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magnates or hacendados would give out cash advances. The money might help a cash-

strapped rural worker pay for a wedding, baptism, or funeral, but whatever the services

obtained by such a loan, the worker was "hooked." The way to pay down the debt was to

work for the lender. Debt peonage in Tabasco thrived both in the commercial

agricultural sector and the lumber camps during the 19"^ century.

Commercial agriculture rested on the cultivation of crops such as cacao, sugar,

coffee, and tobacco. Between 1889-1910, cattle and pig exports increased dramatically -

by 337% and 339% respectively.''^ Bananas also become an important export item in this

period. In 1894, the Southern Steamship and Importing Company first delivered

Tabascan banana.s to New Orleans. '^^ By 1909 there were fifty-three businesses devoted

to banana cultivation located along the Usumacinta River, and North Americans were

building wharves on both the Usumacinta and the Grijalva rivers.'^

Local agronomists and foreign capitalists appreciated the great fortunes to be

made by this oblong, tropical fruit. However, for those who labored on banana

plantations conditions could be brntal. Banana workers prepared the ground for planting

and dug drainage ditches. To prevent the death of the fragile young plants, workers

weeded and cleaned the cultivation areas. Pmning trees was another task during the

growing season. Meanwhile, because the fmit spoiled quickly, the harvesting of bananas

was grueling and intensive. Cutting gangs worked 12-14 hours a day during the harvest,

frequently in extremely hot temperatures.'*^

weak and indolent, eosting the haeendados more in the end. J.D. Ramirez Garrido. La esclavitiid en
Tabasco: La jonuidu maxima y el salaho minimo. second edition (Mexico, D.F.. 1953). p. 12.
" Tostado Gutierrez. El Tabasco poifiriano. p. 48.

Ridgeway. "The Cooperative Republic." p. 25.

Daniel Cosio Villegas, Historia modenia de Mexico: El poifihato, la vida econdmica. (Mexico: Editorial

Hermes. 1965). p. 52.

'**Ridgeway. "The Cooperative Republic," p. 83.
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Tabascan-grown bananas emerged as a significant export item m the early

twentteth century, but perhaps the most dramatic commercial undertak.ng in 19* century

Tabasco was the exportation of mahogany. The profits derived from this highly coveted

tropical hardwood contributed to modernizing the state capttal and creating fabulous

wealth for a handful of local tam.lies. The magnitude of th,s extractive tndustry's impact

on the regton can also be gauged by its role in a significant re-negotiatton of the Mexico-

Guatemala boundary in 1882, whereby Guatemala lost 6% of its national territory

(including 6,000 square miles of the Lacandon forest)." Equally noteworthy, was the

ignominious reputation it earned for subjecting impoverished peons to a fate "worse than

death."

When Mahogany Was Kinp: Tabasco in the I .nfe Nineteenth renfnry

In 1859 an enterprising individual. Felipe Marin, from the eastern municipality of

Balancan, sought permission from authorities in El Peten, Guatemala, to conduct an

experiment to test whether seventy mahogany and cedar trees tossed into the upper

Usumacinta could pass through the rapids unharmed.'" Happily for Marin and the

Tabascan capitalists, who over the next several decades would amass enormous fortunes

by extracting timber in the remote regions of Chiapas and Guatemala, the logs emerged

from the mighty river unscathed. B. Traven, whose "Jungle Novels" exposed the

wretched conditions in the montemis, or lumber camps, described the powerful

Usumacinta as "the giant without whose assistance no mahogany could be taken out of

Jan de Vos, Oro verde: La conquista de la Selva Lacandona par los madereros tabasqueilos. 1822-1949
(Mexico D.F.. Fondo de Cultura Economica. 1988), p. 106.

Ihid.. p. 51
.
This compelling historical study exposes the roots of the devastating exploitation of

mahogany in southeastern Mexico and northern Guatemala.
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these wild regions and brough, ,o ,he civilized world." Were a no, for ,he r.ver, Traven

con,inued, "caoba [n^ahogany, would have been as valueless as a rol.ing pine sdck in ,he

forests of North Dakota."^'

By the late 1860s the mahogany, cedar and dyewood trees that grew in Tabasco's

coastal regions, particularly in the Chontalpa, were nearly exhausted. However, another

reserve located in the southeastern area of the state promised great earnings.- Of course

the relatively untapped forests in neighboring Chiapas and Guatemala presented a

seemingly limitless terrain for the Tabascan timber merchants who moved m to exploU

them. The federal publ.c lands law, issued by Mexican President Benito Juarez m 1863,

allowed companies such as the Spanish-owned commercial house, Casa Bulnes, to

acquire large extensions of the Mexican land they undertook to survey. Article Two of

the law limited the acquirable surface area to 2,500 hectares, though later laws enabled

surveyors to legally claim much greater portions. Under the provisions of this law, the

Casa Bulnes acquired vast tracts of land in the Jatate region of Chiapas.^^ Other members

of the Tabascan oligarchy, such as Policarpo Valenzuela, and Manuel Jamet and his

partners Jaime and Fernando Sastre, rivaled the Casa Bulnes in acquiring huge swaths of

mahogany forests in Chiapas and Guatemala.'"^

The companies involved in the exportation of precious hardwoods represented the

commercial interests of various European countries and the United States. One of the

most important wood exporting companies in 1890 was the English-owned Guatemalan

B. Traven. March to the Monteria (New York: Hill and Wang. 1 97 1), p. 224. This book belongs to a
series called the .lungle Novels, of which The Govemmenf. The Carreta. The Troza, The Rebellion of the
Hcwi>e(J and The General From the Junfile form a pari. Originally written in German in the I9^0s. the
Jungle Novels' Spanish translations were also popularly received.
^ de Vos, Oro verde. p. 72.

"ibid., p. 81.
24
For a detailed di.scussion of these dealers in mahogany, see Jan de Vos, Oro verde, especially chap. 2.
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and Mex.can Mahogany and Export Company.- The other major players . the wood

busmess had important financial links whh foreign caphahsts. The Spamsh-owned

Bulnes enterprise, for example, worked wuh both the London-based financial house

Skelton and Schofields and David Midgley and Sons in Manchester. Another Spanish

outfit, the Romano Company, the conditions of whose camps will be discussed shortly,

also received capital from these English financiers. Policarpo Valenzuela worked with

the North American Otis House based in New Orleans, but when problems developed, he

entered into arrangements with English investors. European and North American

capitalists were only too willing to finance these lumber companies. After all, it was for

their markets that the mahogany, cedar and other valuable timbers were destined. Of the

47,791 cubic meters of precious hardwoods shipped out of the port of Ciudad del

Carmen, Campeche, between 1913-1914, 52% went to England and 41.9% went to the

United States. At the port of Frontera, in Tabasco, defective lumber was put aside for

sale in the internal market. German, English and North American ships, meanwhile,

loaded their cargo holds with hundreds of tons of precious hardwoods, which would be

"transformed into London's exquisite mahogany furniture, [German] cigar boxes, famous

for their aroma, or some other object made in the ever-growing wood market of New

Orleans."
~^

- Thomas Benjamin. "El trabajo en las montenas de Chiapas y Tabasco. 1870-1946" Historia Mexicana,
vol. 30 (April-June. 198 1 ), p. 5 1 1 : and Trinidad Torres Vera. Historia grdfica de Tabasco (Mexico D.F.:'
Archivo General de la Nacion. 2000), p. 74. Torres Vera claims that along with the Guatemalan and
Mexican Mahogany and Export Co., the Bulnes, Romano and Valenzuela enterprises were among the most
important wood exporters in 1890.

'''Romo Lopez, ed. Historia general, vol. II, pp. 343-345.
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Son.e foreign investors and local lumber executwes-whHe no doubt interested in

earning handsome profits-operated their businesses with a modicum of fairness."

However, more often than not, the business practices of Tabasco's mahogany kingpins

ranged from unscaipulous to morally reprehensible. For example, they frequently

cheated the Guatemalan exchequer of thousands of pesos by vastly underreporting the

number of trees they were taking from the areas they had been licensed to log. The

illegal transport of Guatemalan wood was difficult to contain given that the rural police

force and forest inspectors charged with enforcing compliance were underpaid and

susceptible to bribes.- More nefarious even than depriving the Guatemalan government

of much needed revenue, were the grotesque working conditions of the peons, principally

indigenous people from Tabasco and Chiapas, who labored in the lumber camps.^'^

Eloquently and agonizingly described in the novels of B. Traven and denounced in such

publications as Jose Domingo Ramfrez Garrido's influential 1915 tract. La Esclavitud en

Tabasco, the lives of the workers in the numienas were among the most degraded in

Mexico.

It often took days of walking in the forest—under the watchful eyes and

threatening whips of company overseers—for the laborers to reach the lumber camps.

Once there, workers were forced to produce daily quotas of wood, laboring under

In his novel March to the Montena, B. Traven suggests that s(MTiething approximating fairness could be
tounil in the occasional camp. He writes. "Agua Azul, owned by Canadians and Scots, enjoyed among the
workers the reputation of bemg the only monten'a where the worker was treated almost like a human
bemg." Pp. 64-65. On this same passage. Thomas Benjamin comments that Traven gleaned this
miormation from his travels to Chiapas in the 1920s. However. Benjamin suggests (and Traven no doubt
would have concurred) that this instance of humane treatment was likely an exception. See, Benjamin, "El
trabajo en las monten'as," p. 516.
28
de Vos, Oro venie. p. 98. Of greater consequence to Guatemala, of course, was the re-negotiation of its

boundary in an 1882 treaty with Mexico. See, Oro verde, p. 106.

Accordmg to Thomas Benjamin. Ocosingo. Chiapas, was the principal recruiting center for monten'a
laborers during and after the Porfiriato. See, "El trabajo en las monten'as'", p. 512. But workers from
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gmeling conditions. M.les away from even ,he ..n.est of .owns, ,he pligh, of these fores,

workers was h.dden fron, ,he conscousness of Mex.can soc.ecy. ,n ,he words of Thonras

Benjamin, "The way in which laborers were used m ,h.s mdustry demonstrates the

extremes tha, can be reached m the process of capitaltst production, when it is ou, of

public view and tolerated by poiittcal structures."'" Not unexpectedly, the harsh and

.nsalubrtous condittons of the mo«r.™.-_three hundred machete workers died of

•pernictous fevers" tn 1886- gave them a bad reputation. Since it was somettmes hard to

get workers to go to the numerim willingly, prisoners were often forced to work in the

lumber camps." Of course the "enganche" was a popular recr^titing tactic among

montena agents.
"^^

Montena managers were loath to let skilled workers leave the camps once their

contracts expired, sometimes resorting to trickery and deceit to retain them; hence, the

"re-enganche", or re-hooking of laborers. B. Traven's describes this phenomenon in his

novel March to the Montenas. His character Celso Flores. a Tsotsil-speaking lumberjack

whose dreams of returning to his village to start a family are undercut by the sinister

dealings of montena agents, is the literary representative of the countless victims of

Mexico and Guatemahrs tropical lumber industry. After two grueling years in the

lumber camps. Celso decides not to renew his contract but to take his earnings and return

to his village. Aware that the camp manager would be unhappy about his departure,

Celso keeps his intentions secret, announcing that he will go to his village for one month

Tabasco, sometimes accompanied by women, also appear to have worked in montenas outside their state
See de Vos. Oro verde. pp. 58. 66.

Benjamin, "El trabajo en las montenas", p. 508.
' de Vos, Oro verde, p. 109.

It was not uncommon for labor contractors to buy indebted peons from haciendas or to pay the fines
necessary to release prisoners. Many of B. Traven's characters, inspired by his first-hand observations in
Chiapas, are "recruited" for montena work in this way.
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and then re„r„ ,o ,he ,no,nenas. Celso's discretion no.wnhstand.ng, h,s labor boss

.suspecs .ha, ,he young laborer nray no, enter ,„,o a new contract and not.fies the can,p

manager. Thns infold, the „,anager sends a letter to the recntit.ng agent .n town. Don
Gabriel. The letter advises Don Gabriel that a "Chamula youth", who had recently

collected h,.s wages, will be passtng through the town of Hucutstn. along with a number

of men whose contracts have jus. ended. He offers Don Gabnel a fifty peso reward to re-

hook Celso, one of his best ax-men.

Once in Hucutsin. the town through whtch workers passed on their way in and out

of the ,„„n,erias, and where a splendid fair is in full swing, Celso senses that he ,s bemg

followed. Aware that a plot was afoot to force h,m into a new contract, Celso steals away

in the dead of night, attempting to avoid his captors. On the outskirts of town htred thugs

obstruct Celso-s path. They tnqutre about his travels and deal him several blows. When

Celso resists, the attackers yell lor the poltce. Conveniently, a policeman is on hand; they

club Celso and drag him to jail.

Faced with the prospect of spending six months in jail (Celso's meager montena

earnings of $100 pesos would have .sufficed to pay the fine, but Celso only had $80 pesos

left) Don Gabriel intervenes "to rescue" him. He offers to pay the remammg $20 pesos

of Celso's fine plus the $25 in court costs that the unfortunate mcident has mcurred. In

accepting the offer, Celso must agree to sign a new montena contract. Celso weighs his

options: six months in a damp cell infested with lice, centipedes, scorpions and tarantulas

versus another stint m the lumber camp. Yes, work in the camps was "devilish hard," but

he would be in the clean, green jungle, a "glorious life in the open." In accepting Don

Gabriers offer, Celso goes "back on the hook". However, his $45 peso debt quickly
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^'^ - 'X'n (..bnc. informs hin. .ha, ac.dn.onal ,ees would be added h.s debn

accoun.. AHer a.,, Don C.briel needed .o be pa.d h.s S25 reerunn.en. eon.n.ss.on, and

the municipal s.amps needed .o legahzc .he work con.rac. cos. $25. Moreover, as a

gcslure of kuulness, Don Gabncl oilers Celso a $ 1 0 peso advance, ra.che.in, .he new

expenses up .o $60. The recruiting agen. op,nn.s..eally ,ells Celso, "Once you've

worked ol
1
.hose one hundred and live pesos all ,he rest will be clear profi. for you." The

deal sealed, Celsojonis ,he o.her recrui.s who were camped ou. n. ,he .own awa.tn.g then

march „> the nu.nuru,. I ,e thn.ks about the girl in his hc.ne village who he had hoped .o

marry and realizes ,he lutili.y of re.urning .o her. Celso resolved lo ''no longer care abou.

any.hing. He would forge, the girl.. ..lie belonged .o the dead and so was free to d(, as he

pleased. He could get drunk every day as long as h.s n.oncy lasted.. .he could run away,

In.l then he would surely get caught. To avoid the one hundred lashes for desertion he

would have to attack his captor and get shot down like a mad dog. He could pick a

quarrel with .l.e|overseer|, talk back and let hnnself be cut to pieces with a machete. I.

all came lo ihe same end. He was dead, and a man can die only once.""

It would be a i-elief .o pu. down the Traven novels and attribu.e the barbari.ies

outlined .herein lo the vivid imagination of a highly talented muckraker. However,

where Ihe montcnas weie concerned, truth was just as unsettling as fiction. In Jose

Domingo Ramirez Garrido's 1915 tract about Tabascan slavery, a former numtnia

worker, .loaquin Chacon, described Ihe mne years he had spent m Ihe lumber camps

belonging to the Spanish-owned Casa Romano as an "infinite rosary of pain." Finding no

Traven. March lo llic Montena. pp. 74- iO.'^.
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wc. k .n his regie., ho wen, ,o ,hc Tahascan lu.nhcr ca.nps adnun.slered by M^ares.-

Like ,he other peons, he was contracted .or one year. His contract stated ,.,a. he would

be earning $5.50 for every ton of wood worked the |nnll|. and that every Sunday he

would receive lard, n.eat, coflee, panela (a coarse brown sugar), rice and provisions ,or

t-tillas.^^ These relatively generous conditions, he discovered, were "the bait," and once

(ho contract was up, the peons were forced "to be something worse than slaves." Those

ncn who having lulfilled then- contract obligations, expressed a desire to return home,

were told that that decision was up to Mijares. "So we had no choice but to keep workmg

in the nu.nurfa.s at the mercy of Mijares. From that point on they don't pay us one cent

lor our work, they take away our coffee, lard, ail the tlnngs that they used to bring us."

He saw his l\HHl rations reduced to beans, rice and corncobs. Part.cidarly d.siurbmg. was

the manner in which sick workers were treated. Chacon recalled an mstance in which a

sick worker conumtted the udract.on of asking for tmie off to get better. He was beaten

senseless and later dragged to a stream where his head was submerued in the water.

'

Ihis IS likely a rolcrcncc to Fcrnamlo Mijares. the aJminisiralor (.i tiic Romano camps, a iaruc t^cardcci
man vvilh a iqnilalion lor cruelly. He alleyecily enjoyecl punishini; his vvi,rkeis anJ thouoiil nothinj: of
killing a worker so lhal he coiikl move in on Ihe man's wile. Mijares reporlediv hioiidil his viclim s young
NMilow lo Ihe camps lo work as a cook. W hen he Irieil lo "pos.sess" her. she sank her llngernails into his
lace. As a reprisal. Mijares hail her stripped and strung from a tree where she was whipped. Atterwanls.
he gave oalers tor her to he healed; and when she recovered he made his move again. She responded as
she had helore ami Miiaies executed ihe same punishmenl. This scene repeated itself four times unlil the
woman appaicniK lost her w ill to live. ,Siie slopped eating and .soon died. Romo l,6pe/. eil. Historia
i^cncnil. \ol. II. pp. 2(-)y-27().

Monlciid w ages were, it appears, high enough lo allraci laborers. For example a chart of 1 809 wages
.siKms indentured hacienda workers earning bclween $7.5()-$9.(K) a month, a Iree day laborer earning
$I2.(X) anil numtciia peons earning a monthly sum ol $:2,()(). Romo Lope/, ed. Ilistoiia i><'ncnil. vol. II. p.

277. riie pii>blem ap|u-ais lo be ihc manner in which worker expeclations were betrayed once they enlered
the camps. Working conditions w ere onerous and company stores made them vulnerable lo indebtedness.
" CJral .i n Ramiie/ Ciarrido. /.</ csclavitiul cn Tabasco, pp. 7-8.
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Far away fron, ,he n,uck and ,oii of the monterias were ,he Tabascun .owns ,ha,.

in one way or another, benefited front the wealth produeed by the sale of precious

hard„o<,ds. The fabulous earnings n,ade by the n,ahoga„y magnates Antonio and Canuto

Bulnes in the 1 870s, for example, allowed these Spanish-born stbhngs to take on two new

commerctal ventures-a mule-drawn streetcar in the state capital and a steantboa, line

connecting the capital to the port of Frontera." Though Tabasco's firs, steatnboat servtce

was established in I mx Bulnes Brothers Inc. was the first Tabuscan cotnpany to win a

river transport concession front the federal governn.ent. They agreed to offer roundtrip

service between the capital and Frontera lour titnes a month, tnak.ng connections w.th the

North Anterican <,wned New York. Havana, and Mexican Mail Steautship Line, which

passed by the Tabascan coast." It is possible that the Bulnes purchased their ships from

a North Anterican shipbuilder wtth a sawmill in Frontera. In his I9t)4 informe. President

Dfaz praised a Henry J. Bushncll lor (he throe "perfectly equipped" vessels that had been

set upon the waters.''^

New and/or improved transport .services were one way that the increased

avaihihility of capital ahcrcd the diminutive urban land.scapes of Tabasco. The

commercial dynamism created by the exportation of agricultural and forest products also

prompted the introduction or expansion of such services as the telegraph, telephone and

street lighting/"

" Dc Vo.s. Oro venle. p. 72

Ibid., p. 72: and Torres Vera. Historia i>rdflra. p. 72. Torres Vera indicates that a North American
named Cnidlcrmo H. Ikown received the first riverboat concession in 18.^0. but she does not indicate if
ledcrai or local authorities granted it.

Cosio Villegas, ed. Historia nioderna Je Mexico: La vida ecoiiomica, p. 467.
Torres Vera, llisroria grdfica, p. 44. Sometime after 1881 streethoht's began to be introduced to ilie

downtown areas ol Taba.sco's municipios. See Martinez Assad, Breve historia de Tabasco, p. 97

39

40
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N*>. su.pnsin,ly, inl.as.nK .u.v of p,o„,ss was conccn..a..l „. s,...

-P''^'' '^-wnin,hisp.nodasS.n.,u.M,.nU.s,.^^
W...K- cxu.H-,.,Mo..a,c and

wi.Hlin, .ivcs n.a.,. .ho Tahascan capi.a, visually dis.iue.ivc, Sau luau H.His.a shared

'l-loa.urcso,.,,.ersn.ll.UuMo,n...unyM.xK.an.^

""^"''"'''^'•'^-''•''''^''''•^'^•'-''''^

'

'

'
''^ ""P.vssivc. puhlH- anCices, such as ,1k-

•^.l-K, cic (ic>h.n.u> a.nl ,1. siau-ly sinu UMv ,h;., housed ,hc local branc h ol H. Banco

Nac.oual cic Mc^x.co .avc- ,hc s,n:.ll ..pi,., . ,„casurc cf urhan sophis,ica,.on. On ,hc-

-IH- nwHicvs, clwcllin,>,,rp.u>nv,.MW.^^ haulwo.ku.g slrccl vendors

^-•U-s, ,o ,he vas, numbers of pc-opk- ,o, whon, Tabasco's increased weal,h n.c an, h„lc- In

l)is viv.dly reuderc-d n.en.oir of pre revoiul.onary Tabasc o, Kalad I )onHngue. desenbes

"K- ^.M.bulan, vendors, whose streel sales, we nu.s, assume, he lpe d sus,:„n ,lu- don.estic

eronouues ol' poorer lauulies. Au.on^ ,he una^c-s ol ehddhood in.pressed upon his

u.enu,ry was ,he wa,er earner, who l.lled up en.ply ^as (anks wi.h well wa.er and ,ied

IlK iu a SI, our, wooden pole, balaneinj- ,he eonlraplion on his shoulde. I le sold ,he Iwo

iMus lo. '

;
Ol a real. There were also the indij-enous women Irom Alasia and Tanu.lle.

pueblos on Ihe oulskirts of, he eapi,al, who, walku.^; ni pairs and conversing n. a

"corrup,ed lorn, of Maya," peddled chocolate. /;/m,/ (a corn ciru.k) and lorldlas."

In llu- Inrl.ly ;inlielc-, ie;.l pn.vision;,! p.ve.nw. I ,;„u ,sco M„,.k ;., .laTcT.I liu- na.nc- ol iIk-
c MpilMl slu.ul.l u'veM In Villalu

, nu.s.,, ilu- ,,,„„. S;.,, .1..;.,, liaiilisia (S.int .lol, e Ii,.|,|,s0 ap,wc-..l!y m-l in
Ka-piiij- Willi Ilu- u-vi)liili(.i)iiiy iiiia/^c- he soil)-!)! In pioieei,

_

Tlu- pn|>ul,.li..n ..I I.I,., .,1 ihe en,l...y San .li,.,n H,,„|,sla was ll.r,()(). T...ivs Vera. HisUmn ^rafini p 17
Bel ween ISS/ a.ul I') I I ...ore ll.an l()()eleel.,e pl..nls ol i.npo.lanee were eslahl.shed in Mexieo

lal)ase(. was l,.....e K, o.ie ..I Ihese eo.npanies Cos... V.ile,-as. eil. Ilisloiia nuulcnu, ,lv Mrxu o I a vida
trnnonm a. pp. ;«)7 2W. S..ppose.lly li.e eoneession jo, I ahaseo'.s liisl eleelr.e plant was ,.iven lo a
lore.j'.ie. hv li.e name ol Naiciso ( loo.nhai, ,n IS'»() Sa-. BaU a/a. Anion..., Villnluinuna.Crnun as v
rcrncftihf iui. as. n

I I ft.

I t

Kalael l)..,nm,-.ie/, //ez/v/ 4/(</. ( V.llaI.e. .nosa, Tah: I'uhlieacioncs del ( lohiei.io del I islado de Tabasco
pp <S Ui.
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debt

Arguably freer than many of their rural counterparts who were tied to country estates as

peons, Tabasco's urban poor nonetheless experienced material deprivation as they

squeaked out a living on the margins of the state economy.

Whether indigenous street vendors or members of the Spanish elite, turn-of-the-

century capiiaUnos still traveled mostly along dirt roads and cobblestone streets.- And
when It rained, as it often did, the streets flooded or became muddy quagmires. Taba.scan

author Andres Iduarte recalls the havoc created by rain-swelled rivers in his lively

memoir about his childhood in revolutionary Mexico. Flooding was a sorry fact of life

for Taba,scans. But for the children, Iduarte notes, it provided the delightful and unlikely

opportunity to swim in the streets or steer a canoe through the neighborhood! The

potential for adventure notwithstanding, the tragedy of flooding was not lost on the young

Iduarte who recalled the illness that .spread in its wake.^^

Whether from the miasma left by retreating floodwaters or the malaria that

nourished in the state's hot and wet environment. Tabascans suffered wave after wave of

debilitating Illnesses. In 1882 Tabasco .suffered a devastating cholera outbreak. Believed

have originated on a hacienda in Chiapas, the epidemic disea.se spread quickly into

Oaxaca and Tabasco.^^ In 1903, the morbidity rate from malaria alone was 413%.''

Sick people, one imagines, would mostly have been cared for at home or treated

by private doctors or local healers. Hospitalization would have been rare. At the

beginning of the Porfiriato, Taba.sco had just one hospital. With an annual budget of only

Torres Vera. Histoha f^rdficci. p. 17.

' Andre.s Iduarte. Uii nino en la Revolucion Mcxicana (Mexico D.F.: Obregon. .S.A.. 1954). pp. 80-81.
Gonzale/. Navarro. Historia modema de Mexico: El poifiriato, La vida social, p. 1 09.
To.stado Gutierrez. El Tabasco porfiriano. p. 1 28.
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$12,857, the facility received patients from all over the state and even Chiapas.- This

under-funded n^edical facility may be the one described m the book Villahennosa:

Cronicas
y ren^emhranzas, si.lo XX, as, "a buHding in nnnous state where the incurably

ill and poor, tuberculosis and syphilis sufferers and the demented were sent."

Supposedly, some extremely indigent people also lived on the premises, conjuring up the

image of a poorhouse. Located in front of this older medical facility, the new Civil

Hospital, constructed in 1881, was inaugurated during Governor Sarlat's term in office.^«

There was plenty of reason for complaint in Porf.rian Tabasco. However, a total

absence of educational opportunity does not appear to have been one of them. Rosendo

Taracena, a Tabascan educator who began teaching during the Porfiriato and who during

his lengthy career earned a reputation as one of Tabasco's most beloved teachers,

credited Abraham Bandala with fortifying the educational program during his tenure as

governor.^' Indeed, at the turn of the 20'" century there were approximately 150 schools

(presumably this figure encompasses both public and private establishments) distributed

throughout the state." The bulk of these schools were intended for children. However,

by the late 1880s there were night schools established for adults in both the capital and

the port town of Frontera. A normal school for women located in San Juan Bautista was

founded in 1904,'^'' and a rural school initiative was launched in 1898.^"^

Gon/ale/ Navarro. Hisfoha modema de Mexico: El porfiriato, la vida social, p. 522.

'^^
Balcazar Antonio. Villahemiosa: Cronicas y remeinhranzas. p. 115.

Rosendo Taracena Padron, La educacion piiblica en Tabasco. (Mexico: Consejo Editorial del Gobierno
del Estado de Tabasco. 1980). p. 38.

Romo Lopez et al, eds.. Historia general de Tabasco^ vol. I, p. xxii.
^- Torres Vera and Romero Rodriguez, La educacion, pp. 42. 53.

Taraeena Padron, La educacion piiblica en Tabasco, p. 29. In the 1920s, Tabasco's educational
administrators rued the dearth of rural schooling opportunities, which would seem to suggest that Bandala's
initiative never made much headway.
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Educational opportunhies, though theoretically available, were far from equal.

Class, geography and gender determined, to a great extent, how and whether a young

person would be educated. The costs associated with an education, even at public

schools, were often prohibitive for poor families, and even though the number of girls

attending school increased over the course of the 1
9'^

century, there were far fewer girls-

schools than there were boys-schools. A scant 1 3% of females knew how to read and

write at the close of the Porfiriato, up roughly two percentage points since 1900.^^

Residents of towns, moreover, whether they were living in the state capital or county

seats, still had the best access to schools, putting rural students at a disadvantage.^^^

Nineteenth century educational initiatives betray the privileging of Tabasco's non-rural

residents. For example, an 1 888 public education bill stating that pnmary education

should be obligatory and free indicated that children who lived in municipal capitals

(caheceras) should attend school between the ages of 7-14, while children in rural areas

need only attend between the ages of 8 and 11.^^

The "transcendental" act of opening a normal school for female teachers and the

acquisition and construction of buildings for schools were among the great works

attributed to Governor Bandala in a tribute which appeared in a 1908 edition of el

Peridclico Oficial del Estado de Tabasco. Among the other accomplishments credited to

his administration were the elegant gardens and walks that graced many communities

around the state, the erection of public clocks, the improvement of roads and the

construction of bridges. Of this flattering tribute, Marcela Tostado Gutierrez notes wryly.

Tostado Gutierrez, El Tabasco potfiriano, p. 1 36.

Rural families of means, however, might send their children to schools in the towns or hire private tutors.
Torres Vera and Romero Rodriguez, La educacion, p. 42.
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•There was nothing n,ore ,o say, because dispossession, exploica.ion, misery, ignorance,

corruption [and] political abuse obviously couldn't be talked of."'»

A thin veneer of reforms would not be enough to hold off the rising resentment

against Governor Bandala. whose admtntstratton was characterized by graft and a

coddling of the elite. During the ftrst decade of the new century, Tabascan citizens-

principally urban intellectuals and disaffected members of the rural landed class-

embraced the calls for revolution tlowing downward from the north. Taba.sco's

nupoverished masses, divided geographically, and dispersed on haciendas and ,n the

tnonterfas, were not the first to rebel, becoming a revolutionary factor only after the

Madero Revolution. The next chapter will begin by exammtng Tabasco's early

revolutionary years-the decade that set the stage for the garridisH, era.

" Tostado Gutierrez, El Tabasco poffiriano, p. 151
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CHAPTKR 2

ARMED UPHEAVAL, TRANSITORY (.OVERNANCE AND DIVISIONS ni. aLASTIN(; NATURE: TABASCO IN REVOLUTION 1906-^3

Sometime before revolutionary soldiers invaded the Tabascan capital in 1914, two

boys went to a pieture show at the downtown Merino Theater. The boys' relationship, it

would appear, was born of duty rather than Ir.endship, sinee one of them, Martm, was

servant to the other. Andres. After the nuwie and as the result of tiredness, crankiness, or

perhaps lor no reason at ail, Andres began beating on Martin, who gently repelled the

physical antics of his smaller charge. As Andres Iduarte recalled many years later,

"Martin was a strong boy, larger than I, with tiny, lively, joking eyes that irritated me a

great deal. I ie defended himself without hurting me, rather laughing at me the while.

This irritated me even more." ' Meanwhile, from the stoop of a humble dwelling, a man

watched the scene with displeasure. Accordmg to Iduarte, the onlooker had regarded him

"with halc-fiUed eyes" and shouted, "'all that is going to end come the Revolution!"'^

Rellecting on his privileged childhood in Porllrian Tabasco, Iduarte explained his

penchant lor mistreating servant children in terms of Tabasco's feudal character.^

Indeed, combating the entrenched social and economic inequalities that allowed

Mexico's wealthier children feel a blithe sense of entitlement and privilege while their

Marliirs response lo Andre's' harassment is worlh reflecling on. Despite his physical superiority. Martin's
training in social suh.scrvience no doubt cautioned him against striking back. Maybe the laugh, though,
vvhicli Andres perceived as a taunting or teasing one, was Martin's weapon. As Michel Foucault reminds
us, power relationships are relational. "Their existence depends on a multiplicity of points of resistance. .

.

present everywhere in the power network. See. Tlw History of Scxiialily: Volume One: Ai\ Introdiiethm.
Robert Hurley, Trans. (New York: Vintage Hooks, I WO), p. y.S.

According to Iduarte, his father, who hailed from humble origins, reprimanded iiis son tor ins beiiavior.

See, Nino: Child of the Mexican Revohttion, James I-. Shearer. Trans. (New York: Praeger Publishers,

I
1 ), p. 2 1

.
rhe Spanish version of this memoir, which 1 ciletl in the previous chapter, is called, Vn niilo

en hi Rcvolucidn Mexicana.

Iduarte, lln nino en hi Revohn ion Mexicana, p. 22.
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POO.V.- coun,c,pa.ts sunc.cci chronic pnva,.ons and hunnl.at.on. was a, ,hc hcan o, ,he

Mexican Rcvoh.lion as i, ,.ansnK,g.incd .ron. an anncd political .Conn niovcn.n, n.o

;

'lH>.ou,h,oin, cxpcrin^cnt in social change. The purpose of this chapter is to chart this

.ne,anK>rphosis as it occurred in Tabasco. Payn.g attention to the state's insurrectionary

experiences between 1910-1914, the chapter then considers how transitory governance

and social instability hindered relonn ellons and exacerbated fissures in .he social fabric

A.I nnporlant am, ol lius chapter is lo emphasize the divisive social climate and

contentious political culture that developed in revolutionary Tabasco; Ibr it provides a

context wi.hin which lo understand the uneven reception Tonuis Garrido Canabal was

given when he is elected Governor in 1922. Chapter two, ihen, oilers glimpses of the

process whereby Tabascan society not only began to slough off its most archaic Porl irian

attributes, but found itself (much to the chagrin of some of its members) inside the

"laboratory of the Revolution."

l-rom Lite rary Protest to Armed Revolution

As Porfirio Dia/' nile reached into its third decade, dissident journalists

throughcnit Ihe Republic were regularly registering their opposition to the regime in

print.'' Tabascan newspaper writers and editors, of course, were no exception, and on

I'cbruary 4, 1906, a medical doctor turned journalist from San Juan Haulisia published an

"open letter" lo i>resident i'orfino Dia/ in which he attacked llie lamentable political

situation lhal reigned in Ihe stale. Courageously informing the aging president that, "We

ilon'l sympathi/e w ith the system of government you have implanted in Ihe country,"

ihe mosi nokihlo ol'llicsc caily anii-Dia/. newspapers was Ricardo I'lorcs Mainiirs Rcfieneracidn
1^)18).
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