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MA
BY LESLIE BROWN
MERIDA, MEXICO —
January 18th

We have a long day’s trip
ahead before we get to Merida,
Mexico. My garden will await
my return under a thin coverlet
of snow.

My itinerary will hop from
Bradley to Newark, Newark to
Houston, and Houston to Merida
with wait times in between.

Cleared at last through immi-
gration and customs, we speed
through narrow streets, first
passing large American corpo-
rate edifices, then local bodegas
to finally arrive at the Hotel
Delores Alba.

We have a reservation but no
room assignment and can
choose from first floor rooms
opening to the plaza and the
pool, or rooms on the second
floor. We opt for the top floor,
and then are informed the lift is
not working.

Ken carries our heavy bags,
with enough clothes and sup-
plies for a month. We are
nonetheless pleased with our
choice of rooms, which is bright
and airy with a large glass slid-
ing door opening to a small bal-
cony overlooking the pool.

In one day’s travel we have
exchanged temperatures in the
low 30s for a balmy and breezy
80-degree night.
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January 19th

We awaken to the bustling
noises of the hotel after a too
short night. My body is
heavy and sore. I go down to
the breakfast room and bring
back the coffee, a drink
which is at least hot and
brown but tastes like nothing
in particular.

We decide to take the day
slowly.

Merida is a busy city centering
on huge old buildings: cathe-
drals, theaters, a governmental
edifice; then benches. palms and
other trees, tropical plants and the
inevitable pigeons. At night the
squares are lit with colored lights
and people gather for music, for
singing and dancing well into the
small hours.

The Dolores Alba Hotel’s pink
and white stucco facade is punc-
tuated by the restful curve of
arches, wrought iron hanging
lamps and balconies with enor-
mous tropical plants.

The lobby seating area is set
with chairs and tables. In the
morning, residents bring their
caged birds out to hang m the
light and fresh air of the atrium,
open to the sky. We breakfast and
stroll around the neighborhood,
return fo read, write and lounge
around the pool before retiring to
our room for a much needed sies-
ia.

‘We get up around two, shower
and walk out to the plaza, to order
our main meal of the day. I have
grilled fish, salad and rice accom-
panied by a glass of vino blanco
all for the equivalent of ten
American dollars, tip included.
January 22

The hotel is an ingenious con-
struction of Spanish architecture,
archways, hanging lights and
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On Vacation

carved wooden doors, with mod-
em accents, particularly the atri-
um covering the central seating
area. This atrium rises above all
three floors. Mounted on metal
girders, the curved glass roof
protects the lobby from the sun
and rain while still letting in the
air and light.

The pool area is surrounded
by the three floors of rooms and
is open to the sky. It is filled
with palms, trees whose names I
don’t know, and flowering tropi-
cal plants, among the tables,
chairs and lounges. Small birds
flutter among the foliage.

Both of these settings, the =

January 26

We brought earplugs to use at
night because Ken has wamed
me of the loud music which
begins early in the moming and
lasts until the wee hours. I find I
acclimate readily to the loud
Mexican protestations of love
blaring from loud speakers every-
where.

On Saturdays there are festi-
vals with live music and folk
dancing honoring saints’ days in

atrium and the pool courtyard [

offer relaxation and refreshment
to the traveler who has been
exploring on foot much of the
day in temperatures the northern
body needs time to adjust to.
January 25

A brief word about sanitary
conditions in Merida , Yucatan.

Our hotel gleams. The tile
floors and other surfaces are
mopped many times a day by a
young Mexican man. The bed
sits on a cement platform 18
inches above the floor. I have
tried to circumvent the daily
changing of sheets by making it
up tidily myself. To no avail
When we return to the room in
the afternoon, it has been remade
with fresh sheets and regimental
comers. The roof level is strung
with wires for hanging clothes,
and the sheets flap daily in the
sun.

The banos or sanitarios (rest
rooms) are another matter.
There are banos publicos around
the city, but many other facilities
charge a few pesos for their use.
It is well worth the price because
it promises a clean facility with

. toilet paper. Oddly, many banos

do not have seats. This was a bit
of a stretch for me initially, but
clean soon becomes paramount,
seats or no.

The banos in the main bus ter-
minal are filthy, but while we
wait a young man is cleaning the
fire extinguishers with great care.
The cleanest banos to date are in
the historic 15th century church
in Izamal. They are immaculate,

with paper and seats to boot!
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many squares and leafy parks
throughout the city.

On our first Saturday night,
we walk the nine or ten blocks to
a square celebrating the festival
of St. Lucia. The square is edged
with trees and park benches.
There is also a small restaurant
with outdoor chairs and tables as
well as small carts selling ice
cream, fried dough filled with
cheese, hamburgers and hot dogs.

In one comer of the park,
bleachers and a small stage have
been set up. We listen to a small
band of guitars and to a man, and
later a woman, singing traditional
Mexican love songs instead of
the pop songs which are our
nighttime Iullabies and blare all
day from the shops.

A cigar seller is making his
rounds. We watch him approach
the man we have named “Full of
Himself.” Seated alone at a cafe
table and nattily dressed in a busi-
ness suit despite the lingering
heat, this personage sports fanci-
ly patterned socks and beautifiil
handmade shoes. He positions his
body so as to call attention to
himself. He is drinking a Corona
and perhaps listening to the
singers.

The convent of San Antonio ;fe Padua in Igamal.

The cigar seller approaches.
He has boxes of beautifully pack-
aged Cuban cigars in several
sizes. Surprisingly, our gentle-
men takes a moment from his
self-admiration to inspect the
cigars, then does indeed purchase
a box.

The seller lights a cigar for
him.

As the crowd shifts, we move
forward to watch the dancers. We
pass right by his table. Ken asks

about the quality of the cigars.
Mr. Full of Himself gives him
one, to our astonishment.

We join the crowd watching
the dancers. The women are
dressed in traditional white dress-
es embroidered at the hem and
bodice with colorful flowers.
Their hair too is dressed elabo-
rately with flowers. They dance
in high heels. The caballeros
wear white slacks and shirts with
red neckties and red bands on
their straw hats. The dances are
formal, elegant, and much appre-
ciated by the crowd.

When they take a break, we
move to leave the square, but a
waiter approaches us and hands
Ken abox of cigars and points to
our fashionable gentleman. He
nods his head and waves to us.

Back at our hotel Ken exam-
ines the box and finds a business
card inside identifying our proud
man as a Senador de la
Republica.

Later we see from posters and
the newspaper that it is campaign
time. Yet there is no way anyone
would mistake us for voting
Mexicans. His gesture remains
an intriguing mystery.

— More to follow
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