Latin Transition, Cholula México

     My sister Robin had spent her junior year of high school in Paraguay and her summer after graduation going to school in Guanajuato México. She was well versed in the art of studying abroad. As a junior at Berkeley she decided to join the University of California exchange program by spending another semester in México. The first four months were in México City where she enjoyed a profusion of adventures, dancing and playing, absorbing the abundant energy and endless adventure that is the volatile country of México. The exchange program contained about twenty students from the University of California system. All of the students were bright, energetic and filled with a youthful spirit. I was invited to visit and stay with her and her roommates in Coyoacán, México City. I took the opportunity. This great key would open many doors towards the freedom and expansion I needed. These things I sought out and needed.

     It is so strange, like looking back on those years far behind, those years as a child or teen when you find yourself pushed by a mysterious force or energy. Even now I can’t feel that person even though that person is me. Who was I and how did I think? What drove me?  I think about this now as I look back on those trips to México. Thank God or whomever, I needed that transition and awakening. I used to say jokingly that “fear is the enemy” and at this point having no fear was a key element to growth and the ability to take chances. I needed to take some chances.

     Robin and I planned the trip for September, during the last week of her classes. It would be perfect. I would have some free time to explore on my own and then she would have every night and then a whole week free to spend vacationing with me. I needed Robin’s help to explore. I really had never traveled alone. My confidence in travel had not been discovered and a friend and guide was what I was seeking.

     There are many highlights from the trip, so many I can’t recall here. We flowed as a team, out searching and exploring. On and on the experiences arrive as Robin carts me around the vast city. During the trip I was also able to join the group of students at class and listen to lectures, for social activities like dancing and all night parties, and most of all I joined the group and professor on a field trip to the city of Chollula. I looked forward to the chance of getting to know people in the group better. Many I was already seeing a lot of, like the two other girls that live with Robin. It is more than a vacation, much more.

     Robin and I wake up early, have coffee and a snack at a small stand along the busy street. We walk the main avenue to the big intersection with the sculpture of the coyotes. There we get a combi, a minivan bus, through Coyoacán to the university of UNAM. Near the library decorated with the tiles creating massive mosaics we cross under a bridge and towards the street where we are meeting to catch the chartered bus.

     It is raining a little as it has been so often. Usually the rain comes in sudden sheets, accompanied by thunderclaps and lightning amazingly potent. Thick, deeply tinted clouds filter the poisonous smog filled sky to give the city a freshness, a newness and a cleanliness seldom seen. There, in the blue wet dawn, about twenty-one of us load the bus and make the bumpy ride through the unending urban juggernaut of México City, “la Maldita”, the Cursed City, as the locals call it.

     The drive continues out of the city and into the dense pine forests of the rising mountains. México City is a high valley, nestled at above 7000 feet, and the passes around are an average 10,000 feet. The bus goes up through these passes on the new highway towards Puebla and Veracruz passing within eyeshot of the twin mighty volcanoes of Popocatepetl and Ixtacihuatl, both at over 17,000 feet. I sit in my silent seat, shy and restless. New eyes turn and smile. Voices bend my eager ear to listen. The youth that surrounds me is a drug and life-giving inspiration as I learn to be alive again. I accepted the movement and placed it in my memory along the stream of this great transition.

     After about an hour we descend into the valley where the bus turns onto the rural roads and the city of Cholula enclosed in the shadow of the mystic Smoking Mountain, Popo. We first visit an old monastery seeing an abundance of finely painted fresco murals warn away and aged to perfection amidst the charm of Colonial Catholic architecture. Next we visit the ancient pyramid which is similarly distressed, weather worn and overgrown with plants, looking more like a small mountain than a pyramid of earth and stone.

     The professor guides us on the tour through the main tunnel of the pyramid.  We walk in single file into this “Egyptian Style” tunnel with heads low and traverse the base of the pyramid.  Mid tunnel we stop to take a photo or two.  Upon exiting we follow a large path spiraling to the upper grassy flanks of the pyramid-mountain. The path is filled with other tourists and locals on their way up. People move in a slow hum, stopping to see views or a skyrocket. Smiles bounce as the sparks from falling fire flowers. Each spark moves from sky to eye to lips for a smile it reaches a large open area just below the summit and to the view of the ever-expanding panorama of the city. Imprinted in my memory are the sounds and smells. The entire country of México is gearing up for their Independence Day celebration and adjoining religious festivals. Firecrackers and skyrockets are in continuous display. There are the ongoing pops and cracks of fireworks, dogs barking, children laughing, cars and busses driving by, general movement. Smells are an elaborate mixture of diesel fuel, firecracker smoke, roasting corn on the cob, tortillas, and the myriad of fragrant plants brought unsuspecting on the strong wind.

     On the grassy area below the summit there are bundles of large skyrockets wrapped in string or brown paper. They are stacked lazily on the grass, silent and potent as the whispers in my mind about the future, resting leaning and wrapped.  Each rocket seems to be a note of some kind, sitting and waiting for me to read.  But I can’t really read it and I just watch as they blast into the sky.  The rockets continued and soared off in sparkling displays as random booms crack on your unsuspecting blind side.

     Atop the pyramid is a large stairway leading to a small and brightly colored church.  The area is a crowd of priests, onlookers and parishioners participating in a ceremony.  The solemn event is an elaborate spectacle with full-sized wooden statues of saints on horseback. The statues are adorned with flowers and carried on the shoulders of the crowd towards an altar and awaiting priest. All the while, skyrockets jet by in a rush and bang.

     We descend the pyramid and enter the central plaza, which is swarming with people enjoying the festival. There are carnival rides, games and food. A group of us find a place along the edge of the plaza to eat and enjoy the atmosphere. At every turn I feel out of place and a little confused, like it is all not real, or rather, that I am being pulled along in a dream. Like the magician’s rabbit that hops from top hat to top hat to unknown places.  Where then will I be placed next? There was a TV cartoon when I was a kid called Rocky and Bullwincle and during the beginning song Bullwincle would say, “Watch me pull a rabbit out of my hat, nothing up my sleeve, presto.” When Bulwincle pulls from the hat a giant tiger comes out growling and he quickly tries to push it back in.
