weed once a year
you get a lot of time off. You can clear land, grow corn, beans and
chilli or plant some sugar cane—all this. That’s the thing about
coffee; it’s very good because a plant lasts for a long time, for many
years. It’s just a question of weeding and harvesting, and you can
dedicate yourself to other work because it gives you a lot of time…

One of the points [about coffee is]…it helps us to stop clearing
the forest… That’s what I’d like to say to some of the people from La
Luz. They have so much land! And they are still going to that side to
clear the forest—such precious places! I don’t know what they’re
thinking of… They’re abandoning [their fields] and opening up
more forest… Instead of leaving them, they should plough them.
We’ve been working for how many years?! We’ve farmed the land
year after year, without fertiliser, and it gives a good harvest.

Mario Fernando MEXICO 12

Mario Fernando, 36, lives in Yavesía. He went to university in Mexico City
but returned every holiday and took part in collective work. He reflects on
the tension between formal education—which contributed to the decline of
the Zapotec language—and the education that the community provides. He
feels people still believe strongly that the community comes before the
individual, but fears that outside influences are undermining this. Even he
had to be "re-educated", he admits, to shed "the bad habits of the city".

I lived in Yavesía during my childhood, from when I was born until
I was 12 or 13 years old. Roughly at this age my father came for
me, so that I would study in Mexico City. So I went to secondary
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school, upper school and university in Mexico City, but…I always
came back to Yavesía in the holidays. I took part in things with [the
community], I worked with them clearing the corn and sowing,
ploughing and collecting firewood…

We did all sorts of jobs before school and after we had done the
work we ate breakfast and went to school. It was the same in the
afternoon when we got back…We were bakers; my mother made
bread and we helped her by collecting firewood to bake the bread,
and chamizo to clean the oven. When we were a little older we
helped her to mix and knead and go down to sell the bread… 

I can remember many things from my childhood, but maybe the
most important…is the teaching of my grandfather, because my
father worked away—he was one of the first migrants from
Yavesía… [The most important lesson was] that you had to respect
adults and be hardworking… In those days, when one met an adult
in the street one had to greet the adult and kiss his or her hand…

At night…we used to sit in the yard, taking off the leaves and
shelling the ears of corn, and my grandmother served coffee and we
talked with my grandfather. It was there that he told us about his
life, about the Revolution, in the evenings before we slept…

My grandfather used to tell me that one had to be very careful
when one went to get firewood because the mountains have their
“owner” Guzio, there are spirits in the forests and if one began to
make a lot of noise, well, the goblins would wake up and play a
nasty trick on you, they’d make you lose your way in the forest.

“They didn’t let you speak Zapoteco” 
The school was very disciplined, the teachers were very strict in
those days… We did learn a lot during our childhood, [but] the
canings, the ear pulling, all the punishments, [being] the donkey in
the corner of the room, no! 

Maybe the hardest thing in primary school is that they didn’t let
you speak Zapoteco… If the teacher heard us speaking Zapoteco
they called attention to us and they sent for our parents and gave
them a punishment too. When we arrived home our parents told

The mountains
have their
"owner"

MEXICO 17

Mauro (M, 28 years), Yavesía MEXICO 14

[My grandfather] was a person who lived in the forest really, his [whole] life was there—he used
to say that deer have an owner … [and] that anyone who kills a deer must go to the "owner of the
deer"… There are people alive today who say that in an area…called Cua jie they have often seen
a snake…a very big animal…  We’ve been afraid… But it doesn’t bite because it’s the "owner
of the mountain"… In fact, every animal has its owner, from what my grandfather said.



us, “Stop speaking Zapoteco because they
punish us and I lost one day’s work. Don’t
speak it any more.” And that is how it
was, and we lost the language… I listen
to what people say in Zapoteco. I
understand them perfectly well but now I
can’t answer them in Zapoteco, no! It’s
possibly the most bitter experience I’ve
had because now I know the importance
of the language.

“There are two types of education” 
[Formal] education has had a lot of
influence on this [loss of identity]—well,
some of us don’t value what’s ours…[At
school] they taught us how to work but
they also taught us that Spanish is the
most important—to get ahead in the big
cities. And well, they took many things
away from us, for example…the Zapotec
language. Today the cultures of the
indigenous villages are acquiring a new

value…[but] many things have been lost, haven’t they? The
language, and in many places the organisation.

This is the education the community gives us: that one must
respect and comply with the cargos, the asambleas, the assigned
tasks and series of requirements that there are in the community…
I mean, there are two types of education and maybe the strongest is
that of the community, because that is where one lives… 

One has to conserve this tradition and this culture…because
nowadays there are many crises everywhere. In the case of Yavesía,
for example, it looks like the community can find alternatives to be
able to live well—there aren’t any problems of drugs, alcoholism,
there isn’t much television or radio, and one must comply with the
cargos, the asambleas, the assignments, and the tequio. I believe that
there is a lot of worth in this, that there’s a strength.
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The land issue: “We have a different vision” 
It’s been almost 10 years since I’ve returned here, to the sierra… I
returned in ’89 and I started working here in Guelatao, on the
National Indigeneous Institute radio project for the Sierra Norte… 

I’ve taken part in a lot of things with the people here. I work
with them now, coordinating the ecotourism activities; this was
decided and approved by the asamblea…but my work has mainly
been with their struggle for land recognition…

The main problem that has caused a setback in the village in the
last 20, 25 years [is this]… Some people wanted the village to have
its own land…[and be] an independent municipality…while others
said no. It became more complicated 15 years ago…when people
[from the other pueblos mancomunados] began exploiting the
forest… The village went up there to stop the chainsaw
operators…and guard [the forest]… It was from there that a greater
awareness that the forests must be looked after was born… 

Most people now say that Yavesía has to continue fighting for
its land… There were two main factors that helped to unite the
village: the work of the municipal authority in the last three to five
years; and the crises, the environmental crises, the droughts… The
recent droughts of ’97-’98 made the importance of looking after the
environment known… We saw that the flow of water in the river
went down a lot. There were years when, for example, the corn and
fruit harvest were very bad and the people said that it was because
the weather was changing…

The way of life in this village is different… [We grow] all types of
fruit—peaches, plums, quince, pears, apples, nuts, avocados—and
there are carpenters who make furniture. They go to Ixtlán, Oaxaca
city or Tlacolula to sell, and it’s good. They cut down trees that are
already old and on the point of falling… Lately they’ve been
farming trout and cultivating mushrooms. It’s another way of life
that the village has and, because of this, people always say that they
don’t want exploitation of the forest…

We have a different vision… When we went to the government
institutions to say—to demand—that they stop the mancomunados
exploiting the forest…I remember very well what the institutions
said to us: “Yavesía is against development, is against progress. The
exploitation of the forests will bring the villages out of
poverty…you want to continue being underdeveloped, you want to
continue sunk in your poverty.” And we told them, “No, it doesn’t
matter if we are poor or not, what we don’t want is that more trees
are cut down.”… Well now, in the last five or six years, with the
famous “sustainable development” and [the movement for]
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Interviewer and narrator Mario Fernando,
a community worker from Yavesía

Soledad (F, 62 years), Ixtlán MEXICO 16

There are some young people who accept the old, or the senior people, very well because they
realise that they have experience, don’t they? And that this experience will be useful for a young
person. But there are young people who don’t have this mentality because they think that they are
young and don’t need anyone to advise, help or explain things to them.



conservation of the environment, we’ve more or less been accepted
by some institutions…

In the asambleas and the streets the community is now saying
that we must look after [our environment]…so that our children
can enjoy it… They have accepted an ecotourism project…[and] are
saying that the land is sacred to them… People have finally
understood the importance that the land and the natural resources
have for the life of the village. This is a very big advance, and above
all because it was approved by the asamblea, by everybody…

I think that these are the things that fill one, not with pride but
with satisfaction… [They] show the determination of the village to
conserve its resources…[and its] territory because it knows the
importance that this has for its life—a way of life that is different
from that of Lachatao, Amatlán and other villages. 

“The city is a centre of attraction”
I don’t think that migration will stop… They’re not just going for
the work…to earn money. Some are going…[for] new experiences,
to know what there is over there. However, I think that we will be
able to cut down on the amount of migration when there are
alternatives for living well here…

Unfortunately we can’t fight against the media or the fashions
that come from other places and tell you that you must dress well,
wear good shoes and live well, which means that one must have a
bathroom with a water heater, central heating, toilet paper, car,
television with Sky, and I don’t know how many commodities.
They tell you that this is living well. 

We have a different idea of what living well is: that you can eat,
that you can educate your children, the most elementary things. I
think that this can be sustainable, especially if the younger
generation changes its mentality a little and says that yes, they
accept living in the same way as our forefathers—not completely
the same, but with a little more comfort. Now the village has two
community buses, this is a sign of the advance we’ve had. Now that
we have a certain level of amenities it isn’t necessary to go away,
but yes, the city is a centre of attraction, without a doubt.

However, the big cities also have problems now; there aren’t the
same work opportunities that there were in the ’60s and ’70s.
They’re very crowded and you can’t find work so easily now, not
even if you have enough education… You take your birth certificate
and your certificate for the sixth grade of primary school and they
tell you: no, well, he’s from the provinces, he’s from Oaxaca state…
They always give preference to those that live there, in Mexico City,

You can’t
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and you go in last, you are on the waiting list… You have to have a
house and family and the resources to be able to study in Mexico
City and after all that, you arrive and they still say no! “You come
from Oaxaca, well, we’ll see.” They don’t [always] say it but show it
with their actions. 

In comparison…I was in the north for a while, in Tijuana,
Mexicali… People from Oaxaca know how to work in the fields,
and this is recognised…bending one’s back in the long furrows in
the valley of San Quitín… But [when it is not manual labour they
want] they will give preference to the person who studied in the
city rather than the person who studied in the mountains, right? 

Obligations before rights
Since I returned here, the people, the community, my village have
been re-educating me because I have to fulfil my obligations. I had
the bad habits of the city… To change one’s mentality is a difficult
process… For example…[some professionals] don’t stay [in the
village] or…they think, well I’ve studied so why am I going to be a
topil?… It doesn’t matter to the village if you have a degree or are a
teacher, doctor or [other] professional, you have to do what the
village asks you to… Knowledge will help you a little but the work
that you do with them, shoulder to shoulder…day after day, this is
what will give you recognition…

It is difficult to re-accept the principles of the village when it
basically says that the good of the community comes before yours,
isn’t it? … I have seen many people from this village who come
here sometimes for holidays and, for example, there’s a tequio. They
say, “No, how can there be a tequio on a Sunday?”… Or the
asambleas—for example asambleas that last four or five hours…
[They say], “No, this time should be spent with the family…” But
that’s their view and the view of the village is different… So yes, it’s
difficult, and migration plays a big part in this…

The first thing that the village tells you is that your obligations
come first and then your rights… [If you ignore] these
values…[you] take a risk, right? … Suddenly it happens that you

You have to
do what the
village asks

MEXICO 21

Ignacio (M, 56 years), Yavesía MEXICO 7

Living in Mexico City isn’t good any more because the wages are very low now because of the
problem of the free trade deal… Only casual labour is used because the machines are very good at
doing the work—specialised labour isn’t needed any more. So if one doesn’t have any
qualifications or something from Mexico City, one can’t get any work. Now some people are finding
it worthwhile going to the USA; they earn dollars and then invest them in the village. 



are fighting with your brother over a piece of land or your father
dies and he hasn’t made a will. Well, you have to appeal to the
authorities and then they sometimes check your service record and
say no, you didn’t fulfil your responsibilities and your brother did
more… [So] the brother with whom you’re fighting has more rights
because he has fulfilled his obligations… [Such a situation] hasn’t
been seen here in this village but as long as migration is increasing
I don’t think that it will be long before we see it. 

Reviving community education 

When you…make a decision with everyone, with the community
asamblea, well, we all assume the responsibility for what may come,
whether it’s good or bad…

We have a proposal that we hope to put into action as soon as
possible… [It’s quite] simple—we are going to revive the way in
which we adults, we older people, were educated…so that the
children learn about the village…its history, its struggle and its
life… On a specific day every week a ciudadano…will go to talk
about his experiences and his life. If he is a carpenter, well, what it
was like to be a carpenter, what his family was like, how he deals
with the wood, what cargos he has held—things like that. And the
next week it will be a different person… It will be an open class
where anyone from the village can go to share his or her stories,
legends, traditions, cargos, all of that, with the students.
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Mauro MEXICO 14

When Mauro was elected Yavesía’s community representative at 24, he was
very conscious of his inexperience but felt that “like a small chicken that’s
just hatched from the eggshell, you have to peck about everywhere
and…find the road”. Now 28, he recently offered to retire, not wanting “to
sound like a scratched record, always the same”, but was persuaded to stay.
He has been particularly involved in Yavesía’s struggle to protect its territory
from the adjoining communities, which are less environmentally aware. 

I went to secondary school for one year; that was in La Trinidad.
Well, for economic reasons I had to return here, to the village, and
when I was 14 they gave me the cargo of topil in the municipal
council. At 14 years old I registered as a ciudadano, giving my
service in economic and practical matters…Then, as municipal
secretary I was on assignments for nearly three years. I’ve done
nine assignments now… And I continue with our goal of obtaining
official recognition of Yavesía…

Let’s go back a little, shall we?… My mother told me that at the
time that I was born…Yavesía was recognised as having 9,000
hectares… At around the age of seven or eight I accompanied my
father to the asambleas… There was a movement from the people
who were fighting…for the recognition and wellbeing of Yavesía…
My father used to tell me that they’ve defended the territory of
Yavesía ever since the forefathers, since the Revolution…[but]
there are people from other communities who want to take what’s
ours… I liked people to tell me these types of stories, what they had
suffered, the sacrifices they’d made. I feel that from there this
energy, this spirit in me was born… 

Something I’ll never forget was when there was the gunfight by
the sawmill [with ranchers wanting to invade our property]. Well,
we were children, I went with my father… There were some other
young people of about 20 years old and they said, “Over there, the
ranchers are coming, they’re going to attack us!” But we didn’t
believe it. We only realised when we were already surrounded by
these people… The last thing that was shouted was, “Get out your
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There was a boy who was called a topil…and he worked in the service of the priest, running his
errands. He brought him water from the kitchen because in those days, there wasn’t much water. He
had to fill the water tank and he watered the flowerpots… He [also] went with the priest to the
villages because [the priest] didn’t have a car before, he travelled on horseback, that’s why [the
topil] had his horse at hand. So taking care of the horse was the topil’s work too.

Gil Hernández, one of the interviewers on the project, with his wife and child, in Tiltepec.
Gil conducted all his interviews in Zapoteco. 



shotguns!”… So that was a very major experience for me, to see
how the community defended itself… From that, there was almost
a rage born in me. “Sooner or later,” I said, “this has to finish.”

[It was not until] the next day that the judicial police—the
army—arrived, because there had been notifications of deaths, yes!

“I felt very proud”
At the age of—what would it have been?—15 years old, well, I
realised how the situation was being discussed… I was municipal
secretary… I saw all the anomalies within the administration… So,
I didn’t like the way things were being done… We [young people]
became deeply involved…expressing the opinion in the asamblea
that what the municipal authority was doing was wrong.

It arose that the then community representative went to prison
for defending the community, so…the asamblea had to name the
new community representative… So the election came
and…[people] said that a young person should be chosen, a young
person who was capable… When they nominated me…I made it
clear that I was very young, very much a youth… [But] the people
who were there gave me confidence; they said to me, “You don’t
need to live a hundred years to learn either; with your enthusiasm,
that shows…” So when I made the pledge…in front of the whole
asamblea I felt very proud… 

When I was starting it was in fact a joke for the young people, I
mean they laughed at me… They said, “That kid, what can he know
if his betters…haven’t managed to solve [the problem]? Is he going
to solve it?” They ignored me, they told me I was ignorant… Well, I
said to them “No! One day you will realise what’s being done.” 

“We’ll never betray our ancestors”
I took on the issue of Yavesía without thoroughly understanding
what it involved… Actually we received some bad news from
Mexico City: that the progress that Yavesía [had made] had been
lost… So I had to get into it deeper, looking at the situation of the
legal procedures before the court and everything… It took a long
time—as I told you—a year and a half for me to really understand
the situation…

If…the village places its trust in you, you have to go on… It’s
difficult because there are problems, including here in the family,
because at times one prefers the [community] problem to being at
home. We’ve had little problems like any couple. Well, they say to
me that you either prefer your home…or your work. Sometimes I
say to my parents that in fact the work is very important too—it’s
territory that’s being fought over…
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Yavesía in fact is different from those communities that are
involved in exploiting the forest. Yavesía has its own means of living,
including many people migrating to the USA…[and] has never
looked to exploitation of the forest because nature gave it for us to
live in, not to destroy!… We’ll never betray the ideas of our
ancestors, because, well, they protected it… [There’s] the fish farm,
vegetable gardens… The village has lived from fruit cultivation more
than anything; [that] has been a big success.

Tackling the authorities 
Let’s hope it doesn’t take any longer [to resolve the boundary
dispute]. The majority are in favour… It’s good that the authorities
are beginning to take notice of us because for a while the people of
Yavesía were forgotten in Oaxaca, in Mexico City…

[Ours] is a reserve that exists but there isn’t any law that
enforces this… The authorities in these government institutions,
well, they’ve neglected the situation. I think they are able to resolve
it; what’s happening is that they don’t have the determination or the
courage… When one is with them they say, “You’re right, we’ll act
in favour of ecology…” Well, it’s just been words, never action… If
they’re not going to do anything in this legal, governmental manner,
well, the village will have to stop it in its own way… We can’t wait
for those government institutions any more…

Yavesía’s goal is protection… In the meeting we had with the
opposing party, the [other] pueblos mancomunados, we made them
see they have no right to touch these areas of Yavesía, that we will
defend them to the last. I don’t know if they were just unable to
understand, because someone came out and said, “Give us a chance
to finish off all the ecological reserve and we’ll give you the land
afterwards.” Well, someone answered him, “We aren’t fighting for
the land; we’re fighting for it to be protected. Why would we want
you to give it to us afterwards when there aren’t any more trees?”

“Now nature is punishing us”
We’ve had almost two years of the most tremendous heat that’s
ever been experienced here in the community, and I think that the
people have been thinking about things because of that, and well,
because of television, the radio. They’ve heard about the disasters

Our goal is
protection
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Mario Fernando (M, 36 years), Yavesía MEXICO 12

I asked them to explain to me why the people of Yavesía have this strong trait of conserving their
resources, of looking after them…. [They said] if there are trees, well, there are birds and there’s
rain; and if there are no trees, there is no rain, and rain is what brings you water…and water is life.



to plant onion, radish, lettuce and cabbage. They gave us time to go
and water the plants and put manure on them too. Well, [there was
time] for everything, I mean there was time for studying and time
to dedicate oneself to the vegetables… Every group took it in turns
to go and sell them and what was earned from this went towards
the school …

Our childhood was good because they also taught us to be
responsible…[for example] with the water because there wasn’t
water wherever you wanted then, only from springs… Before going
to school, you had to fill a pot of water so that there would be water
for the day and then return home to see if there still was water and,
if not, fill it up again for the next day… We also had to gather
firewood…for making tortillas and [other] food. There weren’t any
stoves in those days… It’s more convenient now. 

“One could exchange things, even labour”
The economy is better [now] but…you have to buy everything. You
have to buy gas, and the people who use charcoal have to buy that
too… There are more comforts, everything is easier, but there need
to be more sources of work too, so that one can survive… Before,
there was barter. The people who traded goods exchanged them for
corn, beans and wheat—and a village could survive like that,
[people] helped each other in this way. It was the same with the
people who came here to sell vegetables. As there was a lot of corn
the women made tortillas and tamales, they made things to
exchange. One didn’t have to have a lot of money because one
could exchange things, even labour. 

The people who didn’t have land…asked for corn, beans and
wheat and for the Day of the Dead they asked for bread and then
they went to pay for it with work later, by harvesting, shelling
corn… Or those who had some money lent it out with the
condition that after the Day of the Dead or any other festival, they
would be able to go and work and so pay it back. 

At that time…[the] families of those who died in the
Revolution…were the only ones who got pensions and had a little
bit of money that was secure—but they also had to go to Oaxaca

Now you
have to buy
everything
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that have happened recently, what happened in the 1999
earthquake, so, as I said, maybe these have been a punishment
from God for destroying nature. So there is a panic because now
nature is punishing us too…

Sometimes people worry about the river. One of our friends
said, “Well, there was a time when our river was big—and now an
ant can cross it easily!” And he’s right—because they’ve exploited
this area and the flow of the river has decreased, so now the people
are afraid… They don’t want to have the crisis that’s happening in
most places… Our forefathers’ ideas were to protect the forest and
we’ll continue with these same ideas. We won’t have other people
from the government institutions telling us that everything is OK.

Soledad MEXICO 16

Soledad, 62, who sat embroidering during the interview, reflects on various
changes in people’s lives in Ixtlán since her childhood. On the positive side,
she feels there is more respect for women, and that “more comforts” are
available. But now that barter has been replaced by the money economy,
“there need to be more sources of work too, so that one can survive”. Soledad
never married, preferring to devote her energies to the community. “I
haven’t lacked love,” she says, “I find it in the families with whom I talk.”

My childhood had good moments and difficult moments too. [I
enjoyed] primary school… Well, we started there, where the
museum is. We were in those rooms for the first year and
afterwards…they were building the school here… The ones who
could manage it carried two [bricks] and we little ones couldn’t
manage more than one, but we all brought our bricks so that the
school would be built. The same happened with the sand. We went
with our buckets to where the sand had been left, to carry it…
There was no secondary school. They sent me [to primary school]
for one more year to be able to improve a little bit more… 

There was a vegetable garden where the teachers taught us how

Before, there
was barter
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Macedonio (M, 58 years), Tiltepec MEXICO 10

These are the grandparents’ stories about what happened. They planted cotton and they weeded it,
they took care of it and made their clothes…they made yarn, and they began to weave the
fabric… That’s what our grandparents did. Everyone was busy with cotton: they made shirts,
trousers, skirts, blouses and other things and later they let the cotton [tradition] be lost, they didn’t
take care of it. Now there’s poplin [synthetic] fabric. 

Mario Fernando (M, 36 years), Yavesía MEXICO 12

[An] archaeologist…said to us, "Do you know what? Well, Yavesía…was a place of worship for
Guzio." Then he explained…there was the statue of Guzio, the "owner of the mountains", and
then we went to see where there was [the carving of] two snakes…These snakes are the cloud
snakes… So this indicated that this was a very important centre of worship, a culture connected to
the rain… Rain is what brings you water so that there’s life… So I now understand why Yavesía
is a village that has fought so dedicatedly to conserve its resources. 



city on foot for their pension. But it was only them and some who
were able to save some money at the beginning of the
Revolution—they were the only ones [with money]. 

“We watered day and night”
[With] the lack of rain…the harvests haven’t been very good. They
haven’t produced much where there is irrigation and the land that
doesn’t have irrigation doesn’t produce anything—and it did before,
because it rained more in this month of May. There were at least a
few big downpours and the corn plants were big. 

We sowed in the fields in the forest and the fields here, close to
the village too, but that was land irrigated with agua rodada. It was
[water] brought from the mountains through canoitas to the fields.
Everybody made their channels so that they could plant land that
was irrigated. 

We had labourers…[We gave] them breakfast or lunch when we
watered because the irrigation was done day and night to make the
most of the water—because we only had it for a certain length of
time… It was good because everyone was given his [particular]
time to water his land.

Starched clothes, handmade pots
[People] used to wear long trousers and a shirt, both of which were
made of manta…they bleached them well and they say they made
their own starch. The clothes even made a little noise when one
walked, because they were well ironed and because of the way they
were prepared with the starch, so that they were shiny… 

[Starch] was made from…the best corn and then prepared as
one does for atole. They ground and sieved it and used the finest
powder to make the starch. They used it to wash the clothes and
when the clothes were dry they put them back into the starch
water, then they hung them up again and ironed them… [They
heated the irons] with tin plates or small pieces of wood which they
put next to the iron, like this, close to the fire... Then they took a bit
of pure wax and used it to clean the iron so that it would iron the
clothes well and that’s how they got shiny… They [also] had
sandals…[made] from fibres taken from the maguey plant… 
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My grandfather…used to make wooden washboards and canoitas
and spoons and molinillo for making atole de espuma, as they call it.
That’s what he did and my grandmother made her clay pots, but
these were simple—there weren’t any fine plates in those days. A
lot of people bought the rough country pottery. She used to have
her vessels, her pots and her jugs, even braseritos for incense; they
were all made of clay.

“Men were still very attached to machismo”
Some people think it was better in the old days…that they truly did
live in unity because they didn’t want for anything [and] the people
who had, lent to the people who didn’t. Those who liked to work in
the fields looked for the women who made tortillas…because the
women also went to help sow seed when the rain came regularly.
In those days it wasn’t necessary to sow using a shovel, but just
with one’s feet, scattering the seeds quickly, and then one covered
the seeds with one foot and then the other and along they went,
that’s how they advanced quickly. There were some people who
were very agile at sowing with just the foot and in this way the
women also had work…

There were also difficult situations because
the men were still very attached to machismo…
[The man] thought that the woman was
something he had bought and that he alone
could order her about… People often said that
parents didn’t ask the opinion of the daughters
when marrying them with someone…[and if] a
boy who presented himself was from a family
that had some money or something special,
well, they let themselves be guided by this.
Very often they arranged everything between
the parents without the girl even knowing… I
think there are villages where this is still the
custom, [where] they don’t respect the
opinion of the daughter but treat her as if she
were only an object. 

MEXICO 29

Teofila (F, 86 years), Ixtlán MEXICO 17

You didn’t see shoes before, or sandals, nothing, just bare feet… When I went to school, trainers,
sandals and shoes had just arrived, but there weren’t any before… We all had bare feet; that’s how
we went to get firewood, that’s how we went about… It was just a while ago that this was seen.
Life has changed a lot because [before] there were only poor people, [wearing] rags, but you don’t
see this now; it’s changing with the times.

Eusebia (F, elderly), Tiltepec MEXICO 6

They liked [traditional dances] more then, and now they’re too shy… We all had to buy our own
clothes for the dance. [Now] they are afraid to ask their parents, because of the expense of the
sandals and the fabric, to make trousers for the men, and skirts in the case of the women…it costs
a lot of money. I think that’s [also] why they don’t take part any more.

"Often they arranged the marriage
without the girl even knowing" 



There were situations like this, even here in Ixtlán, when they
married them with people from other villages just because,
according to them, they were fairly well off. But what happened?
Those women suffered because they didn’t even know the men,
they didn’t even know what the family was like and often…well,
the woman arrived and had to work as if she were a slave, a work
machine.

Well, they had problems…they had big families, and they
weren’t very well looked after… [The men] didn’t have respect for
them. They didn’t think that one has to look after a woman too
because she has the same rights as the man…

They began understanding things a bit more much later, and
they began to respect the opinions of the woman. But the poor
women in those days lived like that, being put down by their
husbands because they had bought them like an object. She
couldn’t go to visit her parents when she decided but when her
husband said so, and well, in that respect it wasn’t good, was it?
Well, no matter what we are, we women are human beings and we
have the right to do things and our opinion counts, doesn’t it?
Because from the beginning God ordained that men and women
have the same value; the women aren’t worth less and the men
more. Yes, physically, the men are stronger, but there was a time
when they abused their strength, repressing women and imposing
their will.

Marriage and responsibility
Nowadays the young people who are going to marry need to be
prepared; they have to be given more thorough guidance so that
they are responsible for what they are about to do… They have
been given the right [to choose for themselves] but they must be
made aware that they have to live well in the marriage so that they
don’t destroy their lives. Because if they…[are] carried away by an
illusion or a desire, well, it passes after a while and then each one
wants to go their own way, but if there’s a family, well, the family is
what is injured—the children…

Children have to grow up in the bosom of the family so that

A woman
had to work
like a slave
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they have a good education that corresponds to the demands of the
day, so that they study…[and] are trained, and above all, so that
they have morals well founded in respect for their parents and
older people… 

With time one realises that one has to think about…this a little
more, not only for the family, but to give a little more to society. I
think this is why God didn’t call me to marriage—because I had
something more to do…

I haven’t wanted for love because…I find love in the families
with whom I live, with whom I talk. If they explain a problem to
me, I help them in some way, talking to them, telling them [what to
do] or seeing a way in which the man or the woman can be made
aware. And I have found love in this way… People often think that
people who don’t get married don’t have fulfilment in their life, or
their life doesn’t have meaning—well, it isn’t like that for me. 

Miguel MEXICO 15

The value of the cargo system and communal work is defended by Miguel,
52, from Ixtlán. He acknowledges that individual sacrifice is required,
including financial, but argues that these “customs, and [our] own style of
self-governing [are] the foundation for the strength of the village”. He feels
that they “form one as a human being, as a ciudadano…” and, he adds,
“one learns something every day”. 

The experience I’ve had of the cargos has
been…that one must accept putting the cargo
ahead of any problem, financial or family…
When they gave us the cargo of topil in the
municipality we didn’t have any income
whatsoever, it was very difficult to support
oneself… None of the cargos are paid… One
concentrates one’s efforts on the cargo, and
everything else stops, everything is postponed,
interrupted. Then [afterwards]…it’s more
difficult to make one’s way again…

The cargos of the síndico are even more
difficult because these are full-time…
Economically, the family really feels the effects
because there’s no pay. [On the other hand]
the experiences that one acquires are 100 per cent positive in that
one gets to know people from the different problems that each of
the ciudadanos and commoners have, and the problems that the

Men and
women have
the same value
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Teofila (F, 86 years), Ixtlán MEXICO 17

The ones who are growing up now…don’t want to do heavy work any more. When my husband
was still alive he had animals for working the land… I liked to accompany him. I used to go to
weed the fields with him, I used to work with the animals—in front of the bulls. I sowed the field
with my feet like this.



community has in its relations with the other agencias and with
neighbouring villages…

All the cargos have been interesting and important for me. They
form one as a human being, as a ciudadano, as a commoner. It’s a
development that occurs gradually; so every cargo, from the simplest
role to those of the elected positions, is important because one
learns something every day in all of them…

If I had the opportunity to make a change, I would propose that
the cargos of municipal or communal authority last six years. As it is
now, the municipal presidency is just one and a half years and so, if
one tries to do something, a job, an improvement for the
community, well, it can’t be planned properly. Not all the needs of
the community are understood; things are done in the short term… 

The municipal office is responsible for seeing to everything that
is in the district capital…and organising everything in all the
municipal agencias…unlike the comisariado de bienes comunales,
which is exclusively for the community—to manage public
property, to survey community land, to watch over the business or
businesses that a community has, whether it’s community
transport, or the minibus, or the petrol station. 

The importance of tequio
Many ciudadanos don’t fully understand that the tequios are done
for the progress of the community. They often object to it and try to
convince the authorities that it isn’t valid, saying that the
authorities are obliging them to work when our constitution
prohibits this. But recently, as has happened in other regions, the
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tequio was made into an institution, so the tequio is now officially
recognised. This is one of the most important customs…

About 35 years ago, when the land was still irrigated, the water
had to come from about 4 or 5 km away and the canoitas were
opened by means of the tequio, so that the water could flow…
People who had horses, donkeys or oxen took their animals to pull
and drag these wooden canoitas. There were some people who were
very skilled at cutting and carving the wooden irrigation channels…

There were also tequios to plant corn and there was a piece of
land exclusively for this purpose… We all went there with animals
and ploughs to prepare the land and afterwards we all went to sow
it and to weed the corn, to put more soil on top of the small plants
and to harvest. After the harvest…[those responsible] brought up
the material, cement, plaster or whatever was needed to maintain
the water system.

“We need to let go of our pride”
We need a lot of training… Our managing body could go to see
other places where there have been similar situations because
of…the poor quality of the land. There are places that were deserts,
but nevertheless are producing well now. We haven’t been away
from here, we haven’t seen anything, we haven’t wanted to invest
in our training so that we have a more general knowledge and
know how to manage and understand… 

There are [training] opportunities; we have to go after them…
The opportunities are there, we just need to let go of our pride. This
stupid pride makes us believe that we know everything and can do
everything and it isn’t true. This is what holds us back. I think if we
put fear of criticism and pride to one side we could move forward.

Maximina MEXICO 27 

“Everything is different now…Our practices and customs are vanishing,”
says this 67-year-old, who has lived in El Punto, Ixtepeji, all her life. In
particular she feels there has been a decline of the Zapotec language and a
scaling-down of fiestas such as the Day of the Dead, which used to be
celebrated in lavish style and involve the whole community.

The traditional practices and customs before were very different
from those now, because before it was more arduous for us to go to
Oaxaca city. We went on foot, we had to go away [for] three
days…But soon after that there were cars; [well] first there were
only freight boats, the ones that used to carry the mining residues
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Timiana (F, 85 years), Yavesía MEXICO 18

I had three cargos. First the Liga Feminil and after that I worked in the organisation Integral
Development of the Family, with Señora Susana. After that I worked with the milk, here with Señora
Refugia... We were happy when we had a job... One gets used to a cargo and then when you leave,
you always feel sad. In the cargos that we’ve had, we’ve helped the village. I’m grateful to the
village for giving us those jobs.

Casimiro (M, 62 years), Tiltepec MEXICO 2

Now the traditions are being forgotten… The older people still carry on like the forefathers did, but
the young people have their own way and…it’s not important to them… Now there’s studying and
they all know how to read and write and so…they don’t take any notice and they don’t obey what
the older people say… Before, there weren’t any schools, there wasn’t anyone who could read,
and in that way [people] did as the elders said. [Before], they punished [those who ignored
community traditions]; they fined them.



from Natividad to Oaxaca, those took us sometimes. And then the
wood cutters began, there was the occasional light truck and those
vans took us, but the rest [of the time], we mostly walked… 

At that time, we did not have anything to sell…we had to work
in the fields… [Now] hardly anybody works in the fields; we buy
everything. Everything is different now… Our practices and
customs are vanishing… For example, the Zapotec language—it is
no longer in use… It was lost because all the young people here no
longer know it. Well they hear it, they listen to it, but they no
longer understand it… But now it is totally lost, nobody speaks it.
We sometimes make the attempt to speak, but we can only speak it
very slowly because we do not know all the words.

“We suffered a lot”
At that time it was very difficult to get water, and my late husband,
he carried water using animals…we did not have piped water until
1960… Every year since it arrived at El Encino, it got [nearer] here
by pipe, even to the agencia. From the agencia, they began to install
more and more pipes, until it arrived at Las Animas…

There was a spring there and they brought the water from there
and stored it here… The grandfathers did all that, so that we had
water. But before that, we suffered a lot to get water, because we
had to carry it in pitchers, had to carry pitchers from wells… 

In 1960 there were approximately 150 inhabitants only … The
ciudadanos started to arrange for us to have electricity, because we
didn’t have electric light. For light we used paraffin oil or
ocote—nothing else. And I don’t remember clearly whether it was in
1970 or ’72 that we had it—we had electric light… Little by little
people started coming; we were few then. Now the town is bigger.

Nowadays people go to Oaxaca two or three times [a week] but
back then we went every eight or 15 days. From there we had to
bring our paraffin—[enough] for 15 or 20 days. And for ironing too,
because there was no way to heat the iron or anything like that; we
heated the iron on coal only, on logs only.

We didn’t
have electric

light until
the 1970s
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“People danced all night”
On 10th May there was a very lovely festival, because it brought
together all the mothers in the family, from the oldest grandmother
to the youngest mother. They got together at the school and made a
meal for all the mothers. Sometimes there was venison…they sang
the mañanitas…everyone was celebrating… [Musicians?] There
was nothing more than two or three men—one played the guitar,
one played the trumpet—[and] there was a mandolin, I think. And
with that, people danced all night—until dawn…

There was nobody who made food [on her own]… It was all of
them together, helping each other to make food for the mothers…

[People] used to [hunt] two or three deer, and they used to say:
“These are the deer for the mothers.” Sometimes they cooked it in a
barbecue; sometimes in amarillo or in a broth, but there was always
venison. So that happened in the month of May. 

After that, in June, since most of the people here had orchards
of peaches, quinces and apples, we carried all that fruit on animals,
on donkeys…to Oaxaca. But at that time, since the fruit was very
cheap—because there was a lot of it—it didn’t sell well. They would
give you 1.5 or 2 pesos for 100 peaches—big melocotón peaches and
white peaches, quinces. They were too good to be true! Some were
very big, they were amazing… In July the fruit was sold, and then
in August it was already gone. Then we went looking [for work]…
Because we were out of fruit, we looked for another job… 

MEXICO 35

Macedonio (M, 58 years), Tiltepec MEXICO 10

There’s no spirit, they don’t get together for entertainment now… There are some that say…[our
traditional culture] won’t help us. Well, it’s not a matter of it helping us but of the enjoyment… I
organised two, three dance classes… A music teacher came here… He taught us [some
dances]… I can do three types of dance…but now my sight isn’t good… We taught [the
children] in [Señor Francisco’s] house and he bought paraffin oil so we’d have light from the oil
lamp during the nights we taught [the dances]… I was in the band for 25 years, I played the
trumpet… I can [also] play the flute but I gave it up…because I didn’t have anyone to play with. 

Casimiro (M, 62 years), Tiltepec MEXICO 2

The traditions that our forefathers had were very nice, and everything was well organised… They
celebrated four festivals a year… [Now] when there is a festival they forget to do the procession
with the church statues. The topiles don’t bring a canopy to give shade for the statues…

When there is a religious festival, people come from other communities. What they do is give
out alcohol—they say it’s "el respeto de uno" (good hospitality)—and that’s how the kids start
drinking. Even women drink mezcal and chingre.

Eusebia (F, elderly), Tiltepec MEXICO 6

These traditions [have] become lost, because of the [other] religion that has arrived here…well
there are more Evangelicals now. People were united before; there weren’t any [different religious]
groups… For us Catholics, it’s bad that we are losing the traditions, but for the Evangelicals,
well…it suits them that all the traditions of a festival are lost. Yes, some young people listen to the
Evangelicals; they refuse to cooperate [and take part] in the festivals and cultural events… That
religion is causing us to lose a lot of respect [for] customs and traditions…



In October we prepared for the Day of the Dead…at that time
we would make gifts and offerings for the dead. We didn’t make
just a little bread for the dead, we made basketfuls of bread… We
kept eggs to make the marquesote, to make the pan de yema…we
prepared two or three turkeys…a lot of food…

According to our ancestors…the dead come to receive the smell
of the food that people put on the altar, and for that they made a lot
of tortillas; they made bread, they made chocolate, the amarillo
with meat, and then the mole; and then all that was put on the
altar—corn with squash, fruit, lots of fruit, bananas, apples,
oranges. They put the bottles of mezcal there [for the dead], they
put their wine there, their cigarettes, their soft drinks, everything
that you could put on your altar… Now, we hardly ever do [this].

“As long as God gives me life”

All those years that I was with my late husband, I used always to
work with [the community]… [Later] I got to be president of the
Liga Feminil, and from then on they’ve added on a little of this and
that. And now that I am alone—I have been alone for 17 years—I
continue cooperating with the whole community, when they call
me to help in the kitchen…

And then, as well as all that, I am in charge of the chapel,
because each month I go out as a church leader… As long as God
gives me life I have to continue.
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Fernando MEXICO 22 

Fernando, 33, has worked hard in partnership with others to build up a
carpentry business in Ixtepeji, gradually acquiring more equipment,
establishing a good reputation and paying off loans. “We do not participate
in over-exploitation of the forest,” he says, “because we live from this,” and
he points out that certain species, such as cedar, are already in short supply.

After I left school, I was with my father…installing ovens, making
charcoal, only that… We would go to Oaxaca city. At that time we
still carried the charcoal [by donkey]… We left at 11 at night,
arrived at 7 in the morning…like muleteers, walking. But at that
time there were few supplies, there were no cars, and the small
supplies ran out, and there wasn’t anything to sell or make a living
from other than charcoal… At least we made enough to eat, but
most of the people were occupied in the fields, planting corn and
beans and all that. My father had a small farm down there…and we
used to grow maize and beans… Only the charcoal was [sold]…to
buy soap, sugar…

After some time I started [learning carpentry]… This means I
worked very little in the fields… I have been working [as a
carpenter] for 14 years. Back then, in the beginning, hardly
anybody taught me; it was only curiosity, enthusiasm and love of
the work. I began to see how the job was and I began to get hold of
the ideas; and the work itself was teaching me.

What happened is that there was a carpenter here whose
occupation was making furniture… I used to go and see how things
were done. At that time he didn’t use electric tools, he had to do
the planing, and finish the edges, and cut the wood with the hand
saw—all the work had to be done by hand. But I had that curiosity,
and one day he asked me, “Do you like carpentry?” “Yes, yes, I like
it,” and I asked him, “Is there a chance that I could come to do a
little wood cutting?” “Yes,” he said… ”There is going to be work.
I’ve been asked to make some coffins and I am going to do them. If
you want, you can come.” And so I began like that… Later on I
went to Oaxaca, and from a carpenter I know, I used to see how he
worked, and I started coming up with more ideas.

Setting up the business
[Now] we have a workshop. Well, I began, as I say, 14 years ago but
after 12 years of working alone, the company was formed. We were
around 16 partners but now only five are left and we are working
together… With more partners, there is too much discussion,
people don’t agree about anything… Back then, the company was
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“We carried all the fruit on donkeys…”



acquiring its own equipment. Now that we have equipment, well, it
is quite big: it is able to employ around 30 people at the most…

It takes a lot of money to have all the equipment needed… We
don’t have it all, but we have the most important. We have
planes…[and] the canteadora; we have circular saws, pendulum
saws, metal files. They’re home-made but work well. And besides
these there are the hand tools, for example, the router, the sanding
machine, the drill. The sanding machine alone costs 6,000 pesos…
We suffered a lot [economically] to establish our little workshop…
For example, sometimes instead of taking money to buy food, we
had to plough it back into the business…

Later we asked for a loan, and they were charging us 10 per
cent, and when we paid the capital, which was 12,000 pesos, and
the interest too, we had to pay 24,000 pesos [in all]. At that time to
pay 24,000 pesos, that was [like] 24 million… Thanks to the partners
who stayed with us…we paid off the loan… 

We do everything to order… Furniture is ordered by the
government… For example, they request writing desks… We do
not promote ourselves much but a lot of people from the
government know us… We have competed, let’s say, with the great
carpenters of Oaxaca, the great companies, and we have worked
like that, together… The wood—we buy it here in the sawmill at
Ixtepeji… We work mostly with pine, which is more common
here… People sometimes ask us for furniture in other types of
wood—for example, cedar, mahogany, ganacaxtle… Sometimes we
look for [cedar] but…there’s almost none left any more.

The “little carpenter”
I have one [son], a little one, he is eight years old. He is a little
carpenter. He is starting, he likes it a lot. Yes, when he finishes
school, because it is close to my house, he eats and goes to the
workshop. He arrives, and he has a little hammer… I leave him,
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because I say that he has to do it, to see for himself. After some
time, if he wants to…he can get to be a good carpenter. Because
now he does anything—he gets the saw, he gets the drill, he gets
the cutting machine… He is not scared of the tools, and a lot of
people see him; they admire him…

Another time he made some little seats. I just told him how to
do it: “Cut here on this measure and you nail it more or less like
that.” He made three seats. Can you believe he went to sell them?
He sold them… Then he made a little shelf. I told him more or less
how it was going to be and he did it, not very well, but he made it.
That’s how you begin and little by little, you can refine your work…
As a youngster you learn quickly…

There have been boys from the community over there whom
we have told there is the opportunity to learn, without cost. We tell
them: “We can teach you, we can give you the equipment and
everything…”, and even if it’s only a little I’ll pay them for what
they do… But a lot of them don’t like it, because…you stay [in the
workshop] all day, and the majority of the comuneros, the
inhabitants here, they are used to going to the fields, which means
they are freer.

Francisca MEXICO 25

Like several members of her family, Francisca earns her living as a flower
grower. She makes up bunches of both cultivated and wild flowers to sell in
Oaxaca city, travelling from Ixtepeji by bus or getting a lift with her son.
Sales are good during religious festivals but at other times she admits it can
be “dead all week”. Now 74, Francisca was widowed many years ago. As
she needed an income, this is when her “relationship with flowers began”.

When I was at Ixtepeji with my husband in the fields, I only
sowed—planted—beans… When the time of harvest came, I
gathered [the beans]… When my husband died my mother said to
me, “What are you going to do? You are alone here. Let’s go up to
La Cumbre…[to cut] the flowers…because where else are you
going to get something [to live on]?”…

Both [my parents grew flowers]. My father helped by carrying
the bags of cartucho. He used to cut and cut and cut, and grandfather
carried the bags… My daughter, she works with flowers. There goes
my son-in-law, he is taking the car—they are going to gather
flowers, they will bring them [back here]. The other [daughter]
lives up there. She too has her flowers up there; she is going to
bring them down on her back…
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Modesta (F, 66 years), Ixtepeji MEXICO 28

My parents’ life consisted of work. For example, in February they…prepared the soil for planting
corn…potatoes…broad beans—and later they did some other work while the plants were
growing in the field… In May the weeding of the field took place… In June, it was time to put
more soil around the plants. In August the corn was there [to harvest]… My father and my brothers
worked only on communal land… We had to submit an application for one hectare or whatever size
we wanted… to the comisariado de bienes comunales… After they had considered it, we could
work, cutting down the trees to prepare the soil [for planting]. [Then] we let it dry out and
then…burnt the branches, and the thick wood was used as charcoal…it was oak.



Thanks to my mother [I started this work]… Then came the
Holy Week fiesta, and she said, “You are going to sell laurel, poleo,
paxle, by the roadside.” … We started on the first Friday, even
during Holy Week. We would just get back from Oaxaca, and then
we had to carry it there again—bringing laurel, one day palm,
another day poleo. We had to make piles [of them], in amounts that
the animals could carry, and then we’d set off… 

Up there in La Cumbre we have cartuchito, margarita, flor blanca,
rellena—[the margarita] has one yellow petal, one white petal. But
since the blight came, they’ve all dried up…the dry leaves curled
up, the stems, all the branches; and we had to clean everything…
We have only cartucho now…and that one is not bothered by
anything. Well, [only] the cold, when the frost comes…

Sometimes [sales are] good and sometimes not too good.
Because there are weeks when it is dead all week, and only at the
fiestas [can we sell anything]… Sales are going to go down until
Christmas, when it gets better. The fiestas are coming, they start on
8th December, [the fiesta] of the Juquila Virgin, then comes
Soledad, or [rather] Guadalupe, then Soledad, then Christmas,
then New Year—all that month it will be good. When that [season]
passes, sales go down again; that’s how it is…

I sell laurel… From the forest there is the laurel, poleo, palm, flor
moradita, if there is any. All that sells during Holy Week. And if
there is cartuchito, that one sells [well]… Cartucho is heavy. I tell you,
when I was young, I used to carry 40 dozen; but since I got sick, I
tell you, I don’t do any more carrying… We sell [mountain flowers
too]… Flor amarillita, flor de niño, poleo, laurel, palm… You need lots
of things to make the manojitos. Two or three branches of laurel
and then the palm, and then the poleo and then some little flowers,
[and] flor moradita if there is any…when it is cold there are no
flowers…and a little paxle—a little of each thing…

[I sell at] La Merced [in Oaxaca city]; I go there only, and my
daughter-in-law sells at Abastos. Most people go there…we sign
up… They don’t let just anybody in.
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Medicinal herbs versus modern medicine
Poleo and laurel too [are used] for medicine…also marjoram. Yes,
those are good, because they are “hot” herbs. If you’ve got a pain, if
you have a stomach ache, poleo tea [is used]… But I see that legally
now it is only doctors [who can treat people], just doctors, and
sometimes the illness doesn’t respond… 

I never got sick [as a child]. That’s why it took me by surprise
when I got high blood pressure… Now that I am sick, I am just
taking pills… The [doctor] told me, “Take three pills daily, three pills
for a month, and [leave] the herbs on one side.” Yes, that’s what
happened, I have got used to only pills… and I don’t pay attention
to the little herbs.

Silvestre MEXICO 24 

“When God wants, he gives, and in that way I have lived—doing a little bit
of everything,” is how Silvestre, 72 when interviewd, sums up his working
life. His latest venture is fish-farming, which he and a few other men taught
themselves. Silvestre also talks of the responsibilities he has carried out as a
ciudadano of El Punto, Ixtepeji, commenting: “I am happy because I have
served my community with loyalty.”

I was born in 1929, in the place where I live now… When Lazaro
Cardenas (former President of the Republic) came to see the Sierra
Norte, he promised to build a school here in El Punto…A few days
after Cardenas’ visit a teacher arrived…but there wasn’t a school,
there was no place where she could teach us. They rented a little
empty house, which was next to the track. And in order to be able
to teach us, she drew letters on the floor because there was no
blackboard… 

But thanks to the good fortune of the El Punto citizens, they
were able to organise themselves—but only with a lot of work,
because there were many who were against the school—and with a
lot of self-sacrifice they built a little school of tejamaniles… At that
time there was no piped water, only ditches and springs; and when
we were going to school, we drank from these… Seeing the needs
of the school, the ciudadanos of the community went to bring
water by means of canoitas from a place [with a waterfall] called
Palo Hueco… It couldn’t reach the school itself because they just
used canoitas so there wasn’t enough water pressure. Little by little
El Punto became bigger, and even the people who [earlier] couldn’t
see the need for the school calmed down…

I left the school, and went home to work. My father was a
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Emigdio (M, 19 years), Tiltepec MEXICO 5

I’ve been to Oaxaca but…it wasn’t for long… To tell the truth, I didn’t like the city
because...nothing you eat there fills you up… The tortillas [are]…so small and they don’t have
the same flavour as they do here… When you go to work there they don’t give you food when you
want to eat… Here I eat when I’m hungry… In the city, if you work you earn your food; but if you
don’t work, well, you don’t eat… [Without] money I think you’d die of hunger there; people won’t
give you food.



farmer, he worked the land; he [also] made wooden spoons, and I
learned to do that for a long time. Time passed. After that he made
charcoal, and he taught me how to make charcoal…

After that I got married, I had children, I had seven children,
four boys and three girls, whom I supported through my work of
making spoons… Later I gave up making spoons; I worked only in
the field, taking care of some cows, some bulls, and that way I was
able to live up to this age. A few years ago they taught us a [new
type of] work—fish-farming—and this is what I’ve been doing up
until now. 

There was also a time when I used to make carved animals. I
made monkeys, I made little animals from wood, carvings of cats,
carvings of men. I made footballers, and basketball players. I made
little bowls… For a long time I did handicraft. I took all that I made
to Oaxaca [to sell] and took it by animal, because at that time we
didn’t have transportation, did we? … It took me one and a half
days to go to Oaxaca and back.

I have all the rights of a comunero and a ciudadano, and…I am
happy because I have served my community with loyalty. I was 16
years old when I began to be a comunero. I began to be a ciudadano
when I was 22 years old. I began as a topil, then I moved on to be
treasurer; they gave me the post of agente, I was the representative
for water supplies, and I have served in all the cargo positions they
have given me. I have done it with loyalty.

“We didn’t get disheartened” 
Several partners and I got together and taught ourselves about the
work [of fish-farming]. We did it on our own, and we worked on
the job for 60 days without stopping…each person put in his own
personal effort. We did it as if it were a tequio. We began the
excavation of the ponds, and once we had finished them, we had
the opportunity of a visit from a girl who worked at ASPRO…
When she saw we had enthusiasm to do the work, she saw the
need to look for support from ASPRO, to find help for the covering

42 VOICES FROM THE MOUNTAIN

for the pond. They helped us with a little cement, at least half a
ton… We were lucky since once the pond was finished they gave us
the fingerlings for free…

The second harvest went badly for us, and so they gave us the
fingerlings again. But when the fish were of market size—I
remember it was on October 13th, 1996—we had heavy rain,
which filled up our pipes, and they burst and we lost all the fish. It
was around 4 tons that we lost; we didn’t know what to do with so
much fish meat…we decided to give it to the community of El
Punto, so…we didn’t get anything from it... It was a total loss. But
we had had the good fortune to learn about the management of the
fish, and how to feed them. So we didn’t get disheartened by that
loss; we continued working. 

We looked for another place higher up… [It is] the same river
that we have now been working at for five years. It has given us
better results since in these ponds there is not a strong current like
the one that swept through the first ponds because there was no
outlet for the water… The only thing is, since we don’t have
enough resources, we have only been working with two ponds
until now. Each pond has 4,000 fingerlings…but because of
transportation and some kind of disease, or I don’t know what,
some of them die. But 90 per cent we can say we have harvested
from there. 
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Rufino (M, 60s), Ixtepeji MEXICO 23

It is a good business, charcoal, [but] it’s heavy work… When I used to work the charcoal, the
Department for the Environment and Natural Resources was against it… we had to take the loads
of charcoal by mule, and go walking to Oaxaca—imagine that! Walking about 10 hours at night,
to arrive at 8 or 9 in the morning in the city to sell the charcoal there… We were forced to go out,
whether it was raining or not… Thank God I have this work [making molinillos] now. I don’t think
I could go back to doing what I did before.

“We have to take care of nature”: many people in these communities are concerned that resources
are used in a sustainable way and that practices such as indiscriminate logging are stopped.



“We need good advisers”
In the communal forest of Ixtepeji, beginning with the common
animals, there are rabbits, squirrels, tlacuaches, coyotes, foxes,
cacomixtles, tuzas. There are tigrillos. Well, up to now I can’t affirm
that there are wolves, but some people told me there were wolves
and lions. My late father told me once that down here at the ranch
they killed a lion; but I wasn’t yet born…

Yes, the white-tailed deer exist. I almost forgot to tell you there
are deer; but now they are conserved, and it seems that they are
beginning to reproduce…

I am realising that we have to take care of nature, of the animals
as well as the trees. It is true that we live from this, we have lived
from this for a long time; but now, times are changing. I can say
that at my age I don’t have the strength to make use of [the forest]
as I used to… But I would like there to be an office, a new
organisation that could give opportunities to the young people who
are growing up now, so that they don’t exploit the trees too much,
and so that they think of another way of life…look for the other
means [of livelihood] that I believe are there. But we need good
advisers who can lead us along a good path, so we can stop over-
exploiting nature.

Armando MEXICO 26

Ixtepeji has created a new community reserve dedicated to ecotourism, where
Armando, 23, works as a guide. He is enthusiastic about the pioneering
community-run scheme and believes it will “generate jobs without the need
to continue destroying our forest, which we know is our life”.

We have started to get to know about ecotourism… [The project]
started when it was discovered that here in the Ixtepeji area there is
a type of pine that is not very common; they say, I think, that it is
no longer found in all of Mexico, except I believe that there is also
a little in the state of Veracruz. It is called the seudotzuga pine. So,
they made [a plan] to protect this area and there was a proposal
that, with this, they could carry out an ecotourism project in order
to continue conserving the area and to stop over-exploiting it,
which is the activity in which the community of Ixtepeji is most
involved: utilising the mountains and forests. So this was how it
was taken to a community asamblea…

The [project] that is already in process is three years old, and the
establishment of the committee [took] about two and a half years…
The young were invited to participate as guides. At the
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beginning…the committee sought us out, but as time went by, it
was more out of our own will to be near the project [that we
participated], because of which we now have a camping site…[and]
a hostel where a lot of people come to stay at weekends. And so
that was the commitment we had: that when people arrived we had
to attend to them…

We [have] received some training in mammalogy, entomology,
ornithology, environmental awareness and some other short
courses… The way we apply [the training] is that lots of people say,
“But what type of fauna or flora is there?” and then one
can…explain it: what kind of animal it is…what it looks like, its size
and so forth. It is the same concerning the plants, the flowers. Let’s
say some people ask you if there are medicinal plants. In fact, we
can say that all are medicinal plants… Then you say which plants
are edible. All that, if people ask us, we know how to answer.

Exchanging experiences
We are not very far from the city. How far? Forty minutes or less. So
there are a lot of people arriving here and they see the whole forest
we have and they see the cabin. Then many people stop to ask what
is there, or sometimes they ask you, “Do you have a place to sleep?”
Then that is the way that this place gets known. And already we
have some brochures where there is all the information, all the
services we offer and the telephone number to make reservations or
ask some questions about the ecotourism project. And that is how
people are getting to know about it. We have also participated in
some publicity events for the project. We’ve gone to Mexico
City…sometimes exchanging experiences with other people from
other projects in other states…

The strongest support [we have been given] is from WWF and
the Mexican Fund for Conservation for the construction of this
office where we are, and for other projects such as the signs or
other facilities here in the campsite.

We’ve sometimes had guided routes for mountain bikes and we
had—in June or July, I think—a mountain bike race in La Cumbre.
There were around 50 racers from the city of Oaxaca … [There is] a
little [infrastructure], but not in the main area, because all
mountain cycling is based more on adventure. If there is a narrow
path and you see that the bike can go through, well, that is better
for the people, it’s more exciting for them…

For hikes we let them know the routes we have to the scenic
viewpoints and all the attractive places… In the nature
conservation area there are the routes up to a scenic viewpoint

We made a
plan to protect
this area
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GLOSSARY
Every attempt has been made to gloss all the terms in the
testimonies, but finding the meaning for all the words has not
always proved possible.

agencia
agente
agua rodada  

alcalde
amarillo
arrobas/arrobita
asamblea

ASPRO
atole de espuma

braseritos
cacomixtle

cargo

canoitas
canteadora
chachalaca

chingre
chorizo
ciudadano

coati

colapinta
comal
comisariado

(de bienes
comunales)

comunero

copal
Day of the

Dead
Guadalupe

community office/secretariat
elected head of community
(literally, “travelled water”); water transported
through canoitas
high-ranking official in cargo system
(literally, yellow); typical Oaxacan sauce or stew
weight measurement equivalent to 12kg
main decision-making body in a community, in
which all comuneros or ciudadanos take part
Water and Solidarity for Progress  
pre-Hispanic drink made from maize and
fermented cocoa  
round clay pots used to hold embers and incense 
small nocturnal animal with distinctive long
black-ringed tail (Bassaricus astutus) 
(literally, position); system of unpaid community
service duties 
small irrigation channels made of wood or reed
carpentry tool for finishing edges
(literally, chatterbox); long-tailed, ground-
dwelling bird (Ortalis vetula)  
traditional alcoholic drink made from sugar cane
spicy sausage
(literally, citizen); male, whose voice or vote
counts in community decisionmaking
raccoon-like mammal with long black and white
tail (Nasua narica)
(literally, painted tail); type of wild animal
flat clay or metal pan/griddle
official/office in charge of community property,
particularly land and natural resources

registered community member with rights and
responsibilities
aromatic resin from the copal tree, used as incense
festival of pre-Hispanic origin; families remember
their dead, and the continuity of life
fiesta of the Virgin of Guadalupe Hidalgo 

which is called Pena Prieta, and from there we can see the type of
pines I am telling you about… [We have] camping places, places for
fires…we have the community of Yuvila where there is the
chocolate factory, and a mushroom farm—there’s a carpentry
workshop too… We have a production unit for raw materials from
the forest; on their part they gave a vehicle to the ecotourism
project.

“Over time people will understand”
Yes, I think [Ixtepeji] is important due to its location and the
diversity of plants, and the great quantity of mammal species that
there are. In many places, sometimes even if it is very remote, if the
people who live there are hunters, then they finish off everything…
But if there is management [things can be different]…

It is easy to chop down a tree, but to plant one and let it grow
and reach a normal size—well this takes a lot of work and many
years. For this reason I believe that the intention behind carrying
out new projects for the community, not just this ecotourism
project but also others, is to generate jobs without the need to
continue destroying our forest, which we know is our life, and not
just ours but also that of many more people, because water comes
from here and there are also many animals. Therefore we don’t
want all this to be destroyed… Up until now the community has
hardly taken in what [the project] is—but yes, I think that over
time people will understand it well. They will respond well to it.
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cartucho/
cartuchito    

chamizo
chayote
flor amarillita  
flor blanca
flor de niño  
flor moradita
ganacaxtle

huele de noche,
hierba mora

kuan labrédza   
maguey

margarita
ocote 
paxle
poleo
quelite de venado  
santa maria      

támala
tepejilote

tila

zapote blanco

non-indigenous flowering plant (Argylia radiata)

willow-like shrub (Baccharis salicifolia)
edible fleshy plant rather like squash
“little yellow flower”
(literally, white flower); frangipani
“child’s flower”
“little purple flower”
“ear tree”; local term for Enterolobium
cyclocarpum, a large spreading deciduous tree
with nutritious ear-like pods
edible plants of the solanaceae family, which
includes potatoes, peppers and nightshade
Zapotec name meaning “shrimp herb”
agave, aloe-like plant: used to make alcohol; fibre
used for hammocks, rope, baskets, etc
daisy
pine 
wild flower
pennyroyal; wild mint with medicinal use
edible herb of the convolvulaceae family (Ipomoea)
feverfew: used for migraine, to help prevent
blood clots, against inflammation and to aid
digestion (Chrysanthemum parthenium)
local variety of courgette
small palm with edible fruit that resembles a
small corn cob(Chamaedorea tepejilote)
flowers/fruit of Tilia mexicana, linden or lime
tree, used in infusions to calm the nervous
system and to alleviate indigestion and insomnia
white-fleshed fruit of Casimiroa edulis; the tree’s
leaves, bark and seeds contain a glucoside and
can act as a sedative and analgesic

BOTANICAL GLOSSARY

(literally, little tiger); ocelot
Mexican possom
junior cargo position; duties include helping to
keep order and running errands 
flat bread made of maize
Mexican pocket gopher (Geomys mexicanus)

tigrillo
tlacuache
topil

tortilla
tuza

guias
Guzio

Liga Feminil     
mancomunados/

pueblos
mancomunados  

manojitos  
manta  
mañanitas   
marquesote

mezcal
metate
mole
molinillo

panela
pan de yema  
perdice
Revolution
salsa
secretario

SEMARNAP

síndico

Soledad

suplente
tapir
tamales 

tejamaniles

temazate
tepezcuintle
tequio
tierra caliente

local name for edible leaves of young plants
Zapotec deity, “the lord/owner of the
mountains”, said to live in the Sierra Norte and to
take care of mountain people and their resources
Women’s League
communities that share land, in this case
Lachatao, Amatlán and Yavesía

(literally, handfuls); bunches of flowers
coarse cotton cloth
traditional songs
cake made of rice flour or cornmeal, sugar and
eggs
Oaxacan alcoholic drink made from maguey
pre-Hispanic grinding stone
Spanish for molli, the Aztec word for sauce
wooden stick with rings, used to whisk hot
chocolate and create a frothy cap
home-made, unrefined sugar
bread made with egg yolks, Oaxacan speciality
Great Tinamou; type of bird   
Mexican revolution of 1910
sauce
cargo position dealing with community
correspondence, minutes, certificates etc
Department of the Environment, Natural
Resources and Fisheries
group of senior officials whose authority is second
only to that of the agente
fiesta of the Virgin of Soledad, patron saint of
Oaxaca
deputy
large odd-toed mammal with flexible snout
traditional dish of ground maize and various
fillings, wrapped in banana or corn leaves
traditional rough pinewood planks or roofing tiles
small deer (Mazama americana)
large burrowing nocturnal rodent, hunted for
meat (Cuniculus paca)
unpaid, obligatory collective work 
(literally, hot lands); area or zone within the
territory of Tiltepec with a hotter climate than the
tierra templada (temperate) or tierra fria (cold) zones
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coffee-growing: 14-16 
fertiliser: 16
irrigation: 28, 32
labour: 28
training: 33
(see also Climate, Communications,
Horticulture)

Barter/exchange: 15, 27
Building/houses: 1, 2, 13
Cargos/community duties: 5, 6, 14, 18, 21, 23,

31-32, 42
for women: 6, 32

Childhood/children: 17, 27 (see also Young
people)

City life: 15, 20, 40 (see also Migration)
Climate: 1, 25-26

rain/drought: 1, 5, 10-11, 19, 28
Communal work: 5, 17, 32-33
Communications: 15, 27-28, 33-34, 42

radio/television: 18, 19, 25
roads: 5-6
transport: 33-34, 35, 36, 37, 42

Community education: 18, 22
Community health: 8
Community institutions: 24, 37 (see also Cargos)
Community values: 18, 19, 20, 21-22
Conflict: 10, 23-24 (see also Land rights)
Conservation (of natural resources): 1-2, 4, 10, 

25, 26, 43, 44, 46
Consumerism: 20
Cotton: 27, 28
Craft/traditional skills: 27, 28-29, 33, 42

(see also Health, Livelihoods)
Development:

support/training: 8, 33, 44, 45
(see also Health)

Earthquake: 26
Ecotourism: 44-46
Education:

community: 14, 18, 21-22
formal: 6, 13-14, 16-18

Electricity: 6, 34
Festivals/traditional culture: 27, 28, 32, 34, 

35-36, 40
Fish/fishing: 10, 12 (see also Livelihoods)
Food: 11, 40

edible plants: 11-12
Forests/deforestation: 1, 5, 9, 12, 16, 19

Gender: 6, 30 (see also Machismo)
Government institutions: 19-20
Health: 6-8, 15

infant mortality: 6, 7, 41
reproductive health: 6, 41
traditional medicine: 6-8, 41
training: 8

Horticulture: 19, 25, 35
Hunting: 2, 9
Industry:

small scale: 15
Land rights: 19, 23, 24
Language: (see Zapoteco)
Livelihoods: 14, 17, 19, 42, 46

carpentry: 37-39
charcoal-making: 37, 42
fish-farming: 25, 42-44
flower-growing: 39-40
(see also Agriculture, Horticulture, Industry,
Migration)

Machismo: 29-30
Marriage: 30-31
Medicinal plants: 7, 12, 41
Mexican revolution: 17, 23, 27-28
Migration: 13-14, 20-22, 25

(see also Urban life)
Religion: 35, 36 (see also Festivals)
Spiritual beliefs: 11, 17, 26 (see also Religion)
Storytelling/oral culture: 17
Technology: 10, 21
Trade: 15, 19, 40
Urban life: 15, 20-21, 40
Village life: 15 (see also Community values)
Water: 11, 25, 26, 34, 42
Wildlife: 2, 9-10, 11-12, 14, 17, 44
Women: 35

and work: 13, 29
(see also Gender)

Young people (attitudes of): 18, 28, 33
Zapoteco: 9, 17-18, 22, 34


