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FOREWORD
Imagine that only 104 years ago, the La Mesa and Xico
hills formed an island in the middle of the Chalco lake
and that the local people spent their time planting on chinampas, hunting ducks and other migratory birds, maybe
even fishing pescado blanco (the ‘white fish’) from the
lake and steering their boats through the water canals.
Imagine a procession one morning with the image of San
Martín Caballero, the patron saint of the village of San
Martín Xico, on a canoe at the head of the procession, a
giant candle to light the way with the adjacent canoes all
in a row initiating this trip through the chinampas saluted
by birdsong and crowned by the high walls of Cortés’s
chapel, the water shimmering with candlelight and the
first rays of the sun rising on the horizon. Imagine a child
who hollows out a large pumpkin and makes two holes
for his eyes, places it on his head and daringly enters the
waters of the lake without making a sound. He approaches the flocks of ducks, his head camouflaged under the
hollowed-out pumpkin without alarming the birds in the
least while they hunt unsuspectingly for plants and water
insects. All of a sudden the ducks feel their legs being
pulled while they spread their large wings like a multicolored fan; and then they sink down, pulled by our young
character who happily and after only a few minutes,
carries his beautiful trophy in his delicate fingers. Imagine
such a paradise that is already lost.
With this 20th History Booklet, we approach a subject
that presents a problem for Xico that began in 1520 with
the arrival of the Spaniards, who brought with them a
hostile relationship towards nature and who perceived
the surroundings – and, in this case, the lake – as an
enemy. All the measurings and hydraulic constructions
carried out by the Europeans were directed towards the
disappearance not only of the Chalco lake, but of all of
the lakes of the Anáhuac region. This was in direct and
radical contrast with the attitudes of the indigenous
people, who saw in the existence of the lakes an ally and
a source of life. This is why they had developed a complex
system of sluice gates, dams and dikes to regulate the
water levels and transform them whenever possible into
a component for their development.
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This booklet also aims to contribute to the fostering of an
ecological consciousness amongst the readers, since an
ecological catastrophe such as the one represented by
the disappearance of the Chalco lake – and with it the
millenary way of life developed by the prehispanic inhabitants that was based on the cultivation of chinampas,
fishing, and navigation – could happen once again. This
would turn the recent city of Valle de Xico into a desert
wasteland that could not guarantee any water reserves
for its inhabitants, with the added problem of the extraction of the residual waters. Due to its location in the lowest part of a basin, water tends to accumulate there and
cause the drainage canals to overflow, as has happened
with the La Compañía river. The area would become
overpopulated and lacking in the water to cover basic necessities. Even today the population that is already here
finds itself at risk due to the unchecked growth of the
urban conurbation, and to misguided government policy
that is motivated by the huge profits generated by property speculation and real estate sales. There are plans
for the area to be invaded by housing projects, from Valle
de Chalco to Amecameca, through Chalco, Temamatla,
Cocotitlán, Tenango del Aire, and Tlamanalco. These projects will bring with them greater threats of floods as the
sewage from almost another million households will drain
into the La Compañía river. There will also be less water
as we all share what little we already have with the new
neighbors. Finally, we will see a similar collapse to the

one that the original peoples of the region saw when the
lake disappeared: the new housing units will eradicate
nature and the forests in the region, contaminate what
few rivers are still here and bring to an end the agricultural and livestock economy that still survives.
INTRODUCTION
This issue contains two chapters that will allow us to
understand that the problem of water shortage is a
phenomenon that pertains to the entire eastern region of
the state of Mexico, an area better known as the Volcano
Region.
Firstly, we present a brief report on the struggle the native peoples of the region undertook in the 1970s when
the government wanted to extract water from the local
aquifer to supply Mexico City.
Then, we present the most decisive moments in the
process of the destruction of the richness of the aquifers
of the area that, partly due to the high-handed intervention of the authorities against a defenseless population
and partly to the passive attitude of the local people
because of their ignorance on the subject, culminated in
an ecological disaster with consequences that we, the
current inhabitants of the place, are barely beginning to
be aware of.
Let this issue be an element of reflection to help us
prevent and try to avoid new ecological disasters such as
the one that happened to the Xico island and its majestic
Chalco lake.
AN EXAMPLE OF CULTURAL IDENTITY
1972: THE DEFENSE OF THE WATER BELONGING TO
THE PEOPLE IN THE EASTERN AREA OF THE STATE OF
MEXICO
MEMORY IS WHAT SHAPES THE HISTORY OF A PEOPLE.
WITHOUT HISTORY, COMMUNITIES LOSE THEIR IDENTITY.

In 1972, the Federal Government promoted a project to
supply water to Mexico City that proposed taking subterranean water from the eastern basin of the state of
Mexico by drilling 40 wells in different towns and villages
in the area’s municipalities, such as Tlapala, Cocotitlán,
San Andrés Metla, Temamatla, San Pablo Atlazalpa and
Ayotzingo, among others.
In Temamatla, around the month of July, deep drilling
equipment was brought in to the sides of the hill that are
next to today’s municipal cemetery, without informing the
inhabitants beforehand.
Noticing that such equipment was on the hillsides of the
village, a local resident, Felipe Benítez Mejía, together
with Cleofás Ramos García who was also from the village,
and Guadalupe Galicia from Cocotitlán, along with three
other people, went to the Temamatla municipal office
to ask for information on the works that were going on
in the community. The municipal president at the time,
Armando Vanegas, refused to meet with them and so the
next day, over thirty people went again to ask for information. Faced with this pressure from the community, the
president was obliged to give an explanation; he relayed
that due to Federal regulations, the drilling of water wells
was going to take place and in exchange work would be
done on public projects such as schools and streets. The
community did not believe the offer and disagreed with
this plundering of their water resources.
According to witness accounts, about 15 days after the
meeting with the municipal president, and after getting
no further response from the town council, they went to
the place where drilling was beginning for the well. Since
news of what was going on had spread around the region, people from different local communities also came
and the demonstrators asked the workers to stop their
activities. At first the workers refused, but then the demonstrators told them that if they did not stop, they would
take gasoline from their vehicles and set the machines
on fire, even while they were there. On the verge of being
lynched, the workers abandoned the work.
When the inhabitants of Cocotitlán – one of the villages
most involved in this conflict – learned of these problems, they also came to support the demands to prevent
the drilling of the wells, together with people from the
entire region.
A few days after these events, representatives from the
drilling company turned up in the community to try to
propose a settlement. But the people’s demands were
clear: they did not want water to be extracted from their
community and they left. When people from other municipalities in the region learned of the water extraction projects, they joined forces to demonstrate their opposition.
Despite threats from the authorities, who threatened to
bring in the army, the communities set up a permanent
guard day and night next to the drilling site in Temamatla.
The participation of the communities in defense of their
resources was significant and it is important to highlight
their enthusiasm. In the case of Temamatla, a good
example is that of Isabel Vanegas and her husband, José
Caballero, as well as many others whose names history
has not recorded but whose commitment and participation are remembered here in these lines.

118

Fifteen to 20 days later, with the communities having
totally rejected the Federal projects, the then minister
for Hydraulic Resources, Leandro Rovirosa Wade, came
personally to the region to try to resolve a conflict that
was already known about in the national press.
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[image caption: Meeting in defense of water rights. Cocotitlán, 1972]
Residents from the entire region came to the village of
Cocotitlán where a meeting took place with the minister
for Hydraulic Resources. During this meeting, the minister
offered to undertake various public works in the communities in order that they would, in their turn, accept
the project. He even mentioned that the water that would
be taken to Mexico City would be returned, treated and
purified as potable water, back to the community of
Cocotitlán. In response, Miguel Camino, a resident of
Cocotitlán, told the minister that if his treated water was
of such high quality, then he should keep it and leave
the regional water alone. According to accounts, this
provoked the scorn of one of the residents who offered
to exchange his cart – which was slow, he granted, but
could be taken anywhere – for the Minister’s car, causing
the civil servant to get very angry.
The non-conformity of the communities with regard to
the extraction of their water, and in the meeting with the
minister, was duly respected and the drilling equipment
was taken away 15 days later.

In this way, the communities’ struggle in this region prevented their aquifer resources from being extracted in an
indiscriminate way. New generations should be conscious
of the importance of the history of their place of origin,
and should not forget that the community’s participation
for their rights and respect for their identity and way of
life will allow the future continuity of the families of this
ancient region.
[image caption: Demonstration in Cocotitlán against the
drilling project to make wells to supply Mexico City with
water. 1972]
“There is nothing more beautiful or more picturesque
than these lakes that seem placed on purpose to reflect
in their crystal surfaces the many villages spread out
along its banks, the lapis lazuli and enamel slopes, and
the weeping willows that well up out of the delightful
avenues in the valley of Mexico.”
Manuel Payno, 1843.

The residents’ accounts mention that before the conflict
different test drilling teams had undertaken studies in
the area regarding the well drilling. One of these tests
took place in the main square of Los Reyes Acatlixhuayan; another in the lands in front of Temamatla. In
this last case, people remember the anecdote about the
drilling team who were going about their work but who
were doing it with an arrogant attitude and were abusing
their authority. When they began to do their tests on land
belonging to Dr. Meza, a resident from Chalco, he was notified that strangers were on his property and he came to
his house to see what was going on. He found the workers lying on the ground and asked them what they were
doing there, to which the workers replied with insults. The
doctor, a brusque man from those times, pulled out his
weapon and began to hit and kick out at those who had
insulted him. The terrified workers explained that they
were employed by the Federal Government to do tests in
the area. To this, the doctor replied that this was the correct way to address people, and not by insulting them.
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The Chalco lake and the island of Xico
Located in the Central Altiplano, a region known as such
because of its special location in actual Mexican territory,
the Valley of Mexico – also known as Anáhuac – used
to be covered by a group of lakes that were different in
their temperatures and environments due to the varying
altitudes above sea level, the amount of rainfall and the
particular orography or river system. The soil was rich in
minerals because of its volcanic origin, and two climatic
seasons are clearly delineated: dry and rainy.
The Anáhuac valley is delineated by a set of mountain
ranges and in the center there is a basin where a group
of lakes – such as the Zumpango, Xaltocan, Texcoco,
Xochimilco and the Chalco lakes – were located. On their
banks, several human groups settled and developed
their cultures.
Because of its favorable conditions for the creation of life,
the Chalco lake had been a place of continuous occupation by various human groups since prehistoric times. At
the end of the 19th century, a jaw, apparently belonging
to a female individual, was found on its banks alongside
the remains of a primitive horse and some hunting tools
such as arrowheads.
The Xico hills are of volcanic origin from a monogenetic
volcano, which means that it erupted once and is now
dormant. It is associated with mountainous formations
such as the Chichinauhzin or the Ajusco and in the
era when the Chalco lake existed, it was one of its four
islands.
The Chalco lake continues to change in size and depth.
Forty thousand years ago, according to Professor Lauro
Quintero, the lake had an approximate depth of 15 meters and a black sandy bottom created by the constant
deposit of basaltic ashes. It must have been inhabited by
a large quantity of fish, since remains of fish eating fauna
such as loons, pelicans and cormorants have been found
at the bottom.
[Image Caption: The lakes of the Anáhuac valley]

Professor Lauro Quintero says that a severe drought
some 33,000 years ago caused the loss of more than
half of the lake’s volume and even though it recuperated half of its depth after the drought, perhaps up to 7
meters, it would never again be the same majestic lake.
[Image Caption: Drawing illustrating the kind of vegetation
existing around the Chalco lake 32,000 years ago.]
In October 1996, the osseous remains of a Pleistocene
mammoth were found at the foot of the hill, in what used
to be the edge of the lake. They were from approximately
15,000 years ago and were found with a deer horn,
which was probably a scraper used by humans. This
discovery indicates that here, American man had found a
suitable spot for living.
Some 4,000 years ago, when the first permanent settlements were established – the first incipient agricultural
villages – the lake was only about two meters deep and
was practically a marsh.
At that time, sparse vegetation grew on the Xico island:
bushes, and maybe some trees such as pine and oak
among which wandered small mammals such as possums, squirrels, rabbits and badgers. Timber, stone and
clay could be found on the island, and in the lakes fish,
amphibians and aquatic birds, as well as tule rush from
which a whole basketwork industry was generated.
In Xico, during the Preclassic era (1000 B.C.E–100
C.E.) humans lived in houses constructed with simple
materials such as rocks, wood and branches, most likely
covered in mud. They spent their time basket weaving,
fishing, hunting for small prey and practiced a nascent
agriculture.
Water is an indispensable element for life, and for this
reason humans settled near the banks of the lake and at
the foot of the hill. It is very likely that from an early stage
they implemented some simple hydraulic infrastructure
(dikes, channels, etc.), as well as the rudimentary construction of chinampas, an agricultural method which
used small, rectangular shaped areas of fertile land
to grow different kinds of food using the land from the
banks and a combination of earth and branches.
During the Classic Era (100–900 C.E.), and with the development of the conurbation of Teotihuacán, the works
to make the lake an element in society’s development
must have been more and more complex: channels to irrigate the cultivated fields, dams and sluice gates to manage the lake levels and, as the archeological evidence
seems to reveal, the building of the first chinampas in the
interior of the surface of the lake.
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With the emergence of the military states and the growth
of the cities during the Postclassical Era (900–1520
C.E.), came the need to feed those members of the
population who were in charge of public administration,
religion, commerce, the army, and the manufacturing of
products for commerce, in addition to providing luxuries
for the opulent needs of the dominant groups. This
caused a revolution in production techniques, increasing
and intensifying the chinampa production system. Colossal hydraulic engineering works were undertaken such
as the construction of aqueducts to transport fresh water
into the main cities, and of dams and roads which served
both to link the cities with dry land and to function as
dikes separating the saltwater lakes from the freshwater
ones.
[Image Caption: Durán Atlas. Foundation of Mexico-Tenochtitlán]
During colonial times, Xico island became the property
of Hernán Cortés through a merced real grant from the
Spanish king, Charles the Fifth, on July 6, 1529.
Possession of the lake was recognized by the Spanish
crown because of the ancestral rights of the people
of Chalco. The AHEM/CAM/Exp. Chalco file mentions
the transcriptions of the original documents that Luis
Calderón, representing the people of Chalco, handed
over to the Local Agarian Commission on January 13,
1922, seeking to prove Chalco’s rights to the land, the
marshes and the lake and in support of the solicitation
for the restitution of the land. The representative says,
“… The titles to this land, which I have presented here,
show that the entire lake was recognized as the property
of Chalco. In the hieroglyphic paintings that make reference to it, about Chalco’s properties it is said: ‘Lake and
water which are and belong to the town and its people.’
The rights of the town were confirmed by the Viceroy,
Don Antonio de Mendoza. The villages of Míxquic and
Huizilzingo belonged to the province of Chalco and in the
titles of these places there is demonstrative proof that
their marshes extend to the foot of the Xico hill.” (Marco
Antonio Anaya Pérez. Rebelión y Revolución en Chalco
Amecameca, Estado de México, 1821–1921, Vol. II,
1997, pp. 99–100.)
Although during the colonial era there were some hydraulic works that were intended to drain the waters from
the lakes of the Anáhuac valley, in the Chalco lake no
significant changes were made, and the indigenous way
of life – cultivating chinampas, fishing, hunting ducks and
transport via canoes – was still the local people’s main
means of subsistence.

For this reason, they conceived and negotiated the
concession to desiccate the Chalco lake and to build the
Xico Hacienda. This concession to dry out the lake was
granted on October 17th, 1895, by the government of
General Porfirio Díaz.
According to the contractual clauses, some of the most important measures the new owners had to carry out were:
- To divert the waters from the Chalco lake to the Texcoco
lake by means of a canal.
- To direct the lake’s tributaries – meaning the springs
and runoff that fed the lagoon – up to the National Navigation Canal, which would enable the draining and drying
out of the water-filled lands.
- The lands recovered from the lake were to be designated for agricultural and industrial use.
Iñigo Noriega would not comply with his part of the
requirements in the contract regarding the channeling of
the water from the springs to Mexico City. All he did was
to raise the banks of the canal alongside his hacienda,
La Negociación Agrícola de Xico, thus causing the waters
in the lower lying areas to overflow and leading to flooding
that affected the local towns.
The ecocide in the Chalco region, with the disappearance of the lake and a millenary mode of living based
on navigation, the cultivation of chinampas, hunting and
fishing, was complete.
The Mexican Revolution intervened and the local inhabitants, perpetually insulted by the hacendados or landowners, joined the rebellion en masse and augmented the
armies of the general de indios (the Indians’ general, as
Emiliano Zapata was known), with whom they fought side
by side in the search for the restitution of their lands.
The first results of their struggle came with the beginning
of the agrarian redistribution of lands from the Xico exHacienda. As for Xico, the native inhabitants, displaced
by Noriega at the beginning of the 20th century, occupied
the place known today as San Martín Xico Nuevo. Next
to the Xico hill, the village called Xico Station developed
created by agricultural workers who came from the states
of Querétaro and Guanajuato; a place that later would
take the name of San Miguel Xico.
Freed of the waters of the lake, the area was used for
agriculture and never needed a water supply because
there were six nearby springs that kept the lands hydrated through irrigation canals that delimited the cultivated
“tables”.

During the period of Mexico’s Independence, and with
the development of the haciendas integrating into a new
kind of agrarian industrial politics, the Chalco lake was to
confront a new situation, which it could not survive.

The water from the springs was clear and clean and
suitable for drinking. In the channels you could find small
fish, carp and some black fish, axolotls, water snakes,
scorpions and several aquatic plants.

In the second half of the 19th century – on December 2nd,
1890 – the brothers Remigio and Iñigo Noriega acquired
a ranch from Carlos Rivas. The brothers decided to build
an agricultural emporium in the region, together with
their other properties that included La Compañía and La
Asunción haciendas.

However, by 1957–58, the administrators of the Hacienda – the Franzonis – ordered the building of two
artesian wells with 18 inch thick pipes to irrigate some of
the remaining lands of the Hacienda, which by that time
was known as a “ranch”. The extraction of such a large
volume of water caused the springs to dry up. Xico had
run out of water.
One of these wells was built in what is today Avenida
Moctezuma, on the corner of Oriente 6. The other one
was built where the ODAPAS office is located, although
the structure of the well was actually on the lands of what
is now the Rubén Jaramillo Secondary School.
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Dispossessed of water once again, this time for good,
and in despair at witnessing the drying out of the land
and the death of agriculture as a primordial activity, the
Xico ejidatarios decided to channel the water from the
La Compañía river, which at that moment already carried residual waters from the factories in San Rafael;
but they never imagined that these waters would be so
highly contaminated. The effects were disastrous: the fish
began to die and the canals to exude a strong stench of
putrefaction.
“All that pollution of the waters and the land began between 1959 and 1960. As a sign of the lands’ impoverishment, the original saltpeter in the land that used to be
white turned brownish, and then later a blackish brown.
The main factories that polluted the river, and with it the
lands of Xico, were the following: the “México” plaster
factory, “El Tigre,” “Ayotla Textil,” “La Acozac” textile
factory, “El Pilar” paper factory, the timber company
“Chiapas y Triplay,” and the “San Rafael” paper factory,
among others.
From 1950 to 1960, the land became contaminated in
leaps and bounds. Vegetation was burnt out and production was not as it used to be; sadness, anguish and
despair were reflected on the faces of the ejidatarios.
Soon, this situation led to major impoverishment for
these families. The only comfort was that, after 1960,
the land continued to produce sugar beet, a plant that
resists the saltpeter better. It grew in large quantities,
and to a good size, although not enough to improve
the situation because the ranch owners from the area
(Coapa, Xochimilco, Tulyehualco, Chalco, etc.) always
tricked us by asking for large quantities of produce and
gave us something in advance. But afterwards they
never paid us the full amount and made us go back and
forth until we were tired and stopped trying to collect our
payment, so that we had no incentive for sowing other
fields…” (Valle de Xico History Booklet, No. 17 “La Isla de
Xico. Un Volcán que se Extingue”).

The creation of the 122nd municipality of the state of
Mexico, called Valle de Chalco Solidaridad, ended a period in the history of a place that was strongly connected
to the waters of the Chalco lake. However, it seems as if
the lake refuses to die and frequently reminds us of its
existence, as if it were avenging the ecocide that caused
its destruction.
The rainfall and runoff, and the residual waters of human activity, insist in occupying the spaces that they
occupied for millennia – the lowlands of the basin – and
occasionally cause flooding. The water no longer filters
back naturally into the aquifer causing the ground water
to be depleted more quickly than it can recharge. In
addition, water in the region is overexploited: for every
liter of water that goes back into the ground, 1.735 liters
are extracted.
Today, paradoxically, we expend great effort in taking
the lake’s water as we lack this precious fluid. However,
the water extracted is not fit for consumption. The water
levels in the wells drop considerably each year and there
is no more available water for new housing concessions
in the Chalco-Amecameca region.
And the attempts to remove the drainage waters through
the La Compañía and Ameca Rivers, which have been
converted into raw sewage canals, have led to land sinking and the phenomena of subsidence. This, in turn, has
resulted in the channels for the canals being higher, with
frequent sewage overflows that each time threaten to be
more catastrophic.

[Image Caption: An accident of a number 100 bus, on November 10, 1987].
[Image Caption: Flooding of the Mexico-Puebla highway
around the old tollbooth. June 2000].
EPILOGUE
With the exhaustion and infertility of the lands, together
with the unrestrained growth of Mexico City, the Xico
ejidatarios saw the possibility of selling their lands for
housing construction as a way to obtain some economic
benefit.
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