Mexican Baptism

By Christopher Oleata

    It was a year ago, last September, when I first visited Guadalajara. I was with my friend Ricardo Virgen and his wife Elizabeth who was seven months pregnant with twins. We were traveling to his hometown of Tepehuaje to finish six large public murals he had been painting. Now, a year later, we were going for the baptism of his twin boys, Emiliano and Luciano, and to paint a mural in his new home. I had ten days this time, not the short four of the year before, so I was sure to get deeper into the culture, to feel the richness of the people and their landscape. In many ways, I was going for a baptism of my own, in Tepehuaje, Jalisco, Mexico.

     Marisa took me to the train station, the classic Sante Fe in downtown San Diego. The train gates ring and the big Amtrack bell tolls. Across the street the Trolley makes an electric hum and the buzz of automatic doors as cars pass by at Kettner and Broadway. She gives me a kiss, a new journal and a poem and from there I am on my way to the Tijuana Airport. I sleep for the three-hour flight waking as we descend through giant thunderclouds and turbulence. It is humid and busy at the airport as I wait outside under cover during an hour of hard rain. I am the first of twelve to arrive, filling two cars for the beautiful two-hour drive into the country.

     The landscape is tropical forest and rolling pointed mountains. Sugar cane, white corn and agave grid the landscape. Thunderstorms and lightning surround as bright light and water flows everywhere. We arrive just before dark to meet as friends, in the kitchen, in our rooms, on the patios and in the garden. We talk, laugh and learn about our lives. It is September 14th, Jalisco State, day of the Charro, and though we just missed the parade in the plaza of 400 horses and riders all decorated, two show up just after the parade. Eber, in his silver spurs and big sombrero, offers me his horse and on the dirt streets I trott a block or two. We talk and drink with the Charros until midnight, when Grandma comes out and tells us it is time to go to bed.

     The thunder and lightning moves in as never before. Sounding as if the sky itself is being ripped apart with every crackle and roar. It is so hot and humid I don’t mind the sprinkles from the water leaking through the roof. There was no sleep to be had that night.

     There is a hour of stillness just before dawn which ends with the roosters and the clanging church bell. As soon as there is light I go out for a jog on dirt roads through the cornfields. The views out in every direction are incredible and the smell of the fresh earth is thick and wonderful, except when you pass a pile of cow piss or something. Back at the house the line begins for the one shower. I bathe out of a bucket in the back garden with Lobito nearby, their dog that’s half wolf. “We got a lot of work to do bro.” Ricardo says, “You can’t play with the kids anymore.” So it is off to the garage where the men are. Chilo is pulling in a strong goat and a pair of twin cows, nearly five years old, stand in the back of an open truck. I have to sit on the goat and hold the legs while Chilo holds the front. The Butcher of 89 years doesn’t have a gun so he kills it with a big knife. I couldn’t look but I shot photos with my free hand with the wide-angle lens. I escape the garage and go up high on a ladder picking many avocados, passing then down to the three kids below.

     With the cows things get a little dangerous as the first one jumps and slams all over the garage and then jumps right back in the truck. They find a gun and soon the cows are lying still in the back of the truck. It takes four men to pull them out. We sit around all day in chairs, drinking beer and talking with friends as Ricardo’s brother Pedro and our friend Chilo help the butcher from start to finish. We spend the evening driving around trying to find someone to buy the heads to make tacos, but being as this weekend is Mexican Independence Day everyone is just too busy or they already have their heads. On every errand we stop to talk with friends, one even locks us in his liquor store and won’t let us leave, pouring glasses of Don Julio tequila and beers. It was OK that I didn’t have any money because I never had to buy a thing.

     I thought I was going to bed by then and I relaxed in the kitchen and helped with the twins. “You can’t go to bed,” Ricardo says, “We’re going to the fiesta in San Martin.” The two stages rocked with Mariachi, crowned queens and giant screens. In the kiosk a cumbia band played loud to hundreds dancing and walking below. I walked home alone admiring the potent starlight.

     I stayed in bed until eleven, with just enough time to shower and make the 12:00 churchbell. It’s a beautiful small church with two towers, nearly three hundred years old. Blue Cliff Swallows enter through the stained glass windows to swirl below the arched brick ceiling. After church two families gather near the alter for three baptisms and then parents throw pesos out the door into the patio where the crowd scrambles to get them. From there we are off to San Martin where Ricardo hosted a party for 500. The Birria, tacos, beer, tequila and Mariachi flow all night for a wonderful baptismal celebration. It’s been just three days and wow, a lot of experiences. But still there is a whole week to go to see and taste the many wonderful things of Tepehuaje, Jalisco México.  

