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women, and they cut their hair with some h i v e s from the 

earth, and these were all painted red with cinnabar. and some

thin cloths on their heads, and they those hairs they had

cut, and they put them in the blood of those they had sacri-

ficed and they threw them in the fire. and after the following 

day they danced dressed in of the sacrificed slaves, and

they were drunk five days, and for the month of 

they carried offerings for those sacrificed (the

According Lopez Lara the five dancers at the feast wore

colors representing the five clouds. The dancer who was the Blue

Cloud at the center of the sky mother of all 

earthly gods and one of the most important gods of the

She made the clouds at place of health". and kept 

them in the hot springs of from there sending them over the

earth.

means "rheperforation site.'. Here during the feast, great war-

riors would receive lip rings, nose rings. and earrings. Blood let from

inserting them was thrown in the hot springs (Corona 1977).

AT

I went perhaps looking for On the

outskirts of town. I noticed a sign advertising hot springs at a resort of

therapeutic and recreational renown, Lo Reino Queen

Stopping nearby, I asked a family about geothermal stories. They di-

rected me Avalos.

life-long resident and editor of the

Lopez Lara work just mentioned (Fig. 

2). Avalos spokeabout Queen 

Atzimba, calling her Princess Atzimba.

and this is what she said. 

Figure 2. Maria Guadalupe
narrator.

Princess

Narrarive Avalos.

Michoocdn, Mexico,

1994.

was the sis- 

ter of a P'urhtpecha king

named His palace 

is on a hill called Las 

Clavellinasthat is by the resort

of Lo Reino

This hill brings us back to Cueraudperi, for the Relocidn states: 

"...She (Cueraudperi) had her priests in the town of
and other towns, and her main idol in a temple, that is in the

town of an top of a hill, where today it is demol-

ished

Corona (1977) suggests that the hill of Clavellinas was the 

hill where her temple and idol had stood. Lopez Lara (1984) says no,

although ruins at Las Clavellinas have been dated from three pre-

cortesian eras. He thinks temple was built on another

hill, today the center ofdawntown where the Spanish built 

the city's main church in 1570. He feels the church was built on the

her temple, following the Spanish "templeover temple".

I thought about other Mexican cities with main churches on flat. central 

plazas, and Zinaptcuaro has a lot of flat terrain. Yet the main church 

sit on a singular rise about two blocks higher than major 

around it. Why the flatter areas used, unless the main temple 

for Cueraudperi had stood on the hill? 

To approach the church. you

walk for about two blocks up

a straight narrow street end- 

ing in two tiers of steps (Fig. 

3). The walkway rises up to ,

way, paved with stones per-

haps especially well placed.

Her oldtemple entranceway...?

3. ON T O

north about six kilometers to 

and the field of hot

springs, the place where kept the clouds. lust outside of

town I stopped to take a photo. People nearby asked for a ride to the 

house of friends in I agreed, and on the way questioned them 

about the hot springs. They said they knew nothing of them, but their 

friends did.

Figure 3. approach to the
main church in

In this way, I met Carlos Ferrer at his house, a young man about 15

years old who guided us through modern and out to the hot

springs mentioned in the Relocidn. As we approached the field. I saw

plots of planted to the edges of the thermal area. Carlosexplained,

in Spanish I could barely understand and which I later learned was a

Purhdpecha-Spanish dialect. that the thermal vapors help the corn to 

grow and sometimes the hot springs are used for cooking the ears.

Passing the corn, we came to the field hot springs, heralded by

resorts-Balneario Los Hervideros and Balneario Hingo. We parked

and entered the field. It is a large flat expanse. a few square kilometers 

in size. covered with brown meadow grass and about 17hot springs. at

Carlos' estimate. He said there once was a geyser, called "El

that shot straight up. Here an apparition had appeared. the de

An especially large hot spring resembling a collapsed cave is

named "LaCueva del Diablo,"or "Devil's Cave."

In the field I 

saw several 

site? for

(Fig. At

each. a

fun-

nel about

high

and

c o v e r e d

4. Hot spnng n tne sah
at center highway n

at

troughs. The

funnels were

filled with soil

from the field. 

Water poured 

into the fun-

nels would

leach salts

from the soil

and drip into 

the troughs.

Carlos said

salt collection 

goes way

back, that his grandfather had done it. 

Figure 5. A spring under the new

412



Much of the field looked natural, perhaps not different from the

days of Cueraudperi. Then I noticed highway construction crews work-

ing at a far edge. Carlos said that Mexico is building a new superhigh-

way across the state of Michoacin, connecting Mexico City with

Guadalajara. The highway will cross field of hot springs. It

would have covered some hot springs except for special efforts made 

to save them.

We went to take a look. Each preserved hot spring is under a large

arched area of the highway supported by a row columns (Fig. 5).

Between the columns are passageways three to four meters wide. Some

passageways have holes in the floor about a meter in diameter-hot

springscompletely surrounded by concrete.bubbling and steaming away.

4. FROM TO LOS AZUFRES

The believed strongly in omens and dreams. which warned 

them of the Conquest at least four years before the Spanish arrived. I

believe the pine forests. volcanoes, and thermal areas of Los Azufres

Geothermal Field are included in a dream recounted in the Relncidn.

Drawings and text from the Relacidn support the idea, but not conclu-

sively.

In the dream, a woman is flown on the back of an eagle

over steep mountain slopes covered with pine The topography

and vegetation of the slopes, illustrated in Plate XLII (Fig. are iden-

tical--albeit in rough-sketch format--to and vegetation at 

Azufres today.

They pass over a mountain with a

hot spring whose description

matches that of a famous hot spring.

foundin the

slopes on today’s southern edge of

Azufres Geothermal Field. The

Relncidn describes the hot spring

by sulphur-bearing

The laguna is surrounded by such

rock. which was mined for sulphur

in the

The eagle flies the woman to a meet-

ing ofthe gods on a mountain callcd 

where she is

Figure 6. Portion Plate at
the beginning Chapter XIX,
the The comet at the
top is one of two that warned the

of the I
believe the mountain covered
with pine trees on the right de-
picts the topographyand vegeta-
tion of the Los Azufresarea. The
figures are of gods in the dream,
whose divine natures are shown
by exaggerating the features and 
teeth.

warned of the Conquest. Her route

was the same Iused to continue my

journey: south from to the

Los Azufres area. Xanoato-

hucatzio. however, isnotonthemap

Theonly

person I found who knew of it, a 

man had lived in Los Azufres

all his life. said it is north of Los

Azufres. back towards and

Here is the dream

from the Relacidn.

Excerptfrom Chapter “Ofthe Omens and

This People Hod Before the Spanish

Came to This Province.”

Narrative sources.

Michoacdn, Mexico,

“The goddess mother of all gods, came

and look that woman from her awn house uided her awhile 

towards the road from Mexico ...and turned her towards the 

road to that woman went by the and on the

road she met an eagle that was white, and it had a large cape

Hodgson

in front. and the eagle began whistle, and to arch its feath-

ers. and with some large eyes that they said to be the god

and the eagle greeted her, and told her that she

was welcomed. and she also greeted him, and told him:

youcomejust in time.’ told her, here. on

top of my wings, and don’t be afraid of falling.’ And just

the woman climbed up, the eagle rose up with her. and began

to whistle, and carried her to a mountain. where there is a hot

spring, and sulphur in the rock, and carried herby that moun-

tain flying with her, and now dawn was breaking, when he 

carried her to the foot of a very high mountain. that is near

there, called Xanoato-hucatzio. and carried her high, and that

woman saw that all the gods of the province were seated 

(the Relacidn).

At a somber, solemn meeting, the gods warn woman that invaders 

that“... far other

out the land They say she must warn everyone. including King

that the fates of the people and the depend

on the actions of the king.

But King ignored all the

warnings and the Conquest came. It

Aztecs were under attack. The Az-

tecs appealed twice the

for help against the Spanish and were

refused both times. First they 

tionedaging

(in 1520)was to die of The

second time they asked his heir, to no 

avail. By the Aztecs had been

conquered and the Spanish were 

ing into lands (Bravo

1963).

Figure 7 . Celia Escalante
Arreola. narrator.

5. NOW AT LOS AZUFRES

Today about 473 years later. just an the nonhern edge Azufres

Geothermal Field, Celia Escalante a small hot spring

resort where her family has lived a long time, including her great grand-

parents (Fig. 7). When we talked on the front she told me a very

short story of an Aztec which means “flower.” The Los

Azufres area was a boundary between the and the Aztecs. 

and her account reflects the cultural interface. This is what she said.

Queen

Narrative

Michoacdn. Mexico, 1994.

“When Iwas a child, Queen would bathe here in the

thermal waters. She did

and kept you young.”

As she spoke. Celia nodded to the southeast, indicating the loca-

tion of the hot spring--the same direction as the nearby famous hot

spring called Laguna de Los Azufres, although she didn’t mention it by

name. She said that the Virgin of Guadalupe has appeared there, as

well.

The next two stories feature Los Azufres Geothermal Field and the

Laguna de Los Azufres found at its southern border. The stories are by

Arturo Salazar, a geologist who has worked extensively in

Mexican geothermal fields. However, comments by othersare included,

as well.

The of Arufres

Narrative

Morelia, Michoacdn. Mexico, 1993. 1994
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Additional narrative, noted. of Celina Silva.

Fria, Michoocdn, Mexico,

“In 1968.I arrivedin the

ern Michoacin,” said

Arturo

“I explored the geology

a place now called 

Los Azufres Geother- 

mal Field. in the Parque

Nacional de Los

Azufres.

Federal de Electricidad 
Figure 8. Susan Hodgson with
narrators Celina Silva and Arturo

Salazar, in Agua Fria. work and I lived by the

famed Laeuna de Los

Azufres, today on the field‘s southern edge (Fig. 10). This

hot spring area, known through centuries for steamy vapors

and curative waters, is just south of a volcano called Las

Humaredas (so-namedby vapors for smoke) and

the main field camp the CFE 

“When I came to Los Azufres. almost no one was there. I

climbed the slopes of Humaredas. Near the top in a flat

grassy area. I found designs of rocks laid out on the ground

(Fig. 9). 

“Small funerary rock piles 

and triangular mounds

lay by the Laguna de 

about them. The country

people said were

from the past, part of

religious cer- 

emonies when a young girl 

entered puberty.

Figure 9. Rock designs foundat Las
“From the time of the

there are

ries of women seeking fertility in the waters of Los Azufres, 

and of people bathing to alleviate rheumatism and arthritis. 

When I came, I saw many using the waters for cures. These

were poor rural people who had arrived on burros. bringing 

along their own food and blankets. 

the Laguna Azufres was a sanc- 

tuary life. Priests held ceremonies in

the early morning when vapors from the hot waters were in- 

tense. We can imagine them colorfully dressed. standing in

the hot coiling vapors and worshipping the sun.

‘The laguna served other purposes. PurhCpecha society was

very hierarchical. The country people told of large, periodi- 

cal migrations the lagunawhere leaders would

undertake formal rites matched to their political status, mix- 

emonies were

Figure 10.The Laguna de People “All this ended

are bathing in the waters. with the Span- 

ish. in Quickly the Spaniards 

moved to alter native religious expression. At first this did

not stop people from worshipping secretly in small groups, 

I found a Spanish coin at Los Arufres from those times. 

“The end for Mexico of almost years of Spanish rule be- 

gan 15,1810. Hidalgo’s famous’el

de Dolores’ in the State of Guanajuato. His proclama-

tion is consideredthe Declaration of IndependenceforMexico.

The revolution soon spread south into which

quickly became a center of the conspiracy and a home for

many leaders.

“Because the revolutionaries had no gunpowder, they made

their own. They mined sulphur, the main ingredient. at Los

Azufres from the rocks surrounding the Laguna de Los

Azufres, perhaps increasing the size of this hoot spring in the

process. Today, if you walk around the laguna. you pass sev- 

eral old 

m i n e

s h a f t s

filled with

w a t e r .

The revo- 

lutionaries

had to

drain this 

w a t e r

through a

c h a n n e l

t n e y

carved in

the rocks. 

Figure Fragment of the factory wall.

“Once the sulphur-rich rock was mined, it was brought a

gunpowder factory built within the confines of what is today 

main field camp at Los Azufres (Fig. 11). The factory

was placed over a stream, Arroyo de Agua Fda, there

would be water incaseofattack. At the base ofafragment of

factory wall still standing, a hole was finished with a beautiful

stone archway where the creek flowed through 

‘Therocks with sulphur were pul-

verized at factorybeneath large

grinding wheels. Today the

wheels is displayed on a rise over- 

looking the field camp (Fig. 12).

The gunpowder factory was one 

of the first in Mexico and the ori- 

gin of the first gunpowder used in

the revolution. When the war was .

over and no more gunpowder Figure Grinding wheel
needed. the factory was aban- used to pulverize rock.

doned.”

Here, Celina Silva told Arturo Salazar and myself 

that the sulphur miners used large pots called to pro-

cess the sulphur into large pieces, called Some

miners were injured killed by fumes of hydrogen sulfide. 

The factory had a special area where explosives were kept. 

Celina Silva grew up at Azufres, and both she and 

Celia said it was once of the Hacienda Agua Fda and the 

home of Melchor a prominent Mexican political fig- 

ure in the mid-1800s. Celina said that the father of El Cura

Miguel Hidalgoy Costilla, mentioned earlier for hisparticipa-

tion in the revolution, had lived at Azufres. I asked the 

if old land records could confirm this, but it said that
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“Today the waters of El Pozo del are still famous

and hot. People come from all around. Leaning over the

spring walls. they dig clay for beauty masks while trying 

to avoid the scalding bubbles, an ironic poetic justice for the

handsome

6.

final story by follows. It is from the State 

of Chiapas Though modern, it may be the oldest of all. an evocative

paradox of nature, mankind, and geothermal resources, and a volcano 

named Chichonal.

“About 20 years ago in the Mexican State of Chiapas, a gov-

ernor phoned Federal de Electricidad (CFE).

He said he had flown over a mountain fire, smoke billow-

ing from its sides. The governor asked the come to

Chiapas and explore the mountain. Chichonal.

for he feared something could happen.

‘The CFE sent a geochemist. Rafael Molina Berbeyer (now 

deceased), a geologist and a technician, Blas 

Mender. After a long journey, we finally arrived in

the town of Pichucalco in Chiapas. From there, we drove 

with great difficulty to a little town called Volcanes. a site 

very isolated in the of tropical jungle. It was a danger-

ous trip and we crossed several wide rivers by jeep,

“When we arrived the authorities in the town. a small farming

commune (whose members were Mayan, a tribe called the

let us in the school. We spread our belong-

ings, and that evening talked to people when they came in

from the fields. We explained why had come and asked

them to take us to the volcano Chichonal. now not so far

away. We could see the ”smoke” of fumaroles from the town.

“To our great surprise. nobody 

would go. This unusual

for in general the people we met

were helpful. Finally, we con-

vinced a small group to guide us

up the slopesofthe volcano. The

who agreed on condition that we

would walk ahead.

“The next day, we penetrated an
untouchedjungle ofrich. tropical

vegetation. There were no roads

trails and we went first. Our

hesitant guides stayed a distance behind, and fearful. 

From time to time, passing carefully through dense foliage

and stands of huge leaves. Cansino and I spoke. Gradually I

realized that he feared visiting the volcano because he had 

heard its loud noires. He had watched birds flying near fuma-

roles fall dead from the sky, and feared he would die,

“I found it no what had killed the innocent birds--the

hydrogen sulfide gases breathed in from the fumarole vapors.

Hours later we came to the fumaroles but stayed briefly, for

the hydrogen sulfide fumes were intense. 

“Then we returned to Volcanes. Here. Cansino convinced 

others that the situation was not perilous, that they should

help establish our at the top ofthe volcano. With great

organization they did so. and watereachday.

nothing in the files could. I was disappointed.

for this could be the way revolutionaries had learned of sul-

phur at the Laguna de Los Azufres.

continued, ”When I came to Los

sections of factory wall remained. A man

living nearby told me about the ghosts. He said that in the 

vapors of Los Azufres he had seen the ghosts dressed in cos-

tumes from the days of the Conquest and from time of the 

factory. He and others never went at night

for fear of meeting them. 

formed CFE, had placed the area on a list in the 1940s of

geothermal sites to be developed for electrical generation. 

Thus. I saw the famous thermal features and forested hillsides 

almost untouched by

but at the

same time some things have passed away and changes have 

come. Some are from geothermal development of course,

though Azufres Field is a good geothermal project, with 

minimal natural impact.

“Even so. I didn’t go back far a long time, and I didn’t want

to return. I , ghosts in the vapors, the sight of Los

Azufres as it used to be.”

The next story, also by is a geothermal leg-

end. It takes place at Pozo del Currutaco, a hot spring a few

ters from the Laguna de Los Azufres (Fig. and is titled “El

Cumtaco.”

“A an old-fashioned pejorative in Spanish mean-

ing a with exaggerated elegance. a dandy. A hot spring

in Azufres Geothermal Field is called El Pozo del

and this is how it got its name. 

“At the turn of the century, a came to a small

not far

f rom the  hot

spring where he

fell in love with a 

woman who had

another suitor. 

“The

was very elegant

and perhaps even

handsome. The 

woman loved him 

for this. and for-
~~~

sook the first Figure 13. El del Currutaco

suitor who was

humble and poor.

“Oneday, an outing was arranged into the countryside at the

hot spring. The thewoman,and

her humble suitor.

“At a propitious moment, the humble suitor the

into the hot spring. The water was so hat. the

couldn’t get and he died.

“Thus through crime, the humble suitor changed his fate and 

married the woman he loved. Ever since the hot spring has

been called El Pozo del Currutaco.
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“With time more people began while we explored one 

of the most remarkable geothermal zones I have ever known. 

The temperatures were very high, there were immense areas 

of fumaroles. and more enchanting. perhaps because it was

unvisited by any human being, the zone was a verdant and 

natural sanctuary for animals I had known in books, but had 

snakesof many kinds, and birds of all colors and sizes. Many

felt Columbus World, find-

ing aparadise full of thriving plants and animals. It was some- 

thing extraordinary. 

“In the nighttime, I meditated. I knew breaking into this sanc-

tuary would have mortal consequences, because teaching the

people to enter here without fear would increase man’s pre- 

dation. have always regretted this, but it was our job

explore the volcano.

”Nonetheless, I listened with hope to Cansino, their leader, 

who said that hunters would be permitted kill in this

place, although the taboo was gone. For our guides, seeing 

us move calmly through the vapors. had lost their 

”After 45 days we were done. Working in heat over Cel- 

sius and in constant rains and cyclones from the Caribbean

Sea, we had sampled vapor,measured the temperature of land, 

and mapped the area. The hydrogen sulfide was so concen-

trated that we often had headaches. But clearly great geo- 

thermal promise existed. 

“In my report. I wrote that we had felt tremors from 5 to 6

earthquakes each day, and perhaps the volcano of Chichonal 

was Thus with several kilos less of weight. with- 

out our boots and with dirty clothing, our mission was ended 

and we returned home. 

“Years later in 1982, the volcano Chichonal erupted. spewing 

volcanic ash that changed the climate of the world and de- 

stroyed nearby areas. including the sanctuary with the flora 

and fauna I had soadmired. With time. they have told me that

almost all my friends and guides of Chichonal died in the ca-

tastrophe. which in the end brought destruction, death. and

sorrow the Zoque tribe. 

“As a final note. perhaps it is worthwhile here remember

the geologist Salvador Soto Pineda, who died in one of the 

eruptions while trying save a community. It was when the 

volcano was in its full eruptive cycle. Some people living in a

little town nearby did not wish evacuate their homes. Sal-

vador Soto Pineda went to convince them to leave for the

danger of death that existed. He and others by heli- 

copter in a humanitarian effort. Once in the town, all were 

surprised by an emption and buried forever under tons of vol- 

canic ash. For this I consider Salvador Soto Pineda a hero

7. CONCLUSION

Thus, geothermal forces destroy lives and geothermal sites enhance 

them. Gods and mankind commune here. Ailments arealleviated,beauty

perfected. cropgrowth quickened, food cooked, sulphur and salt mined, 

resorts visited. and energy made. Geothermal stories record it all.

But our affinity to geothermal features is deeper. A quote from

Benito Bravo helps illustrate connection (Fig. 15). Benito lives 

in the largely town of which is near Paricutin, 

the volcano that rose in the middle of

a corn field i n southwestern

in 1943.

untouched by lava flows covering the

areas nearby. I asked what people in

think about Paricutin, and

Benito said, “It is important because 

we saw it when it was born and when 

i t died.”

Birth and death. Like us. geothermal

phenomena begin and end. moving

through cycles of their own. We draw

towards rhem, lured by change, beauty.

and an unusual cast of the

rock. and heat. We search them Figure 15. Benito Bravo, 
narrator. for answers to mysteries in our lives. 

like birth and death. We have done this 

through time, and geothermal stories are the archives of our quest. 
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