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Keepsakes From Across the Border
By Antonio Ruiz-Camacho February 26, 2014 8:43 pm

Private Lives: Personal essays on the news of the world and the news of our lives.

It was the summer of 1980, and I was 7 years old, when I traveled to America
for the first time. I came to Los Angeles with my mom. The trip, which included
visits to Disneyland and Sea World and Knott’s Berry Farm, was the reward my
parents gave me for finishing first grade with honors. The Mexican middle class
has always been as pampering in its affections as aspirational in its customs, and
my family was no exception.

We came to California from another galaxy. We lived in a town called Toluca.
It was only 40 miles from Mexico City, but felt light years away from any form of
civilization. Five channels on TV, only one of them for kids, which I’d watch from
the moment I came back from school until I had to go to bed. (I know; my kids now
hear this and gasp.) “El Pájaro Loco” and “Don Gato” would air early in the
afternoon, while “Los Picapiedra” and “Los Supersónicos” — the Flintstones and
Jetsons — the absolute prime timers, would come on later. In between cartoons,
American ads dubbed in Spanish would sell otherworldly toys local stores hardly
ever carried — the Elastic Man, the Duncan yo-yo, the Millennium Falcon
Spaceship from Star Wars. My 7-year-old self firmly believed that life Up North
was better, more advanced and irresistibly alluring.

Upon landing in Los Angeles I was a bit disappointed that cars didn’t glide
along the streets as I’d imagined, but everything else seemed to confirm my
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theories about America. The control tower at LAX looked exactly like a house from
“Los Supersónicos,” the milk I had for breakfast at the hotel — served in half-pint
cartons, as if in a Hollywood movie! — tasted so delicious and real-milk-like, and
the avenues were decorated with palm trees, something back home I had seen only
in Acapulco.

I came back from California with my first wristwatch. The strap was white and
the dial black, decorated with Mickey Mouse as Tony Manero — Mickey’s hands,
“Saturday Night Fever”-style, pointed to the minutes and the hours.

After that first trip, we traveled to America every year. We went to Orlando
and Miami, then to New York City and Niagara Falls. It was during that trip to the
Northeast that I got my most treasured memento from those early expeditions to
the Better North. It’s an apple-green plastic alarm clock that features Kermit the
Frog as a film director, sitting on his director’s chair, holding a megaphone.

I lost that groovy watch long ago, but the apple-green alarm clock stayed with
me, tagging along as I left my hometown and ultimately my home country, moving
from Toluca to Mexico City, then to Madrid, then to Austin. Last year, the alarm
system on the clock started to get faulty, and I, with a heavy heart, had to start
using a different device to wake up in the mornings. But Kermit and his
megaphone still sit on my bedside table, like a keepsake from the time I dreamed of
going to more intriguing and far-off lands.

My kids were 9 and 12 when they visited Mexico for the first time. I wanted to
do that trip before, but it wasn’t possible for many reasons, including time, money,
green-card procedures and the wave of violence that struck my home country soon
after I left.

But last summer we went to the Yucatán Peninsula, one of the safest regions in
the country, among the least impacted by the drug and extortion and kidnapping
wars of recent years. We spent the first couple of days in Tulum, then paid visits to
the archaeological zones of Chichén Itzá, Uxmal and Coba.

Before the trip, I was jittery. Despite the reassurances of friends and relatives
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from Mexico, I was concerned about our safety. But it wasn’t only that. I was
secretly afraid my kids wouldn’t connect with the place I came from. I was afraid
they’d compare Mexico and America the same way I had as a kid.

And they did. The Yucatán Peninsula blew their minds just as California did
mine 33 years before. At a small restaurant by the beach in Tulum called Zamas,
they had the best chicken tacos of their lives. At a supermarket outside Merida,
they had the most delicious pan dulce ever. Above absolutely everything else, they
fell in love with the Maya pyramids.

We were on our way back to Austin when my older son, Emiliano, asked why
we live where we live. Why can’t we live in Mexico?

In December, my family and I went back, and spent Christmas in Toluca, my
hometown, for the first time. It was a more sobering experience for my kids, as
Central Mexico showed them a side of the country Yucatán hadn’t — the wild gap
between rich and poor, slums alongside skyscrapers, kids their own age begging at
the stoplights.

During that trip, they implored that we pay a visit to Teotihuacán, about an
hour and a half away. We were atop the Pyramid of the Sun, along with dozens of
other visitors, when it started to pour heavily, in typical Mexico City fashion. The
people around us were less preoccupied with keeping themselves from the rain,
though, than they were with waiting their turn to touch the very center point of the
pyramid, marked by a minute metallic knob, for a chance to absorb the pyramid’s
mythic energy. We were no exception.

Back on the ground, my younger son, Guillermo, spent part of his trip
allowance on two ocarinas — traditional wind instruments — made out of clay by
local craftsmen. One, bright brown and white, has the shape of an eagle; the other,
more colorful and with a rougher finish, resembles the head of a jaguar warrior
from Aztec mythology. If you blow through them at the right angle, they are
supposed to reproduce these symbolic figures’ calls.

Those were the kinds of souvenirs the Mexican middle-class kid that I was,
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fascinated by all things Up North, infused with prejudices about my own country,
would dismiss as too rustic, too dull, too low-class.

But there they are, those clay ocarinas, handmade and otherworldly, alongside
Guillermo’s Kindle, sitting every night on his bedside table.

Antonio Ruiz-Camacho is the author of the forthcoming short story collection
“Barefoot Dogs.”
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