
Part III  Ruins and Shopping (Ruined?) 
 

Tall Tales and the Ancient Zapotecs 
Two great archeological sites near Oaxaca, Mitla and Monte Alban, were Zapotec originally, although Monte 
Alban was later occupied by Mixtecs and finally Aztecs conquerors. Our group hired a licensed, certified English-
speaking guide at Monte Alban, with 44 years’  experience, he boasted. He was worth the money, we thought, 
except for one thing—he wove in quite a few cuentos chinos (tall tales) with his history. We knew something of 
these sites before going there and found a story or two suspicious from the get-go. A little Internet research showed 
others were flights of fancy. Still, he added interest to the outing.  
 

  
 
Left: Gringa (Jane) at Mitla         Right: Monte Alban vista 
 

Investing in Oaxaca, One Tr inket at a Time 
I love to shop in parts of Mexico, in both the villages that specialize in a particular craft or in the mercados. Bill 
looks at our over-acquisition of collectibles that we don’ t need as doing our bit for the local economy.  
 
The best mercados are those that are held weekly in cities and towns around the country. An earlier traveler, 
obviously very impressed, described one such marketplace better than I can: 

At the great market place, … we were astounded at the number of people and the quantity of merchandise 
… and at the good order and control that was maintained, for we had never seen such a thing before. … 
Each kind of merchandise was kept by itself and had its fixed place marked out. Let us begin with the 
dealers in gold, silver, and precious stones, feathers, mantles, and embroidered goods. … Next there were 
other traders who sold great pieces of cloth and cotton, and articles of twisted thread, and there were 
cacahuateros who sold cacao. [Others] sold beans and sage and other vegetables and herbs in another part, 
and … fowls … and let us also mention the fruiterers, and the women who sold cooked food, dough and 
tripe in their own part of the market; then every sort of pottery made in a thousand different forms from 
great water jars to little jugs, these also had a place to themselves; then those who sold honey and honey 
paste and other dainties like nut paste, and those who sold lumber, boards, cradles, beams, blocks and 
benches, … and there are many vendors of herbs and other sorts of trades. … There are for sale axes of 
brass and copper and tin, and gourds and gaily painted jars made of wood. I could wish that I had finished 
telling of all the things which are sold there, but they are so numerous and of such different quality and the 
great market place with its surrounding arcades was so crowded with people, that one would not have been 
able to see and inquire about it all in two days.  

This was written by Bernal Diaz del Castillo, in “The True History of the Conquest of New Spain.”  Diaz del 
Castillo was one of the conquistadores accompanying Cortes and a chronicler of their exploits. He was writing 
about their visit in 1519 to the great Aztec marketplace in Tenochtitlán, now Mexico City. In the many mercados 
we’ve visited, we’ve seen everything in the above inventory, except for perhaps the brass and copper axes.  
 
Below is our pictorial view of some mercados. Missing is good photo of a principal delicacy of Oaxacan markets: 
chapulines. These are fried or roasted grasshoppers heavily laden with lime and chili spicing. They are sold from 



large baskets and I gamely bought a small quantity. I ate a few of them, and so did friend Carol. Pancho gingerly 
consumed some, but no one else in our group (including Milo) would touch them.  
 
The photo on the right, below, is of the restored church at Ocotlán, which fronts the weekly market there. Painter 
Rudolfo Morales, who died in about 2001, financed this and eight other restorations. We visited his home in 
Ocotlán, having read that it is a museum and gallery. The entrance gate was locked, but we’ve now learned that 
means nothing. One must knock, bang, shout, or in this case, merely ring the bell. We waited and were on the verge 
of giving up when an ancient Morales relative shuffled to the door and let us in. Helped later by an equally elderly 
servant, she graciously showed us the home and served us a tray of little pastries.  

        

In the mercados, live turkeys sell for an astounding $25 each. I’m not certain why they cost so much. A live 
chicken goes for about $7. In the modern supermarkets, a large package of boneless, skinless chicken breasts can be 
had for about $3.50 to $5. I guess I’m old fashioned, but I can’ t see why one would pay more for something one has 
to dispatch and pluck! 

Being in Oaxaca, we have sampled several of the region’s famous moles. Bill acquired a taste for the traditional 
mole negro, which is heavy on the chocolate, while I prefer the mole colorado, which has chocolate, but not so 
much. All seven varieties are very spicy, with mole rojo being the hottest, I am told. I purchased a couple of 
different pre-made kinds in the market, sold as sort of a paste. A little goes a long ways, I discovered. I also bought 
a bag full of dried poblano chiles, like those shown in the first photo, above. I’ ll be experimenting with those. 
Speaking of cooking, Bill attended “Seasons of the Heart”  cooking school in Oaxaca, and is now an accomplished 
chef. Well, not quite, but he did bring me the best grilled veggies I’ ve ever had, that he made personally. He has 
since replicated these on a number of occasions at home. 
 
Although tourists can buy craft products in the mercados and stores in Oaxaca, if you have a car and time, it is more 
interesting to go right to the sources, which are the villages of the Oaxacan Valley that produce the crafts.  
 
Our first visit was to the east of Oaxaca, to Teotitlan del Valle, probably the best known (and the most prosperous) 
of the craft villages; we later visited a sister village further out, Santa Ana del Valle. Teotitlan is the epicenter of 
Zapotec rug weaving, all of which are made of wool woven by hand on old-fashioned looms. Some of the rugs are 
also made of hand-spun wool and some are of natural dyes. One weaver showed us the dying process he uses. The 
most intriguing dye source is the cochineal bug or beetle, a tiny white wax covered insect that thrives on nopal 
leaves (prickly pear cactus). When crushed, the bug excretes a vivid red wine-colored juice. The bugs also can be 
dried and ground up to obtain the same effect. Adding acid (such as lime juice) to a batch of the dye turns the color 
bright red to orange. The cochineal, we learned, was the source of considerable wealth for colonial Oaxaca; it was 
known as “ red gold.”  It was sought after all over Europe. The British redcoats were dyed from cochineal. It is still 
very expensive, around $500 a kilo. Other natural dyes used are indigo, marigold and green-yellow-brown colors 
from various other plants and herbs. All the weavers will tell you that the dyes they use are natural and that the 
wool is hand spun. It took us awhile to learn both claims are often untrue. There is a yarn making plant, now a 



cooperative, on the outskirts of Teotitlan. Synthetic dyes are often used in the rugs, since they are cheaper, although 
more toxic to the weaver. Whatever the case, we liked the rugs we purchased. 
 
Much of the region’s Mescal is produced east of Oaxaca, in both modern plants as well as in mom ‘n pop 
operations. Mescal is similar to Tequila--both are from agave plants. As with Champagne, Tequila legally can be 
produced only in a designated region. (For Tequila, the region is around Guadalajara area). Near Mitla, we stopped 
at a small operation and watched the low-tech production of high quality spirits. The agave (or maguey) heart is 
(which takes about eight years to grow) is dug up and mashed by a large iron wheel pulled in a circle by a mule or 
horse. The pulp is then put into open oaken vats to ferment for a good spell. Finally, the liquid goes to a still fired 
by residual pulp, and the raw clear liquid drains off into an old plastic jug. This product is then placed into oak kegs 
to age for about two to eight years. Mescal is sold plain, flavored, herbed and often with a “gusano”  (worm) in the 
bottom of a bottle to show its authenticity.  
 

   
Left: Small Mescal factory Display 
Center: Alebrijes 
Right: Aguilar sisters’  figurines 
 
A unique Oaxacan craft is the making of “alebrijes,”  or whimsical, imaginary creatures, that are carved from copal 
wood and intricately painted. It was a lot of fun going from house to house in the two principal villages (Arrazola 
and San Martin Tilcajete) that produce alebrijes and watch the extended families that participate in the production 
of these critters.  
 
There are several pueblos that produce pottery and various clay figurines. We watched the son of the “ inventor”  of 
the black pottery technique in the town known for those pots. The gray clay is mined locally. For the patina, the 
unfired pot is rubbed vigorously with a side of smooth quartz. The pot is then fired for 10 hours and no longer. At 
that point it turns black. Unfortunately, the pots are permeable, almost friable, and cannot hold water. All pottery 
we viewed is fired in simple back-yard pits.  
 
In Ocotlán, the four Aguilar sisters have their workshops. Their mother created a form of folk art figurine that 
caught the eye of Nelson Rockefeller and other collectors. Her daughters have carried on the tradition. Their 
simpler figures are still inexpensive, and we bought quite a few of them.  (See the photo of the Virgen de la 
Soledad, further above and the photo immediately above). 
 
Atzompas, really a suburb of Oaxaca, has had a long tradition of green pottery. But, in 1953, an indigenous woman 
named Dolores Porras experimented with other colors and styles, with great success. Others began imitating her. 
We found her home and workshop, and discovered that although sweet and grandmotherly, she is one shrewd lady. 
After her son informed her of our presence, she marched out, shook our hands, and declared, “Dolores Porras a su 
servicio.”  She then proceeded to show us her creations, while her son showed us the processes they use. Finally, she 
directed us to get our camera out of the car so she could pose for a photo op. Naturally we bought something from 
her. Later, we found quality imitations for half the price. The Aguilar sisters, Dolores Porras and most of the other 
artisans continue to live very simply, surrounded by extended family. (Maybe that’s why they live simply – they 
have a lot of mouths to feed). Their work areas are surrounded by very basic living quarters. They have outdoor 



wood fired stoves for cooking tortillas, soups and stews. Chickens, turkeys, and sometimes goats and a cow or two 
roam the dirt courtyards, along with kids and a few dogs.  
 

          
Left: Dolores Porras, “a su servicio.”  
Right: Jane and Alberta, pot-maker and 2007 Portland visitor 
 
By the way, it’ s a small (or maybe a big) world with these artisans. We met several, including some Aguilars and a 
pot-maker named Alberta (in San Marcos Tlapazola, a very off-the beaten path village), who were in Portland a 
year ago attending a conference and exhibition on traditional crafts. Dolores Porras did not attend that one, but she 
recently shipped some of her creations to Europe for an exhibition.  
 


