
Part V: The Royal Road and the Copper Canyon 
We left Pátzcuaro to make our way up the old Camino Real (it runs all the way to Santa Fe, N.M.) to revisit some of our 
favorite places. We also once again met up with our New Mexican friends in Guanajuato.  
 
Cuitzeo 
Our first stop was Cuitzeo, on the north side of a large lake now surrounded by expressways. It’ s an aspiring “Pueblo 
Mágico”  (an officially designated “magic town”) and feverish work is underway to restore the old church and ex-convent. 
Those buildings are in a lovely setting framed by palms and jacarandas. I watched some women sitting on the floor inside 
the old monastery, patiently flecking off plaster with a dental-pick style instrument to reveal the old frescoes below. Other 
people were on scaffolding working a less microscopic restoration. You could almost picture the quiet of the monks as 
they silently slipped through the hallowed corridors of this early 17th Century building – at least if it weren’ t for the fact 
Jimi Hendrix was blaring on the workers’  boom boxes.  
 
One thing we’ve learned along the way in visiting some of these grand old buildings built of heavy stone and stucco is 
that when a dog (like Pancho) barks inside a courtyard interior, the decibel level multiplies about four times and is very 
annoying.  
 
Guanajuato 
We have visited this city every trip, and after declaring Pátzcuaro as my favorite city north of Mexico City, I had a change 
of heart and fell in love with Guanajuato again. Picking my favorite place is like declaring your favorite flavor of ice 
cream. I’d also include Zacatecas (below) on my list of faves; each locale has such a unique flavor. (South of Mexico 
City, San Cristobal de las Casas in Chiapas would round out my list). It was a busy Saturday in Guanajuato, and in the 
process of poking into its various basilicas, we managed to crash two weddings, a qinceañeras, and a funeral. The two 
weddings and the quinceañeras were “muy elegante,”  not to mention spendy. One thing apparent, however, is that the 
guests were not shy about arriving late – well after the ceremonies began  
 
Aguascalientes 
This is a larger, prosperous, industrial (but with clean air) city with a great deal of interest in the Centro. The highlight of 
our visit was the just-opened Museo de la Muerte (Museum of Death), not morbid at all, but as you would imagine, being 
in Mexico, has a wonderful exhibits of Mexican contemporary and historical paintings, sculpture, engravings and folk art 
celebrating cadavers and, well, death.  

 
 



Real de Asientos 
We detoured over to the site of our “Chichimecan rabbit breakfast”  of 2007, where we became the accidental guests of 
honor. The town has made real strides in fixing itself up, and we ran into two people who recognized us from last year 
(i.e., our camper and the dogs). One was my little friend and guide, Juan, who now at age 14 has gotten quite tall.  
 
Zacatecas 
We arrived in Zacatecas just in time for the beginning of its annual cultural festival (and Semana Santa, which doubles as 
the Mexican spring break). This was a delightful surprise, because the festival focuses on music (classical, jazz and pop), 
art and theater. The finishing touches were being put on two major building restorations just as we arrived. Zacatecas is 
the most European of Mexican cities, I believe, in appearance, ambience and population. It has some very good 
restaurants and hotels, scores of beautiful 17th and 18th century buildings, a grand park with a pulsating fountain that 
plays classical music (very uncommon for Mexico), a uniformly attractive central area, some first class art museums, and 
good, locally produced wine. But, there are almost no indigenous people (except for a few Huichols selling their wares), 
and little folk art of note. Shops and stalls sell lots of silver jewelry from local mines and there is a local jewelry design 
school. Shops are stodgy-kind of like Europe back in the sixties. So in those respects, the city seems a little sterile. There 
are few beggars, street dogs, or pathetic looking children selling chicle. Although the free rock concerts were crowded, the 
crowds were polite and well behaved. (Alas, Bob Dylan and the reconstituted Doors arrived after we left). Like 
Guanajuato, the city is built in a narrow ravine between canyons. We camped at a high-end motel on a ridge that has RV 
hookups in its parking lot. It is located about six vertical (I’m not kidding) blocks up from the main plaza. With the city at 
nearly 8500 feet, the heart really got pumping when we’d head back every day. The motel is adjacent to a Swiss-built 
cable car that spans the valley and links to a ridge and historical buildings on the other side. I was about to get up my 
nerve to ride the cable car, but high winds forced its closure.  
 

 



 
Creel-Copper Canyon-Sierra Tarahumara 
Ay! Chihuahua! Heading back to the U.S., we detoured west to visit Creel, on the edge of the Copper Canyon. When we 
first visited Creel in 2003, it was starting to look like a frontier-adventure sports boom town then. It was even more so 
now and a little less funky. The Tarahumara Indians are still everywhere, with the women and girls in their colorful 
costumes. These are the folks known for fleetness of foot. We didn’ t see any running, but they seem to walk everywhere. I 
read that they are the second largest tribe in North America, the first being the Navajos. They are of course, much, much 
poorer. I wonder when they are going to start demanding casinos? They have embraced “eco-tourism”  recently. Although 
not players in the local hotel/restaurant industry, they make money by charging fees (usually $1 to 1.50 per person) to 
visit their villages or hike/bike their trails. Some serve as guides, and they sell baskets, pots, and jewelry and other 
souvenirs everywhere. (The baskets are very good; the rest, not so good). One big change from 2003: Apparently someone 
told them that if they are going to encourage tourism, they are going to have to tolerate having their picture taken. No one 
objected as I (and other tourists) clicked away and several cheerfully gave me permission for a close-up photo. A striking 
thing about the Tarahumaras is that they are very quiet and relatively stoic looking. One frequently will see groups of 
women sitting or strolling together, but silently, instead of chatting and gossiping like us girls typically do. Only their 
children make much noise. 
 
It was still Semana Santa/Spring Break when we got to Creel and throngs of Mexican tourists (along with the usual 
complement of Gringos and Euringos) flocked to Creel and the Copper Canyon. We went on a hike to a waterfall and 
covered nearly two miles on the trail, only to come upon a huge parking lot filled with Mexicans in SUVs and pickups 
who had driven in from who knows where. They were partying and picnicking and generally having a great time. Still, it 
was a nice walk. We also drove down two dirt roads to Tarahumara villages and arrived in both just in time for their 
colorful Good Friday processions – lots of chanting and drums beating. One village of about 200 people had a brand new 
museum, so we went in, and were astounded to find it contained about 40 very large old religious paintings from the 
1700s, in good condition but with little security – several million dollars worth of art, I would guess. Spring had not 
sprung yet in the region – the altitude is too high and it’ s below freezing every night. But it is still a very pretty area, even 
though the landscape was a late-winter brown. It reminded me of some of the high plateaus of the Rockies at the end of 
winter.   
 

 
 



Cuauhtemoc-Wenatchee* 
(*Wenatchee is the epicenter for Washington apples) 

About halfway between Chihuahua (City) and Creel lies Cuauhtemoc, which we dubbed “Wenatchee” in 2003 – in part 
because had trouble remembering the name, but mainly because it had proclaimed itself the “Apple Capital of the World,”  
even though Washington State apples were sold for eating in the local stores. Cuauhtemoc (named for Montezuma’s 
successor who bravely tried to fight off the Spaniards after his predecessor botched the effort) lies just to the south of the 
Mexican Mennonite and Mormon country. It also is booming, with acres and acres of newly planted orchards and large, 
modern new juice processing plants. (Apples grown around here are principally juicers) It’ s actually beginning to look 
like Wenatchee, with all the new houses, most of them NOB (north of the border) design, and business establishments. In 
his latest book, the journalist Sam Quinones recently chronicled the dark side of the Mennonite countr –which is drug 
running into the U.S. and Canada.  But that’s another story and is one the Mennonites don’ t want told. He also provides a 
fascinating look into the have-and-have not world of the Mennonites.  
 
Nuevas Casasgrandes 
This little agricultural metropolis lies just east of the Mexican-Mormon nucleus of Juarez and northeast of the Paquimé 
Indian archeological site and the village of Mata Ortiz We visited this area five years ago and found some changes, such 
as a new expressway in from Chihuahua (which we didn’ t use), and a wide paved road to Mata Ortiz. In 2003, it was dirt 
and one had to ford a small creek to get there. Some of the residents of Mata Ortiz produce the finest pottery in Mexico, in 
my opinion. They are very light, delicate and intricately painted. They also are very expensive when purchased from a 
shop in the U.S. The last thing we needed was more pots, but they were impossible to resist and so we bought some.  
 
From Nuevas Casasgrandes, it was short jaunt up to the Columbus, New Mexico crossing  back into the U.S. This is a 
nice, quiet border crossing to use.   
 
 
 


