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Copper Canyon

Carl Lahser
Background

Copper Canyon or Branca del Cobre consists of 20 canyons that total over four times the length of the Grand Canyon.  It is located about 200 miles south of El Paso in the Sierra Madre (Sierra Tarahumara) Mountains.   Its name came from the greenish tint of lichens growing on the canyon walls that looked like stains resulting from copper nails used in ship construction.

Northwestern Mexico was home to maybe 15 tribes including the Mayo, Yaqui, Tehueco, and Tarahumara (Rarámuri) Native American groups and the temporary home to the Apache. 


The canyon area is famous for the native Tarahumara (Rarámuri) men who dressed in tagora (breechcloth) held in place with a belt, napacaka (collarless blouse), cereal bowl haircuts, koyera (head bands) and huaraches (sandals), and for the long distance races called rarajipari that has covered as much as 230 miles from Chihuahua to El Paso.  Currently the women dress in the full skirts, full blouses and headscarves while the men wear jeans, boots and straw cowboy hats.  Only dance groups and old men wear the traditional clothing.


The Spanish contacted Indians in Northern Mexico and called them Tarahumara.  This Native American group called themselves Raramuri.  Over the years the Spanish and Mexican people took tribal land and enslaved or hired many of them to work the mines.  The Jesuits tried to settle the groups and introduced orchard culture, goats, and sheep.  Rebellion against the government lasted over a hundred years.       


Another group of indigenous people are the Mayo.  This tribe belongs to the Pima group and occupies 15 towns along the Mayo and El Fuerte Rivers.  They are mostly farmers and artisans.  There are about 40,000 Mayo.  They all speak Spanish but retain their native Cahita, which is a variation of the basic Uta-Aztecan Pima language.  Their history begins with Spanish contact in 1599.  They joined with the Yaqui tribe to fight the government in 1684 and were finally defeated in 1887


Major cities along the canyon are Chihuahua, Creel, Divisadero, El Fuerte, and Los Mochis.  There are numerous small towns and villages scattered through the mountains that may include shelter caves.

Chihuahua, the capitol of the State of Chihuahua, was founded in 1709.  It is a colonial city of a million people.  There are several historical points of interest including the cathedral, the aqueduct, the Art Noveau city museum, Pancho Villa’s home and his unused mausoleum, the dungeon where Father Hidalgo was kept, and the state capitol building where Hidalgo was executed.  The capitol building contains a number of murals by Piña Moro of incidents in the state history.   


Creel, 300 km west of Chihuahua, is relatively new.  It was established in 1906 by Governor Enrique Creel as a social experiment to civilize and socialize the Rarámuri.  With the coming of the railroad, Creel changed from a sleepy native outpost to a Mexican logging town.  It has grown rapidly with hotels and tours. Tourists began arriving in 1961.  It has become part artist colony, part commercial center and mostly a tourist center.

Diversadero is 50 km further west and overlooks Urique Canyon, one of the major branches of Copper Canyon.  It is a major tourist stop.

El Fuerte was a Spanish fort built on the El Fuerte River in 1564.  The town was in a fertile valley and became a major stopping place on the Camino Real between Guadalajara and the northern silver mines.  It is the home of the Mayo Indians.

Albert K. Owen began the commercial and financial center of Los Mochis in the late 19th century. It was built on the principles of Utopian socialism, and finally failed after surviving some 30 years. The city proper was first settled in 1893 by a businessman named Benjamin Johnston, who built a sugar refinery around which the city developed.  The Fuerte River — with the same name as the valley — irrigates an extensive region whose main crops are vegetables, corn, beans and sugarcane.  Los Mochis is the terminus of the railroad.  The regional airport is the starting point for many visitors to Copper Canyon.

The port of Topolobampo is 20 km west of Los Mochis down the Rio Fuerte.  It is one of the best natural deep-water ports in Mexico and one of the most important in the Mexican Pacific.  It is a ferry terminal to La Paz, Baja California and is famous for its fish and shrimp.  A water desalination plant provides much of the domestic water. Topolobampo was the site of a "utopia" colony from roughly 1884 to 1894, influenced by the urban planning ideas of Ebenezer Howard.  The colony failed because of malaria and other environmental factors.  The colony moved inland to Los Mochis. 

Albert K. Owens and President Porfirio Diaz began the Ferrocarril de Chihuahua al Pacifico.  The intent was to connect the cattle and produce markets in Kansas City to the port of Tompolobompo on the Gulf of California.  Arthur Stillwell began construction of the railroad in 1900.  By 1914, tracks were laid between Ojinaga/Presidio on the US/Chihuahua border.  The railroad moldered until 1943, when the Mexican government pushed it through the mountains to Los Mochis and the port of Topolobampo.  It was completed a hundred million dollars and 90 years later in 1961.
I first heard of Copper Canyon in 1963, while I was attending Texas A&M College as a wildlife biology major.  The railroad had been completed on 23 November 1961 but had been partially operational since the late 1940s.  Several of the graduate students had been summer employees during the biological survey of Mexico.  These trips were contracted by Mexico and led by The Wildlife Department head, Dr. W. B. Davis.  Each summer, they headed to a different state in Mexico with several trucks of supplies.  The students said Dr Davis would tear the labels off all the cans and they would eat several random cans per meal.  This reduced squabbling over who ate what but generated other comments when several meals consisted of four cans of, for example, peaches.  They had stories of winching a truck down the canyon wall at Posada Barrancas between Creel and Divirsadero to scout the Rio Urique canyon.

 I had also read the book,”In the Sierra Madre” by Jeff Biggers.  It was one of the best books on the area and discussed living in a Tarahumara village for a year. 

Since the railroad construction took several years, climbing the mountains proved to be a cactus collectors dream.  I was told that when the train came to a steep grade the collectors would go to the front of the train and get off.  Then they would grab any cactus in sight and jump back on the caboose as it passed.  Surveyors, construction crews and cactus collectors stripped any archeological sites that might have existed along the railroad right of way.

This is my personal observations of a week in canyonland.

Getting There


Darlene Conoly, a travel agent who had led a trip to the pottery center at Mata Ortiz that I had taken, had a trip to Copper Canyon planned for March of 2008.  My wife said it sounded interesting, so we signed up.  The trip left San Antonio to Houston to Chihuahua on 10 March returning on 17 March. 

The San Antonio and Houston airports were green with clover and highlighted with patches of evening primrose and Indian paintbrush.  These flowers were a few weeks early, but we did not have much winter and don’t forget global warming. 


We flew Continental on a 40-minute flight to Houston then took a direct 2-hour flight on an Embraja ERJ (short people airplane) to Chihuahua bypassing the hassle of going through the Mexico City airport.  The route was roughly Houston to Del Rio then south to Chihuahua.  About an hour out of Houston we crossed the Rio Grande.  The location was near two big oil fields.  I remember flying over this country at night 50 years ago when this part of Texas looked like a field of fireflies at night from the “sour gas” flares. 


The area between the border and Chihuahua was barren Chihuahua thorn brush with very little hint of people.  Few roads.  No water.  We found civilization a few minutes north of town with irrigated farms, a lake called Laguna de Bustillos, and some apple orchards and dry land farms.  Chihuahua in the Tarahumara language means “dry and sandy place”.

Chihuahua City


Chihuahua City sits in a big dry valley with the Sierra Madre Mountains to the west.  The airport was large and modern.  There were no birds or much vegetation.  We landed and ran the full length of the runway before turning around and taxiing back up the runway to operations.


Darlene and our local guide, Reynaldo, met us at the airport with a bus.  We loaded up and were whisked to the hotel in the center of downtown Chihuahua City.


The city appeared pretty clean at first glance.  Population is about 1.5 million and growing like every other Mexican city.  There were several large industrial complexes.


On the way to the hotel we passed the Creel house.   Creel was a German immigrant who made it big and became mayor.  Henrique Creel was famous for being penurious.  There was one story about him having a life-sized bust made for a visit by President Juarez.  Everyone thought he was being too cheap so he sent to El Paso for a bronze statue of Lincoln and replaced Lincoln’s head with the head from his bust of Juarez.  The statue looks a bit strange with the head not proportional to the body. 

After we checked in at the Quality Inn San Francisco and had lunch, Carol and I had 15 minutes until the downtown tour began.  We took a quick walk around the block and saw about two dozen boot shops.  Chihuahua is a ranching center and every cowboy needs a pair of fancy boots and a straw western hat.  The popular boot-of-the-day was pastel ostrich leather.  There were boots in pink, pale blue, chartreuse, and wild stripes running from $75 up.  

Back at the hotel we boarded the bus for a city tour to see the parks, prominent buildings and the Pancho Villa museum.  The museum was in Villa’s house.  He lived pretty well for a country boy. The outer hallways are covered in murals and the rooms contained various artifacts including the car in which he was assassinated.  We also passed Villa’s mausoleum that he never used.

We drove along the remaining section of the aqueduct then toured the cathedral and the capitol building.  The capitol was built in 1892 and partially destroyed by fire in 1941.  The rebuilt capitol contains a group of murals by Piña Mora depicting local history from the first Spaniards to the revolution in 1910. This was the site of the execution of Father Miguel Hidalgo y Costilla whose “Grito de Dolores ” or Cry for Independence on 16 September 1810 began the movement for Mexican Independence.
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Back at the hotel we had a welcome supper with a margarita.  We crashed about 9 PM since we had lost an hour and were at 4500 feet and had to get the bags out by 4 AM to catch a bus to the train by 5 AM.  Since the automated wakeup button on the phone did not work I decided to 
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show off and ask the operator for a wake up in Spanish.  I asked for a“despertarse” and the operator asked in English if I wanted a wakeup. 
Tuesday morning we got a bus ride through the dark to the train station.  Almost none of the stores had security lights or advertising lights.  No one was on the streets.  Only the Pemex gas station and a couple of small convenience stores were open.

Train trip

At the train station we waited in the cold while the train cars were shuffled and finally boarded.  The train pulled out right on time about the same time as the sun rose.   We passed the waking city with houses painted pink or green or blue as if you could sleep next to the train track.  The railroad right of way was fenced with chain link or stone.  

The train crept up hill through far and ranch land through the villages of Santa Isabel, San Andres, Bustillos, and Anahuac.  We made a short stop at Cuauhtemoc at almost 6000 feet.  Then we chugged up hill through the Mennonite apple orchards and oat fields and flew downhill to La Junta and Miñaca.  Up hill again we peaked out over the continental divide at about 7800 feet at San Juanito.  There was a short stop at Creel and Divisadero then downhill for a hundred kilometers to our stop at Cerocahui.
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The Mennonite farms primarily raise Red Delicious apples for local sale.  The trees were netted to keep the birds out.  Great-tailed Grackles were the biggest problem.
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We had a 15-minute stop at Divisadero to shop or look at the canyon.  The canyon was impressive being longer and deeper than the Grand Canyon but this canyon is softer and greener.  Native vendors were there to greet the train selling lunch, baskets and other indigenous art.

Along the way I saw three Mallard ducks, possibly domestic, in a drainage ditch, several Red-tailed Hawks, a Peregrine falcon, a zone-tailed Hawk, a lot of Inca Doves, flocks of Lincoln Sparrows, several American Crows, Great-tailed Grackles, and a few lonesome Black Vultures.  I also saw one Jackrabbit.  There was some prickly pear and buckhorn cactus and a lot of a dry grass that looked like grama grass.  There were acacias, Palo Verde, and scrubby Mexican oak that were replaced by red cedar, larger oaks and white and Mexican pine trees as the altitude increased.  Black willow, cottonwood, hackberry, and Arizona walnut lined the few dry waterways.  There were a couple stretches of creosote bush and ocotillo that was leafless.  The soil was red like Precambrian but this was Cretaceous or volcanic.  

We had lunch on the train.  About 4 PM we finally stopped and got off the train at Bahuichivo.  Everyone was stuffed into two vans and we were off on twenty miles of rough dusty mining road to the hotel Paraiso del Oso about half way to Cerocahui.  The hotel specialized in hunting and camping trips.  It was built on an ejito or farming co-op established by the revolution.  It was a picturesque site under some towering volcanic plugs.  The facility had been built in the hacienda style with no AC and a wood stove for heat.

After moving in we went for a walk up a nearby dry canyon.  This was Tarahumara land, and they had built a dam to store water for irrigation.  There were two major shelter caves of archeological interest.  One had been a dwelling site and the other had become a sacred site since Catholic priests had buried 53 Tarahumara Indians killed elsewhere.  Archeologist had found a few bones and artifacts still buried but animals had probably dug up the rest.  There were several other smaller caves that had the entrance stoned in we did not visit.

There were several seeps with ferns like Cliff Brake, Spiny Cliff Brake, and Bracken.  There was a moss and plants like Oxalis and Canada Violet.  Three pines and four species of oak are found locally. I also saw vetch and Mountain Lobelia.  I saw an Acorn Woodpecker, Curve-billed thrasher, and a White-winged Dove.  A Black Swallowtail and a white Cabbage Butterfly were seen in the hotel courtyard.
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That evening there was a margarita welcome and dinner.  After dinner the walk back to the room was under a night sky that was as pretty as I had ever seen.  Fantastic clear black sky with no light pollution.  Bright stars and even a couple satellites zipping southeast.  I got a fire lit in the wood stove, and the room was tolerably warm until the fire went out in the middle of the night.

A group of high school students were staying overnight and several slept in sleeping bags in the patio.  Brrr.  I feel like I’m getting too old for that kind of stuff.

Next morning I woke to a rooster at 4 AM then to a mockingbird about 5:30.  It was cold until I found the can with the bags of fire starter.  After breakfast we took a ride to Cerocahui and visited the square, the chapel, and the orphanage.  Next, was a trip up in the mountains to a Tarahumara shelter cave where baskets were sold.  The road was narrow and dusty.  A mining company maintained it.  I photographed a number of plants before we continued up the mountain to a scenic overlook.  Wavy Cloak Fern.  Black Grammagrass.  Beargrass.  Hedgehog Cactus.  Rock Cress.  Ground Cherry.  Desert Broom.  Beebrush.  Ageratina.  Agave.  Wooly leaf.  Wooly Paintbrush.  Mala Mujer.  Whispering Bells.  Checkermallow.  Scarlet Bugler Penstemon.  Goldenrod. 

El Fuerte

Back at the lodge we had lunch and loaded up for the ride to the train and headed for El Fuerte for the night. We departed about 3 PM.

At higher elevations were ponderosa and Pinyon pines, sotol, beargrass, and agave.  On some of the cuts there were plants the looked like the Puya of Peru except these were Schott Agave instead of a Bromeliad.  There were sunflowers growing almost six feet tall.

It was only a couple hours to El Fuerte and down hill all the way.  We went through several tunnels and descended about 3000 feet.  As we exited a long horseshoe tunnel the dedication plaque for the railroad completion and a high waterfall were visible.  We passed Temoris Station with sidings to allow trains to pass then crossed the Santa Barbara Bridge across the Rio Mina Plata.  Here the Septentrion and Chinipas rivers join to become the Rio Fuerte.  Forty km further we crossed the Chinipas Bridge, the highest bridge on the line.  Another forty km and we crossed the longest bridge across the Rio Fuerte.  Fifty-eight km more and we offloaded at EL Fuerte.
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Along the route from Temoris Station the vegetation changed to Slender Sunflower or Girasol, Prickly Poppy or Chicalote, White Morning trees, kapok tree, Honey Mesquite, mesquite mistletoe, castor beans, several oaks, Palo Blanco, and Rock Daisy.  It was difficult shooting pictures or identifying plants from the train.  However some plants were outstanding and easy to identify.

Sunset was pretty with the bright orange subtropical jet stream roaring northwest.  New Mexico and Arizona should catch some weather tomorrow.  Overhead the sky was cloudless.

The train progressed slowly through the outskirts of town.  A bus met us at the train for the trip to the Hotel El Fuerte.  The hotel had been a hacienda.  It had been modified into a hotel.  The interior and the rooms were decorated with colonial style and antiques.   It had a homier feeling than the one in Chihuahua.  
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We moved in and came to supper about 8:30.  The dining room was small and had seating in shifts.  The menu offered shrimp, crayfish, fish and steak.  I ordered the crawfish that was actually Macrobrachium or river shrimp and not the Louisiana crawfish.  This was the first time for this dish.

Next morning the rooster went off at 5 AM followed by a junkyard dog and captive parrots in the patio.  A group left the hotel at 7 AM for a bird watch along the El Fuerte River - Osprey, Snowy Egret, Great Blue Heron, Coot, Lesser Scaup, Cormorant, Sparrows, Gilded Flicker, Black-throated Magpie-Jay, Rough-winged Swallow.  There were possibly other ducks in the distance.  Local flowers included Poinsettia, Bougainvillea, verbena, plus some I did not recognize
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Mayo Country
After breakfast we took a ride to the village of Tehueco in Sinaloa state to see an indigenous town and some folk dances of the Mayo Indians.  I could not find it on the map.  Estimated population was 300.  Primary crops produced were beans and tomatillos and some cattle.  Tehueco was one of 15 Mayo communities.  Other villages are similar but the crops and crafts were different. 
Entering town we passed the old mission that was badly damaged in the revolution.  We had a windshield tour of the school and co-op, and homes lined up on a resaca. Then we walked to a community building where the dance demonstration would take place.  

The dancers, called matachines, do the Easter season presentations and traditional dances.  This dance is common in Northwest Mexico and in Arizona and New Mexico on the reservations.  The Deer dancer, called maso, has a deer mask and a rattle in each hand.  The Pascolas (pahkolam) or spirit dancers have an oval carved mask with tufts of hair.  The dance is a story of trying to convince the deer to sacrifice himself for the hunters and can last all night.  The Pascolas wear cocoon rattles on their legs to distract the viewers and try to capture the deer.  A group of men played flute, guitar, fiddle, water drums and a rasp-like instrument.  There were two dances demonstrated parts of the Deer Dance.  The costumes were a mask, and white pants and shirt, and a belt and leggings of rattles (jacannachins?) made of dried moth cocoons and pebbles and huaraches.  

After the dance there was a demonstration of tortilla making.

We visited the church and a local home to see how they lived. It was not much different from where I grew up.  Outhouse.  Sleeping on the porch.  Wood cook stove and electricity.   They had running water instead of my old hand pump.  Dooryard garden.  Citrus trees.  Mangoes. Avocados.  Bananas.  
A pair of house finches was twittering and skipping through the trees.  A black swallowtail and a white cabbage butterfly were flitting among the flowers. 

Returning to El Fuerte we went to the museum and the zocolo.  We went out for supper had a Bananas Foster and crashed.
After breakfast we went to the train station.  The train was maybe an hour late or on time in Mexican minutes.  A man drove up in a donkey cart and a group of kids with costumes did dances for change.  Buskers everywhere.
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Divisadero

The trip to Divisadero began through tropical thorn brush.  Several leguminous trees.  Poppy trees.  Kapok.  As we went higher there were organ pipe cactus and purple Amapa rosa.
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The train pulled into a siding near Cerocahui to allow a freight train to pass.  Although this was unscheduled and no one got off, the vendors arrived.
We arrived at Divisadero and checked in at the Divisadero Barranchas Hotel.  Although our rooms did not overlook the canyon the bar and dining room did. 

We took a walk to look at some shelter caves and a Tarahumara violinmaker.  Taking it easy since we were above 7000 feet we stopped several times to discuss various topics – vegetation, history, etc.  A barefooted-young man accompanied us.  We passed a native home and workshop with the laundry spread out on a rock shelf.  We passed two women sitting in the shade weaving baskets.  Along the trail were an abandoned adobe house, a well, and a partially enclosed cave.  We saw several people up on the canyon rim.

The shelter caves are not too hard to spot since there was a smear of soot on the wall above the cave.  The caves are used in the summer and the winters spent on the canyon floor.  There are small fields of potatoes, corn and beans and orchards of apples and . peaches
 
Baskets are of two major kinds.  One is small baskets made Aztec pine needles.  The pine needle baskets are more common at elevation.  The other kind is made of sotol or beargrass.  The sotol baskets are commonly used at home since the floor is dirt and the baskets keep thing clean and organized.  .  The most common sotol basket is the guari type.  This type is usually a single weave basket with a round top and a four-corner square at the bottom. These may be made in graduated sizes and can be nested.  Another type is the petaca.  It is round with a lid and may be double woven.

Other crafts include weaving belts, scarves, blankets, huaraches, and carving pine bark figures.  The women also string bracelets and necklaces with coral beans, castor beans, and other material including glass beads.  Men formerly carved dough bowls used in Tortilla making.

Corn has been very important in Tarahumara society.  It is used to make masa for tortillas and a corn-based beer called tesquino.   Tesquino is used as a substitute for currency to pay for labor and to meet social debts.  I was hoping to try tesquino and possibly have a tesquinaria for my wife’s birthday.  It was funny to hear the bartender say tesquino was dangerously strong while he was mixing Margaritas and setting up shots of tequila.  Tesqunio usually contains 1%-3% alcohol compared to 40% for tequila.

We were discussing strange beverages when the subject of Chicha came up.  Chicha is fermented corn or manioc beer.  One Peace Corps acquaintance described it as the Indian women would chew manioc root and spit the saliva into a collection pot.  This was diluted with boiled water and let set for a couple days.  He said it tasted ok but it reminded him of French kissing all the ugly female inhabitants of the village.  

Not all Chicha is so exotic.  Tesquino is made by germinating the corn, diluting the mash with boiled water and let set for a couple days for fermentation.  A similar drink on the coast is tepache or pineapple beer where pineapples are crushed and covered with boiled water and allowed to ferment a couple days.  The water must be boiled to remove oxygen or the fermentation produces vinegar instead of alcohol.  I accidentally made a gallon of pineapple vinegar once.  

We stopped to visit with a violinmaker on the way back to the hotel.  He had modern glue and clamps but original designs.  He answered some questions and demonstrated his playing ability with a couple of songs. 
Back at the bar was our welcome Margarita, and we watched several Magnificent Hummingbirds at feeders.  The sun was setting and the sun line was
creeping up the canyon wall and the sky fading to dark.  The stars were coming out in the stark black sky.

Supper was shredded beef and creamed peppers with beans and wieners.

About 0630 I went out to hang up the sun and do bird looking.  Dickey Jays checking out the garbage cans.  Finches.  Mexican Blue-mockingbird was singing.  Acorn Woodpecker.  Sinaloa Crow.  Canyon Wren.  A Black Vulture was drifting down the canyon rim looking for thermals.  A bird that had the shape of a Robin hopped around inside an Oak tree.

The Tarahumara women and children were coming to work.  I asked how the particular vendors were chosen.  The elders assign locations and times of arrival to prevent over crowding of the market spaces.

Children are sometimes cute but many of these kids had a runny nose and hair that looked like it had never been washed.  Respiratory problems were the leading cause of childhood mortality. 

Time for breakfast.  My idea of a Mexican breakfast is corn tortillas, atole, and a pitcher of fresh pulque but this is not available in most restaurants in Mexico.  Mescal was not even available in Northern Mexico.

After breakfast we set out the bags and went for another walk.  We saw several overlooks and crossed a suspension bridge.  I found a Cretaceous sea urchin in the gravel along the road.

We had an outdoor demonstration of Tarahumara dances about a horse and a fighting bull.  Then there was a demonstration of a race and kicking the ball.  They have a wooden ball and a stick and kick the ball along the trail.  The stick is used to dig the ball out of the brush.  The kicker can be barefoot or wear huaraches.  The race  
is discussed in several references if you want more details.
Creel

After lunch we walked down to the train station and waited for the train.  A private train stopped for a visit.  The train was from Los Angeles and ran about $8000 per person.  Our train arrived about two hours late so we arrived in Creel at sunset about 5:30.

After moving in and getting the heater started, we took a walk the length of the main street to the cathedral and the zocolo.  There was part of a quinceanera being held at the church with the following party outside of town.  Lots of young males and females dressed to kill.  This is the 15th birthday coming out party of a young woman to introduce her to “polite” society at a cost of several thousand pesos. 

 By the time we reached the church it was almost 7:00 and the shops were closing.  We looked in a few shops on the way home for possible return in the morning.

Next morning I was up early to see if the birds were up.    I saw only house sparrows and a few domestic pigeons.

When we went to breakfast, I asked the manager if they had atole.  “Oh yes.  We have oatmeal.”  I said atole was made with masa and got the reply, “Oh.  You know how to make atole?  No.  We only have oatmeal.”   Where should you look for traditional Mexican dishes if not Mexico?  I make atole and other dishes at home.

We got our bags out and loaded up on a couple of vans to visit a Tarahumara village of San Ignacio.  We bounced along a primitive road to a site with several cabins and a large shelter cave.  The young people lived in the cabins leaving the cave for the old folks.
The front of the cave was partially walled in and had an entrance gate.  The interior of the cave was divided into sleeping, eating, storage, and room to

 move the livestock inside in bad weather.  This community had its own specialties of carving and weaving. 

We left this community to the next tour bus and went to the valley of the mushrooms with a number of wind-carved monuments commonly called hoodoos.  This was followed by a visit to the valley of the toads with larger hoodoos.  Another mile along was a Catholic cemetery and church.  The church had antique art.  The church was a primitive structure surrounded by a wall.  

We left the church and passed the Tarahumara cemetery and another mile to the highway.  We turned south to Lago Arareco for a stop.  There were several tourist busses and several cars of picnickers.  Several vendors’ had their wares spread out on blankets.  Besides the baskets and jewelry, there were some small pottery pieces such as cups and spoons and sugar bowls.  These were made by the coil method without a kiln but baked like the pottery in Mata Ortiz covered with a bucket with manure for heat.  They make a few large ollas for cooking and storage and tesquino fermentation pots.

Back in town we had the opportunity to do a little shopping.  Back at the motel we were ready to go but the bus was an hour late.  We started back to Chihuahua with a stop planned for Cuauhtemoc for lunch.  The wind began to blow.  We had a 45 mph tail wind with gusts to 70 mph and blowing dust with visibility down to a quarter mile.  After lunch we got on a toll road into Chihuahua.

The wind stopped about the time we arrived in Chihuahua.  Sunset showed the bright orange subtropical jet stream taking the dust to Texas.

We were back at the Quality Inn San Francisco hotel about 6:30 with our final dinner scheduled for 7:00.  There was a cake for the 40th birthday of our guide and my wife (ageless).  

Next morning.   Breakfast was good.  This was the first time to see sliced guava served.  We packed up and went out to the airport.

  One interesting item was two gas stations new to me.  They were named K-19 and Autogas.  This was in addition to national Pemex stations.

I slept all the way to Houston and then to San Antonio.  We arrived home about 6:00.   That night the dust we left behind in the mountains fell out as a muddy rain in San Antonio.  

Wrap up

In general this was a good trip.  As my military intelligence friends say it was a sweet recon.  Next time I would like to go into the canyons probably at a different time of year to find different birds, butterflies and plants.  I still look forward to trying tesquino and getting local Mexican and indigenous food standards and specialties.

carl  

Bird list


These birds were seen and many were photographed during the week of 10-17 March 2008.  The area of was along the CEPE rail line between Chihuahua and El Fuerte. 
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Cormorants


Brandt Cormorant

Phalacrocorax penicillatus
El Fuerte

Herons



Snowy Egret


Egrteea thula


El Fuerte


Great Blue Heron

Ardea herodias

El Fuerte

Ducks


Lesser Scaup


Aythya affinis


El Fuerte

Mallard ducks


Anas platyrhynchos

San Andres

Vultures


Black Vulture


Coragyps atratus 

all

Hawks


Red-tailed Hawk

Buteo jamacensis

all

Osprey


Osprey



Pandion haliaetus

El Fuerte

Falcons


Peregrine Falcon

Falco peregrinus

Anahuac

Caracara


Caracara cheriway

San Miguel

Rails



American Coot

Fulica Americana

El Fuerte

Pigeons


Domestic Pigeon

Columba livia


Anahuac


Morning Dove


Zenaidura macroura

Anahuac


Inca Dove


Scardafella inca

San Miguel


White-winged Dove

Zenaida asiatica

San Miguel

Hummingbirds


Magnificent Hummingbird  
Eugenes fulgens

Divisadero


Woodpeckers


Acorn Woodpecker  

Melanerpes formicivorus
Divisadero


Gilded Flicker


Colaptes chrysoides

El Fuerte

Swallows


Rough-winged swallow
Stelgidopteryx serripennis
El Fuerte

Crows



Black-throated Magpie-Jay
Calocitta colliei

El Fuerte

American Crow

Corvus brachyrhynchos
Cuauhtémoc

Sinaloa Crows


Corvus sinaloae

San Miguel

Dickey Jay


Cyanocorax dickeyi

Divisadero

Mockingbirds


Mexican Blue Mockingbird
Melnotis caerulescens 
Bahuichivo


Curved-bill Thrasher

Toxoxtoma curvirostre
Bahuichivo

Thrushes


Robin?



?



Divisadero

Weavers


House sparrow

Passer domesticus

El Fuerte

Blackbirds


Great-tailed Grackle

Cassidix mexicanus

Cuauhtémoc

Finches


Lincoln Sparrows

Melospiziz lincolnii

Anahuac

Wrens


Canyon Wren


Catherpes mexicanus

Divisadero

Butterfly list

Few butterflies were seen during the week 10-17 March 2008.  These were around El Fuerte with the fields of Brassica.

Black Swallowtail

White Cabbage Butterfly

Yellow dog butterfly

Plant list

Plants listed were from the railroad right-of-way and immediate environs during the week of 10-17 March 2008 and certainly not a complete list.  Some plants were left from last year.  Some were in bloom.  Some were in vegetative stages.  Some were recognized on site but many were identified from photos taken during the trip.  

References:


Baja California Plant Field Guide.  Norman Roberts.


Field Guide to the Plants of Arizona.  A. Epple.


Plantas Mexicanas. Maximo Martinez.


Flora of the Dawson- Los Monos Canyon Reserve

Polypodiaceae


Wavy Cloak Fern

Notholaena sinuate

Bahuichivo



Spiny Cliff Brake

Pellaea truncate

Bahuichivo


Bracken


Pteridium aquilinum

Bahuichivo

Gramminae


Black Grammagrass 

Bouteloua eriopoda

all

   (Navajita negra)


Beard grass


Andropogon sp

all

Cupressaceae


Red cedar


Juniperus sp.


All mountain

Pinaceae


Ponderosa


Pinus ponderosa

all mountain

White pine


Pinus strobiformis

all mountain

Mexican Pinyon pine

Pinus cembroides

all mountain

Pinyon



Pinus edulis


all mountain

Apache Pine


Pinus engelmanii

all mountain

Agave


Schott Agave


Agave schottii


Bahuichivo
Sotol



Dasylirion wheeleri

all mountain

Beargrass


Nolina microcarpa 

all mountain


Lechuguilla


Agave lechuguilla

Bahuichivo

Bignoniaceae

 
Amapa rosa


Tubebuia pentaphylla

El Fuerte

Bombacaceae


Kapok tree/Ceiba

Ceiba acuminata

El Fuerte

Cactus


Hedgehog Cactus

Echinocereus engelmanni
Bahuichivo
Prickly pear


Opuntia sp


all

Buckhorn cholla

Opuntia acanthocarpa
El Fuerte




Organ pipe cactus



Campanulaceae


Mountain lobelia

Lobelia anatine 

Bahuichivo 

Compositae


Haplopappus 


Haplopappus sonorensis
Bahuichivo
Brittlebush/Inciensol

Enelia farinosa

Bahuichivo


Woolyleaf


Eriophyllum sp

Bahuichivo
Desert Broom 


Baccharis amulosasp

Bahuichivo
Ageratina 


Ageratina herbacea

Bahuichivo
Emory’s Rock Daisy

Perityle emoryii

Bahuichivo
Convolvulaceae


Morningglory tree

Convolvulus coeorum

El Fuerte

Cruciferae


Rock Cress


Arabis perennans

El Fuerte


Brasica


Brassica nigra


El Fuerte

Euphorbiaceae


Mala Mujer


Cnidoscolus angustidens
El Fuerte

Ericaceae


Madrone
Arbutus sp


Divisadero

Fabaceae


Palo Blanco 


Lysiloma canida

Creel


 Mauto



Lysiloma divaricata

Creel

 Honey Mesquite

Prosopis juliflora

Creel

Fagaceae


Netleaf or white oak

Quercus rugosa

Divisadero

Mexican oak


Quercus oblongifolia

Divisadero

Fouquieriaceae

Ocotillo


Fouquieria MacDougallii
Creel

Hydrophyllaceae


Whispering Bells

Emmenanthe penduliflora
Bahuichivo
Juglandaceae


Arizona walnut/Nogal

Juglans major


Creel

Loranthaceae

  
Mesquite mistletoe/Toji
Phoradendron californicum
El Fuerte

Malvaceae


Checkermallow

Sidalcea neomexicana
Divisadero

Oxadaceae


Wood Sorrel/Agaritos 

Oxlis corniculata

Bahuichivo
Papveraceae


Tree poppy


Dendromecon rigida

El Fuerte


Prickly Poppy/Chicalote
Argemone pleiacantha
El Fuerte

Salicaceae


Arroyo Willow   

Salix lasiolepis

Creel

Black Willow


Salix gooddingii.

Creel

Cottonwood


Populus migra


Creel

Scrophulariaceae


Wooly Paintbrush

Castilleja lanata

Bahuichivo
Porch Penstemon

Penstemon sp


Bahuichivo
Solanaceae


Ground Cherry

Physalis sp


El Fuerte

Ulmaceae


Netleaf Hackberry

Celtis reticulata.

Creel

Verbenaceae


Beebrush


Aloysia sp


Bahuichivo
Violaeae


Mountain Violet  

Viola flagelliformis

Bahuichivo
Zygophyllaxeae

Creosote bush


Larrea tridentata

El Fuerte


Father Miguel Hidalgo y Costilla





Ferrocarril de Chihuahua al Pacifico








Hotel Paraiso del Oso








Tarahumara shelter cave where baskets were sold








Hotel El Fuerte








Osprey and Snowy Egret








matachines








Canyon Overlook








Tarahumara shelter caves








Magnificent  Hummingbird  








Tarahumara runner








Coming to Work





Tarahumara Cave Home








Market
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