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Part | — North on the Camino Real de Tierra Adentro
Leaving Sayulita, we went over the two-year old mountain road east of Puerta Vallarta; we had traversed the same
road in 2006. There are severa picturesque towns along the way, such as San Sebastian and Mascota. They are so postcard
perfect that it is quite difficult to take a bad photo.

San Sebastian del Oeste, in the mountains east of Puerta Vallarta

We eventually merged with the autopista that roughly follows the old Camino Rea de Tierra Adentro to the north.
This was a significant route from the 17th to 19th centuries because it connected and helped consolidate the Spanish empire
from Mexico City to Santa Fe, NM. The route goes through the silver-rich colonial cities of Querétaro, San Miguel (actually
commerce-rich), Guanajuato, Aguascalientes, Zacatecas, Durango, and then on to Chihuahua, Albuguergque and Santa Fe.

The cities to the north of Guanajuato receive relatively few North American visitors. They are less accessible than the
colonia gems to the south, but are worth the visit, particularly Zacatecas, which isincredibly beautiful and cosmopolitan for its
size. The people in these northern colonial cities are more Spanish appearing than other areas, which may have to do with the
fact they killed off more of the indigenous population through disease and slavery in the mines. These cities are located at a
high altitude in or near mountains, boast of being very clean and safe, and have a semi-arid desert climate. They were initially
established between about 1550 and 1650, but their heyday was the 18th and 19th centuries.

We saw nary a Gringo in Aguascalientes, but many Japanese, owing to the enormous Nissan complex on the edge of
the city. The city also has many textile mills and is an agricultural center, making it quite prosperous. Its colonial Centro is not
as impressive as some of the other cities we have visited, but it is doing the utmost with what it has. Most appealing was the
extensive network of pedestrian-only streets |eading to a newer architecturally pleasing area that serves as the locus of Mexico's
largest commercial exposition. The fair takes place in April and the preparatory work was feverish.

Aguascalientes



On leaving Aguascalientes, | picked up a brochure for alittle town called Real de Asientos, a designated "Pueblo Mégico."
The government has designated 30 small towns and cities as magical towns to promote tourism and we have visited at least two-
thirds of them, including San Miguel de Allende, Taxco, Pazcuaro, Bernal, San Cristobal de las Casas, and Real de Catorce. They
all are worthy designees. We hadn®heard of this one - it was only so designated in October 2006 - but we decided to have look-see.
The town was founded in 1548 and its source of wealth, not surprisingly, was mining. What we discovered was a town not quite up
to the standards of the other Pueblos Mé&gicos. However, it easily made up for deficiencies in charm with its overwhelming
friendliness and enthusiasm; it quickly became the highlight of this year’strip.

Our first stop was just short of the village at an ex-convent whose side yard had been converted to a family park. A group
was preparing a picnic in the park and several women were dressed in traditional costumes. We assumed it had to do with the day
being some sort of holiday. We were surprised when someone came over and asked us to join them for a "breakfast,” featuring
Chichimecan rabbit. We could hardly refuse. They sat us down at a picnic table and delivered big clay pots full of, yes,
Chichimecan rabbit (rabbit stewed in a hot salsa), frijoles quebrados (broken beans), a regional bean dish, atole, a traditional sweet
drink made with toasted cornmeal, milk and sugar, atype of cornbread, a big flour biscuit that people in turn break pieces off of (see
photo), and tamales. It was all new to us and quite tasty. It turned out that the group, headed by the town® ebullient mayor, was at
the convent park to make a video promoting the town. However, the camera crew failed to show up, so they saw us and decided we
should be their guests since they had so much food. We had a wonderful time and then we proceeded into town, with the mayor
advising usto not miss seeing the tunnels under the town.

In the village, we asked a policeman for directions to the tunnels. He not only gave us directions, but also radioed over to
make sure there would be a guide waiting for us. This fellow was very gregarious and loved to chat. He also took us into the non-
nondescript municipal building to show off the historical muralsinside and a life-size tin Mariachi ensemble.

We next went to a room behind the church that serves as the main entrance to the tunnels. We turned the dogs over to the
care of the friendly receptionist, who didn®mind us tying them to a chair in her office, and we joined a tour group being formed.
(Pancho, we learned later, was a little boisterous during our absence). “Laura,” our tour guide for both the tunnels and the church’'s
art treasures, was very knowledgeable but spoke rapidly, so | only caught about half of what she said. About eight friendly people
comprised our tour group and they even invited us to join them for lunch. We demurred, however, since we were still very full from
the Chichimecan rabbit breakfast. Laura then voluntarily gave Bill and me a private tour of the rest of the church. She expected me
to trandate everything for Bill, so | gamely did my best.

When we returned to fetch los perros, we found a group of people crowded into the receptionist®office, all intently gazing
at Pancho and Milo (and visa versa, | would imagine). Back on the square, a boy approached me and said "hola Pancho Villa' to
Pancho. | said, "oh, you know Pancho already?' He said he did, because he heard his cries from the receptionist®office and had
gone to investigate. Our new friend (Juan, age 13) then offered to be our guide over to the Templo Guadalupe and the old cemetery
and lovely succulent garden behind it. It turned out that the only way you could enter the cemetery and garden was to knock on the
church annex door and ask the sexton to unlock it, which Juan did. He then proceeded to give us a knowledgeable tour of the
interior, and also took usto asmall park and pointed out other historical buildings. Although we felt like visiting royalty, we finally
left, mainly because we were getting very tired. We drove on to Zacatecas.

The Chichimecan Rabbit Breakfast at Real de Asientos

Jane with a very large cookie that is passed around the table Town dignataries



Zacatecas, at 8000 feet, is the highest place we visited and it takes some acclimating. Its silver wealth was once among
the greatest in Mexico and much of that was left behind in the form of fabulous buildingsin alarge, faithfully maintained colonial
center. I’'m not certain what drives its economy, but it appears to be doing well. ((I read, however, that more people from the state
of Zacatecas live in Los Angeles than in Zacatecas). It must get alot of visitors because it has a number of first-class hotels. The
most spectacular is the Quinta Real, which transformed an old bullring, set against an 18th century aqueduct, into a luxury hotel.
(See photo). The city also has some very good art museums, thanks in part to donors who amassed great collections with their
mining wealth. Zacatecas is one of the chilliest Mexican cities. Although it was in the 70’s and sunny during the day, it got very
cold at night. (See Gringdog' s travel blog 2008 for more on Zacatecas)

Durango, our next stop, is alittle frayed around the edges but once inside the city, it is pleasant, with clean, broad streets
and well maintained buildings, both old and new. The Twentieth century, however, was not kind to Durango’s architecture.
Between the Mexican Revolution and the aesthetically displeasing modernization of the post-war years, it was losing its charm.
To its credit, the city is now pouring a great deal of money into the restoration of its old gems. From a before-and-after photo
display, we gathered that many of its treasures had been given over to budget-class plate glass and steel facades and additions
during the last century. During the last few years, a number of those buildings were completely restored and work on others
continues.

There are no places to park an RV overnight in Durango so we drove 10 miles north to an old movie set from the golden
age of Westerns, now a tourist attraction. The manager graciously alowed us to spend the night in the parking lot. During the
1950's and 1960’s, many Westerns were filmed at this and other locations near Durango. Stars like John Wayne, Chuck Connors,
and Dean Martin were flown in. The city reputably has a very good movie museum, but alas, it was closed the day we were there.

We continued from Durango up the Camino Real on a secondary road and then to the toll-road heading into Chihuahua
and then the border. The terrain is arid and often mountainous, but green agricultural valleys dot the landscape. We stopped at the
hacienda where Pancho Villa spent his three ‘retirement’ years; it is now a small museum which a friendly caretaker opens up
whenever the occasional tourist stops by. Approaching and crossing the border was uneventful, but it is unfortunate that the closer
one gets to the border, the more horrid the landscape becomes. Although statistically the northern Mexican border states are
relatively wealthy with all their maquiladoras (and drug money), one would never know that from driving through.

We crossed into New Mexico and spent some time around Santa Fe and Taos (which we well in love with once again),
before heading into Colorado. Of course, we are already talking about our next trip SOB.

Zacatecas—a callgjon Quinta Real Hotel with old aquaduct in background

Francisco Goita Art Museum, Fatima spirein background Porfiriato era theater in Durango



