Purepecha cos nmumtles fight to survive

By Brian Levinson

The Purepecha of Lake
Patzcuaro in the state of
Michoacan have spoken the same -
language and lived in the same vil-
lages for 1,000 years. The ruins of
their once great ceremonial centers
still decorate the horizon.

But younger generations are not
learning much of the native
tongue, and the Purepecha way of -
life does not always harmenize
with modern Mexican society.

Arminda Flores Lucas was bomn
to a Purepecha family in-Patz-
cuaro. She currently lives with her
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Her mother, Dona Martha gave
birth to 15 children, six of whom
passed away. She died of cancer
second husband, a U.S. citizen, in  in 1993 at 54 years old. Her hus-

a ranch outside of an mdlgenous
village called Jhuatzio, :
At 11 years old, Flores was
taken in by a well-to-do artist,. night.
Marcos Huerta, and his wife. She Flores, like..many - young
lived four years with ‘them in Purepecha, eloped with her boy-
Patzcuaro, Mexico City and later friend i in‘order to avoid paying for.
Guadalajara "Ecome from a poor an expensxve tradmonal wedding.

and continues to attend his Alco-

family. This was the only way to  Buti it was-an abusive marnage and |

getout of the house and away from
an alcohohc father and a neurotic
mother

she left her husband ‘while ‘preg-
nant w1th their second child.

B&B offers harmo .

Casa Sauuago, run by Kevm Qurgley’ nd 2
an attractive bed and breakfast just five minutes from Ihuatzm and
twenty minutes from the city of Patzcuaro.

"It's not for people that want parties and discotheques," says ngley, : :
"but for those who enjoy wallnng to the lake;- bemg near an mdlgenous :

village and feeling in harmony with nature."
“Quigley has become something of a ‘patron of the arts; with an ency—

- clopedic knowledge of the famed crafts that are 'made and sold in Lake-

Patzcuaro communities. He leads tours by request

On]y a short drive away is the Thuatzio archaeologrcal zone, oneof
the Purepecha's three ceremonial centers in pre-I-hspamc ‘times. ‘The .
excavated portion of the site contams an expansive "Parade Ground“ ]

and two recta.ngular pyramlds :

Casa Santiago is located on the road between Ihuatzro and "

Cucuchucho. Call (434)3440880 (land line); ‘4433766942 (cell) orlog
onto www.geocities. com/theothermexrco for more mformauon

band quick- drinking soon after,

holics Anonymous meetmgs every :
: ' _years old when an Amierican tour-

The community shunned her.

Fishermen off
the shores of
L Janhitzio Island
raise their
butterfly nets in
search of carp,
“white fish and
- charales. Janitzio
~ draws more
‘tourists every
i 'year, even as -
- waves of local
residents
S emlgrate in -

L search of ]ohs.

"You are branded she saysz

. "They-treat you like a prostitute. T

couldn't'go out on thé street with-

out people saying nasty things to -

me." She callsita character—deﬁn—
mg time in‘her life.
. Her Tuck’ began to change at 23

ist; Kevin Quigley, came by want--
ing to hear pirekuas, the Purepecha
music that Flores sings. They fell

in'loveand married within-a year. -
"In the’ Patzeuaxo lakesrde com-
munities, even mestizo Mexxcans ’

-- much less white’ ‘Americans --
are dubbed tourists. But. Qu.lgley
decided to live here ‘with Flores.
They hav two daughters of their
Ameﬁ_can-born

gxew up'in'the vﬂlage and has alsoj
married a Purepecha woran.
ngley and Flores have little

by little conVerted thelr ranch
- house into an atttactive bed and

breakfast (see sidebar). Quigley
also returns -every' couple’ of

5 months to' San Francrsco, where he-

Purepecha from7

ing t-shirts, cloth knapsacks, pi-
rated CDs and kitschy religious
images.

-"You don't feel very isolated."
says Janitzio native Victor Gabriel
Martinez who sells food and drink
near the statue. "Life is here kind
of like in the city, exception con-
slrucnon work is a lot more expen-
sive." Materials must be trans-
ported by boat and then hauled up
the hillside.

. Just as on lakeside communi-

evious marriage,

pamts houses for a living.

In that respect, he is not very
different from his Purepecha
neighbors who are crossing over

't6 the United States in droves. "In
. this area, most of the young men

are working in the U.S.," says
Quigley.

Dago Morales operates a mini-
bus around the lake. He returned
in October 2004 after spending
more than a decade in Oregon,
which like North Carolina has be-
come a destination for migrant
workers from Michoacan.

. "Ididn't speak any English dur-
ing the first year. I went to
McDonald's and tried to order a
hamburger. But they drdn't under-
stand, and served me 15," he says.
" He agrees with Arminda Flores
that, despite high rates of immi-
gration, villages like Thuatzio will |
continue to exist thanks to strong

‘traditions that draw emigres back

every year. - -

The hilly ‘island of Janitzio,
crowned by a statue of rebel hero
Jose Maria Morelos, is perhaps the
focal point of Lake Patzcuaro tra-

dition. Every November, thou- f
sands of tourists come for the |

island's candlelit Day of the Dead
celebration. )
But at least during the rest of
the year, Janitzio-séems more like
a tourist trap 'set within a murky |

“lake. The winding streets up to the
Morelos statue are almost .com-

pletely lined w1th tourist stalls sell-
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Purepeeha on 6 ,

ties, schools in Janitzio are mostly
in Spanish even if the kids grew
up speaking Purepecha.

"Tourism is the main source of
employment,” says Martinez, "and
the minority are fisherman." But
an ever-growing number of island-
ers are heading off to the United
States. Off-hand he was able to
name six friends and relatives.

They come back with a lot of
money, but do not always know how
to spend it. "Many go over there,
return with cash but then drink a lot
and are left with nothing." Q
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