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Green Pilgrimage

Let me seek green byways

away from the pollution

of sight and sound.

Let me hike green valleys

without a trace

of chemical waste.

Let me walk green hills

still untouched 

by axe and saw;

sail the blue water;

breathe clean air.

Let me stretch

my legs

my mind

renew myself

if even for a minute.
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First Step.
A Green Vacation means me getting out of the office and away from man’s handiwork to the natural world to see and do things natural without a lot of fancy equipment.  This is a busman’s holiday for me since I am a natural resources manager in real life. Bird watching, beachcombing, shelling, gardening and other activities out of doors are actually part of what I do for a living.  This trip was to see the wintering home of the Flowers of the Air, Monarch Butterflies in the mountains of Mexico.


Anticipation for this trip began in 1975, when the discovery of the winter destination of migrating Monarchs was first reported to be in the mountains north of Mexico City.  The spark was fanned by the 1976 article and accompanying photographs of millions of Monarchs in National Geographic.  Subsequent research has expanded the number of sites to nine major and a number of minor wintering populations.  These refuges are named after the mountain on which the colony was found.  These peaks are in the Trans-Volcanic belt extending from northwest of Mexico City to the Guatemala highlands.  Only one, El Rosario, is open to the public. 
About 120 million butterflies come to Mexico each year from as far a Canada and New England.  Mating occurring in such a large and diverse population maintains a healthy gene pool.


I read an article in the December 1995 edition of the Journal of the Lepidopterist Society discussing the chronology of the discovery of the sites.  I also reread the August 1976 National Geographic article and an article on the February 1996 winter kill of Monarchs.  These convinced me that now was the time to see this natural wonder.

'96 MONARCH KILL

What irony, to fly 3000 miles

to escape the cold and snow

but die in a freak snow storm

in the mountains of Mexico.

Six thousand square mile of mountains in Michoacan state

shelter the orange and black butterfly

but the jet stream dropped south 

and the cold and snow caused 

half a million Monarchs to die.

A ‘92 storm killed several million.

From this they can recover

but not from cutting and burning the forest.

Our children may see them never.
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My first challenge was identifying and arranging for transportation to the Monarch refuge.  I looked on the Internet and found several sites that discussed the Monarchs and a reference to the Monarch Butterfly Biosphere Reserve System (telephone 1-800-531-7921).  I called several local travel agents.  Sanborn Tours and a couple others offered five and seven-day bus tours that included the Monarchs.


I finally found that Grey Line Tours in Mexico City (telephone toll free 1-888-212-6410 or 011-525-208-1163 in Mexico City) and Ecogrupa de Mexico (telephone 001-525-661-9121) had one day tours from Mexico City for $118 and $145 US plus tax.   Both also had overnight tours for slightly more money.


Several airlines provided service to Mexico City including Continental and Delta, but Mexicana Airline was the only one that flew directly from San Antonio.  Standard fare was within a few dollars for all the airlines.  Mexicana had a $275 special fare but it required a stay over Saturday night.  I made a reservation on Mexicana for  a standard tourist $347 round trip.


Considering the airline schedule a minimum two-night stay is necessary.  
I made a reservation at the Quality Inn’s (1-800-228-5151) Calinda Geneve in the Zona Rosa for two nights for the AARP rate of $59.88 a night plus tax.  This hotel was on the expensive side considering the other hotels in the Zona Rosa but a 1-800 number that saved several $8 telephone calls to Mexico City and guaranteed me a room.


The minimum cost was $347 airfare, $135 ($122 plus tax) for the tour and two nights hotel plus food and local expenses.  This totaled about $700 for three days out of the office.


A Fokker F-100 departed San Antonio at 1020 on Tuesday, January 21, 1997, and arrived in Mexico City at noon.  A layer of clouds was below us until we were south of Brownsville.  We flew down the Gulf coast crossing the Rio Soto east of Vincente Guerro dam and reservoir.  We stayed well east of the Sierra Madre Oriental until, just east of Ciudad Valles, we turned southwest up the Rio Temporal valley to Pachuca.  Cold clouds enveloped us over Lago de Texcoco and on into the airport.  From the ground the sky was clear blue with a temperature near 60ºF.


Customs and immigration were a breeze, and I was checked in to the hotel by 1300.  


A short walk to the Grey Lines (Linus Gris) office and I was booked for a day trip to the El Rosario Monarch refuge.  The 150 kilometer (about 90 miles) trip would leave at 0800 Wednesday.

Backsliding a little.


I also booked a tour for the rest of the afternoon and evening to the pyramids at Teotihuacan and the Shrine of the Virgin of Guadalupe.  We left the hotel at 1400 and drove northeast along the Avenida de Insurgentes, past the railroad station  and on to Highway 85.  Crossing the Rio de los Remedios we left the Distrito Federal and entered the state of Mexico.


The highway was lined with barrios containing numerous slump block apartment buildings that were whitewashed and covered with advertising.  These structures housed a few of the new immigrants arriving daily that added to the seventeen million already in Mexico City.  Several abandoned quarries served as  dumps which were being picked over for anything of value.  The hillsides were being covered by squatter settlements.  


About fifteen miles north of Mexico City are the village of San Cristobal Ecatepec, a federal prison, and the restored Convent of San Augustine Acolman.  Dry fields were being burned.  The burning of dry corn and tomato plants, while returning nutrients to the soil, added pollutants to the air.  Even the ground around agave and cactus crops showed the results of fire.


A male Scarlet Tanager, bright red with black wings and tail, sat on the fence along the road with its mate. These birds usually winter further south.
Mature maguey or green agave plants,  Agave americana, grew in fence lines and were cultivated in fields. The plants mature at about eight years when they are sacrificed to produce refreshing light nectar which can be fermented into a light wine called pulque.  This wine can then be distilled into mescal and a light sweet liqueur. 


Crossing a small stream we entered the village of San Juan Teotihucan with two large pyramids in the distance.  We stopped at one of the craft centers that demonstrated the uses of agave and the making of obsidian artifacts.  One of the young people on the grinding wheel wore a bandana over his nose but most of the artisans had no eye, hearing or respiratory protection from the fine glass particles.
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Obsidian grinding


We were encouraged to sample the house pulque, mescal and tequila (with little salt and lime).  After inhaling a canned Coke and foregoing the opportunity to buy lace tablecloths, obsidian jewelry and other wares the van took us to the southernmost gate into the Quetzalcoatl and Tlaloc temple.  We entered through an Avenue of Shops and crossed what the Aztecs had dubbed the Avenue of the Dead.  A city of 125,000 inhabitants had existed between 300 BC and 800 AD  The Aztecs had rediscovered the pyramids and ruins around 1000 A.D.  The Aztec fear of and respect for the dead resulted in relatively little disturbance of the site until early this century.

Aztec Honor

The Aztec were heroic in battle

and their enemies usually fled.

They greatly respected the afterlife

and honored their enemy dead.

***
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Avenue of the Dead and Pyramid of the Moon Teohuacan

The Quetzalcoatl temple was a walled quadrangle that covered about ten acres.  Two small pyramids were located off center to the east side.  The rounded Tlaloc mound was constructed in front on the older and more elaborate Teotihuacan pyramid.  The older structure was decorated with seashell reliefs and serpent heads of the Toltec god, Quetzlcoatl.  The smaller Tlaloc temple still retained some of the red plaster that had covered its exterior.  


Leaving the Quetzalcotal temple we hurried north up the Avenue of the Dead.  I had time to climb the 248 steps up the 216-foot Pyramid of the Sun before we returned to Mexico City. 
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Pyramid of the Sun

Thoughts from the Top

Ten centuries previous

this view from the top of the Temple of the Sun

might have been my last

sunrise or

sunset or

high noon

if prisoner or slave

or maybe my first panoramic view 

as child or visitor

or just another glorious ceremonial day

for king or priest.

***


Our next stop was at the Basilica of Guadalupe.
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First Basilica of Our Lady of Guadalupe


We turned off of Insurgentes Norte on Calzada Misterios and drove along the abandoned aquacia.  The hilltop site contained an old graveyard and the first chapel of the Virgin of Guadalupe.  This chapel had been begun in 1532 on the spot of the appearance of the Virgin on Guadalupe.  It was built on top of the ruins of the Aztec temple to Tonantzin, the mother of the gods.  


The second structure (the first Basilica) and a convent were built in the early 18th century.  Heavy use and several earthquakes damaged this structure.  The new modern Basilica designed by Pedro Rameriz Vasquez has replaced it. The Basilica was completed and dedicated in 1976.  The original miraculous picture of the patron saint of Mexico hangs behind the altar.  It is viewable even during services from passages beneath the altar. A large square in front of the church rests over catacombs and parking areas. 

The Conquistador’s Excuse

The Conquistador’s consuming greed

was disguised 

and excused by the need

to convert or kill the infidel

who would not accept the Catholic creed.

European diseases

gave genocide God’s speed.

*****


We were back to the hotel about 8 PM, just in time for the Mexican dinner hour. 


Regional cuisine and Mexican beer, the music, people talking brought back memories.

Finally.



The trip to the butterflies began at 0830 from the Grey Line office. 
The guide/driver was in his late twenties with a degree in economic geography.  Even in the third world a college degree doesn’t guarantee a person meaningful work.  He said he liked his job and had been to see the Monarchs several times.  Our bus was a three-year-old Toyoto.


Daily weather at the refuge ranges from near freezing to the low 60’s.   Layered clothing and comfortable walking shoes are recommended.  I also took along two 35mm cameras, a camcorder and binoculars.


After ploughing through rush-hour traffic west along Paseo de Reforma passing through Chapultepec Park, the Reforma became Highway 15, the toll road northwest to Toluca.


The first few miles passed through conifer covered mountains. The road descended into rolling farm land for about 20 Km. The 15,016 foot snow-covered volcano, Nevado de Toluca, dominated the scene to the south and west of Toluca.
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Nevado de Toluca


We had climbed gradually to 8760 feet when we passed through Toluca,  the capitol of the State of Mexico.  It has grown from about 150,000 to a half million in the past several years.  Manufacturing and other light industry were moved from Mexico City in an effort to reduce immigration and smog.      


We continued on through the picturesque heartland of Mexico.  Oxen were still being used to plow the fields and plastic jugs of drinking water and bundles of firewood were hauled on donkeys.  Buildings were being built one block at a time of slump blocks were manufactured on site.

Corn was spread on the house roof or stored in prefab wooden frames stacked as high as anyone could reach.  Shocks of corn stood drying in the fields for use as livestock feed.

A few of the old men still wore plain woolen ponchos and sombreros but most of the men wore conventional jeans and work shirts with tennis shoes and ball caps.
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Farming near Toluca

A few kilometers north and west of Toluca the road entered the tree covered mountains.  The road became sinuous with sharp hairpin curves.  Many of the curves sprouted roadside shrines dedicated to crash victims.  


Several signs for butterfly tours appeared as we neared Zitacuaro.  We continued on another ten-km to the town of Angangueo where the road turned off towards the Monarch refuge.


Tours usually stop in Angangueo and you transfer to local transportation in the form of stake bed trucks or pickups for the ten-kilometer trip to the community of Ocampo.  This Monarch refuge, El Rosario, is located on Campanario mountain and is the only one easily accessible and open to the public.  It is the only one with so much as a logging road anywhere near it.  Most of the other refuges require one or more days travel by foot or mule to reach the mountain top sanctuaries.
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Road to the Refuge
We drove over a rough, dusty road through candling Oyamel (Abies religiosa) trees.  Several abandoned logging roads opened onto the main road.  There were several small areas of reforestation and signs were posted warning against logging.  Nearer the refuge clear-cut hillsides were divided into small fields lined with natural windbreaks and dotted with houses.  Fence lines contained numerous maguey plants destined for the local pulque production. 

The car forded a small river and entered a group of houses clustered around intersections of this road and smaller trails.  About a mile from the refuge entrance we began seeing butterflies.
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Woodcutter and Agave


We shared the dusty road with a donkey loaded with firewood, several women and small groups of children returning home from the morning session of school.  Houses were built of rough-cut lumber with corrugated tin roofs.  Springs and seeps were channeled into ditches along the road.  Power lines indicated electricity was available to at least some of the homes.
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Monarchs Puddling in Road
The rutted road and ditches immediately outside the parking area were covered with Monarchs soaking up the sun and drinking from standing water and wet soil (technical terms are basking and puddling).  Some butterfly mating was taking place.


The air was thick with flitting wings.  White noise, those low frequency vibrations that mute all man-made acoustic intrusions, filled the air like listening to the wind.  Children’s laughter and raucous music from a cantina seemed to lose definition like sounds in a snowstorm.
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Entrance to the Reserve


We parked and made our way to a canyon of vendor’s stalls that lead to the refuge entrance.  Two stake bed trucks from Angangueo, each with a load of school children, parked and unloaded their cargo.  Teachers organized the kids into small groups for the hike.  The kids had backpacks and sneakers and would have looked at home anywhere north of the border.

 
Many of the stalls were empty on this Wednesday afternoon.  They would all be open for the weekend.  Beyond the last stall and restroom a chainlink fence guided the crowd to the Center for Ecotourism's El Rosario Monarch Refuge.  Thousands of Monarchs passed us along the trail and thousands more were puddling in wet areas beside the trail.


Our driver paid the entrance fee of twenty pesos each and we were assigned a tour guide for the two-kilometer hike.  Our new guide appeared to be about 50 and spoke no English.  He was dressed in denim work clothes, heavy shoes and a straw hat.  On his hat was pinned a butterfly tag he had recovered.


 We signed the visitor log at the gate and were on our way.  Several signs in Spanish were posted by SEDESOL (Secretaria de Desarrollo Urbano Ecologia or the Secretary for the Development of Urban Ecology).  The signs described butterfly migration and life history, warned against catching or harassing the Monarchs, and exhorted the public to protect and conserve this treasure.  Some of the Monarchs had traveled as much as 3500 miles to get to these mountains. 
The kids, shepherded by their teachers and guides, hurried up the path and were never seen again.


Monarchs buzzed by and ran into you and, if you stopped, they landed on you.  Steps had been fashioned from split logs anchored in the ground.  Split log benches were strategically placed every couple hundred feet for catching one’s breath.  After all, the trail started at near 9000 feet and rose another 1500 feet before starting down.
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Monarch Butterflies Basking 

Oyamel tree branches hung down loaded with hundreds of orange and black Monarch visitors.  The sky was speckled with Monarchs.  A background sound like a breeze or light rain pervaded the woods.  Lichen covered tree trunks in the sun supported hundreds of basking butterflies.  The occasional flowers were sampled for the thousandth time for nectar.  Four species of Salvia and several tall composites with white or yellow flowers were in bloom. 
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Male Monarchs

Monarchs still a little too cold to fly littered the trail.  It might have been too cold to fly but a few males took advantage of the situation to copulate.  Statistically less than one percent of the population either mated or nectared at this time of year.  The main mating frenzy would take place in mid-February.  After mating, the males die leaving the gravid females to make the long trek back north at about 20 miles per hour looking for milkweed plants to lay eggs on.
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Monarchs Covering Oyamel trees



Male Monarchs differ from the females by having a prominent black spot on the top surface of each hind-wing.  These spots do not appear on the females.

We reached the top and the trail leveled off for a couple hundred yards.  At this point we were above most of the colony.  The descending trail skirted around the major concentration of the  Monarchs.  There were still plenty of butterflies and this area, with a southwest exposure, had more vegetation in bloom.  The steps downward were not any easier than the steps coming up.  They still required frequent huffing and puffing breaks.
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Sun Warmed Monarchs


Back at the bottom was a restroom for a peso fee and a place that sold big cold bottled drinks.  We patronized these facilities and then hit the vendors for a well-deserved souvenir T-shirt to commemorate the trip.


The ride back to Mexico City was relatively uneventful.  A milky afternoon haze shrouded the horizon.  Clouds and haze hid the snow-covered volcano that had been so spectacular in the morning sun.  The tour terminated back at the hotel about 8 PM.


A hot shower removed the dust from the trip and a Mexican dinner with optional Mexican beer finished the day.


A ceremony was taking place in the hotel lobby as I was leaving for supper.  Military school cadets formed a corridor of crossed swords and numerous young ladies in formal dresses passed through on their way to waiting busses.  This was a dining out and celebrated La Quinceañera (15th birthday) or coming of age for the group of young ladies from Columbia.   


Leaving


I was a little stiff but a hot shower and stretching exercises took care of most of the aches.  The plane did not leave until sundown so I had half a day to goof off.


For desayuno or breakfast I stopped at a street vendor near the hotel who sold several choices.  A hot drink is genericly called atole.  Flavored with chocolate its called champurrado made with masa harina, milk, water, cinnamon, chocolate and sugar.  This lady also had a sweet rice water called horchata, fresh orange juice or coffee.  Food consisted of chicken, red or green tamales served by themselves or, more commonly, in a sliced French roll called a torte or sandwich.  Champurrado and a torte for six pesos cost less than a buck.  (Back in San Antonio atole is usually oatmeal or other hot cereal.)
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Horchata Vendor


A number of antique shops and art galleries were located along Lourdes Avenue near the hotel filled with continental antiques seldom seem in San Antonio.  I walked over to the Paseo de la Reforma passing McDonalds, Arbors, TGI Friday, and watching Mexico City wake up and go to work.


 Several chrysalis of the Black Swallowtail butterfly were hanging under the edges of concrete benches along the Reforma.  White Sulfur and Gulf Frittillary butterflies checked out the flowers in the median parks and raced down the streets about twenty feet above the traffic.


A brown suited policeman asked if I needed assistance.  He said he was assigned to the tourist office and offered to help arrange any tour I might be interested in.  I found that these officers made 28 pesos (less than $4) a day and they supplement their income in many ways.
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Chapultepec Park Photographer
Wandering down the Reforma towards Chapultepec Park I passed the Independence Monument and the Fountain of Diana.  At the entrance to the park I asked a policeman how to get to the Anthropology Museum.  He called over a soldier with a flak jacket and M-16 but neither one knew where it was or spoke English.  They called to a man in a dark leather jacket talking on a cell phone.  While this clean-cut newcomer was giving good directions in perfect English I noticed he had a shoulder holster under his jacket with a small machine gun.  This was in a public park in the Capitol City at ten in the morning on a Thursday.   I later noticed that two armored car deliveries were accompanied by several armed guards with flack jackets. 


I wandered into the park and walked to the Chapultepec Castle.  I passed a photographer that would shoot instant pictures of children on a wooden horse; fruit sellers that sliced and mixed orange slices and melon strips; and vendors of everything from toys to T-shirts to table cloths.  Outdoor statues visible through an iron picket fence looked interesting so I visited the museum of art. 


Like the old frog said, “Time’s sure fun when you’re having flies”.  The time had come to return to the hotel to check out and then get out to the airport.  


The flight back to San Antonio was quiet. The setting sun was off the left wing tip and the rising full moon sat on the right wing tip.  It’s hard to get lost with that kind of navigational fix.  Lights came on in the ranches and villages and small towns as the night crawled across the borderland.  We arrived at the gate twenty minutes late.  Immigration and customs took another fifteen minutes and I was on the way home by nine PM.                

Carl Lahser
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Migration Preparation

It IS TIME

TO SIP NECTAR

FROM THE FLOWER.

sUMMER IS GONE.

IT IS TIME.

iT IS THE HOUR.

THE MAGIC MOMENT

HAS ARRIVED

TO MIGRATE

FAR TO THE SOUTH

TO THE MOUNTAINS

IN mICHOICAN STATE.
A HUNDRED AND FIFTY MILLION MONARCH

BUTTERFLIES CAN’T ALL BE WRONG.
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