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Preface: Black Legends and Black Holes
One spring day in 1993, when I was working as a reporter in Mexico City, an
elderly American approached me after church and engaged me on my work. His name
was Richard Johnson and he had lived in Mexico since the 1930s, when his father moved
down to take a post with General Electric. Mr. Johnson complemented me on my feature
articles in the Mexico City News, but wondered why I had not written more about the
long-established U.S. expatriate enclave. “There’s plenty of interesting people in this
country that haven’t been written about. For instance, there was a fella called Jenkins,
William Jenkins…”
Mr. Johnson proceeded to spin a fascinating mix of history and anecdote. Jenkins
had once been one of the most powerful men in Mexico, and one of the richest, although
he had arrived almost penniless. He was based in Puebla, where he arranged his own
kidnapping during the 1910 Revolution and then started his fortune with the ransom. He
had his pistoleros threaten landowners so they would sell him their haciendas, and they
dealt with anyone that stood in his way. His main pistolero was a man called Alarcón,
and together they owned a chain of movie theaters. Then there was another partner,
Espinosa, and with him Jenkins owned a second chain; Espinosa was the brains of the
Jenkins organization. Jenkins was close friends with Manuel Ávila Camacho, who was
president in the ’40s. And when he died, he left all his millions to charity.
A little later I asked Alex Saragoza, a historian from Berkeley then living in
Mexico, if he had heard of this “William Jenkins.” Oh yes, he said, and reeled off a
series of fragments, gleaned through his research into radio and TV magnate Emilio
Azcárraga Vidaurreta. Jenkins had obstructed Azcárraga’s interests in film exhibition,
prompting him to leave the business. Dr. Saragoza had seen him cited a lot in U.S. and
British diplomatic correspondence, but Jenkins had not been written about very much
because he had been so powerful. He was an enigmatic man. Though very wealthy, he
kept a creaky office with just one secretary. He always wore the same clothes and shoes
and the same shabby hat. Sometimes he would jog through the streets of Puebla while
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his wife took the tram; he said he ran behind it because he liked the exercise, but really he
was saving himself the five-cent fare.
There were various books I should read, Dr. Saragoza told me: Atencingo, which
dealt with Jenkins’ sugar plantations; something called The Black Book of Mexican
Cinema, by a veteran actor-director, which criticized Jenkins’ exploits in the film
industry; and Arráncame la vida, a novelized life of Maximino Ávila Camacho, the
former president’s brother. This man was a notorious governor of Puebla, for whom
Jenkins or his partners had effectively pimped, providing him with movie starlets. He
also mentioned a new book, El secuestro de William Jenkins – “it’s a dramatization of
Jenkins’ kidnapping, which was probably a hoax.”
But when I bought the book, I found its central thesis was that the abduction had
not been arranged by Jenkins. This was no ordinary historical novel: it came with a
twenty-page essay about archival sources. Preparing a story on the thirtieth anniversary
of Jenkins’ death, I tracked down the book’s author, Rafael Ruiz Harrell. “It was a bona
fide kidnapping,” he told me. “At the time, relations between Mexico and the United
States were at a crisis. The Mexican government started to claim it was a hoax, in order
to defend itself.” Ruiz Harrell was not interested in cleaning Jenkins’ reputation. He
went on to describe how Jenkins took advantage of the Revolution to buy land using
devalued currency; how he made high-interest loans to landowners whom he knew would
fail to repay him, and then seized the farms they had put up as collateral; how he
produced alcohol at his sugar mill during Prohibition and shipped it to Mafiosi on the
Texan border; how a number of Puebla farmers had been killed so that Jenkins could
expand his sugarcane property.
This was when the seed began to germinate. If the story of the “self-kidnapping”
were false, how reliable were all the other tales about Jenkins? Clearly he was no angel,
but was he indeed as exploitative and murderous as conventional wisdom held? What of
his decision to give all his money away – didn’t that gesture undercut the credibility of
some of the anecdotes?
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At the time that I was mulling these things, the Mexican press was full of debate
about the pros and cons of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), a U.S.Canadian pact that Mexico joined on January 1, 1994. Carlos Salinas, the Harvardeducated president, was staking his name on Mexico’s economic liberalization and
promising a vast wave of foreign investment and job creation. Like the U.S. press, the
more conservative local commentators cheered him on; when Mexico became the first
developing country admitted to the OECD, they feted this entry into a so-called club of
rich nations. But critics derided the Salinas agenda as a “sueño primermundista,” a mere
dream of First-World status. They warned that NAFTA was a gateway to economic
subjugation. Columnists reminded readers of the Mexican-American War, in which the
United States had purloined half of the nation’s territory. Cartoonists sketched blond or
freckled businessmen conspiring to appropriate Mexico’s oil and banks. While some of
the arguments were moderate, and while Mexicans evidently had good historical reason
to be cautious of their northern neighbors, much of what was printed played on people’s
fears and prejudices. Such rhetoric was, in a word, “gringophobic.”
It seemed that there might be connection between what I was reading in the
papers and what I was hearing about Jenkins. What if Jenkins too, in his day, was the
target of politicized fear-mongering? The extraordinary tales about this man might be
more than the harvest of decades of casual chat; they might well be a mixture of fact,
embellishment, and fabrication, put about by a succession of interested parties. To
separate the fact from the fiction, to trace the evolution of the legend, could be a useful
way of exploring how exaggerated fear of Americans had shaped political, economic, and
cultural debate in modern Mexico.
Other intriguing questions arose. The more I read of Jenkins and his milieu, the
more it seemed that he was not that exceptional. Exceptionally rich, yes, but not so
different from the Mexican business elite of his day. He hired private militia to defend
his estates; so did they. He forged cozy relationships with governors, generals, and
archbishops; so did they. He made predatory loans to owners of haciendas; this, it turned
out, was a practice standard since the nineteenth century, when in the absence of banks,
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private lenders had preyed upon vulnerable landowners. He resisted unions, evaded
taxes, and engaged in monopolistic practices – all standard activity. But few if any of his
contemporaries seemed to have attracted as much flak. Could it be that Jenkins was
sought out for special criticism because he was a gringo?
As I asked around, it emerged that scores of people knew or remembered a thing
or two about Jenkins. Ron Lavender, the dean of Acapulco realtors, recalled how Jenkins
always announced his arrival at the city yacht club with an unmistakable booming voice.
Alfonso Vélez Pliego, a Puebla college administrator, told me how Jenkins had tried to
shape his image for posterity through charitable works. Margaret Hooks, an Irish author
then living in Puebla, recounted seeing plaques referring to a Jenkins Foundation on walls
all over the city. I met graduates of Mexican universities who had benefited from
“Jenkins Scholarships.” A friend chanced upon him, as owner of a huge Los Angeles
mansion, in a biography of the Hollywood director Billy Wilder. In following years I
would meet countless taxi drivers in Mexico City and Puebla who had a Jenkins anecdote
to tell; one had even worked for him, driving trucks by night that were laden with
contraband alcohol. But people’s recollections of Jenkins were abnormally subjective –
he seemed to inspire fondness or loathing, with no middle ground – and written accounts
were permeated with combative nationalism and gleeful distrust.
An old profile in Proceso, the leading news magazine, epitomized the trend.
Entitled “The name is perpetuated of the ‘pernicious foreigner’ expelled by Abelardo
Rodríguez,” the article was a deep trove of salacious Jenkinsiana, peppered with quotes
from a half-dozen sources, none of whom had a good word to say. A sidebar discussed
the use of Jenkins Foundation money to restore Mexico City’s colonial center.1 Even at
this early stage of my research, it was obvious that the profile was fraught with rumor and
exaggeration. Much of it was simply incorrect. Recently I had been reading about the
Black Legend of the Spanish Conquest: how Anglo-American historians had exaggerated
the atrocities committed by Cortés and other conquistadors to make the settling of British

1

“Se perpetúa el nombre del ‘extranjero pernicioso’ expulsado por Abelardo Rodríguez” and “Dinero de
Jenkins para remozar edificios públicos,” Proceso (Mexico City), 11 Aug. 1980, pp. 16-18.
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North America seem benign by contrast. Here, then, was another example of long-term
politicized massaging of history: the Black Legend of William Jenkins.

An opportunity arose to coauthor a biography of another controversial
businessman, the media mogul Emilio Azcárraga Milmo (Azcárraga Vidaurreta’s son).
Since this one was still living, my priorities changed for five years. On my return to
Jenkins, making contact with his descendants and exploring the availability of papers, I
encountered daunting black holes in the historical record.
Worst of all, there was effectively no archive of Jenkins Papers. A grandson,
William Anstead Jenkins, had a few documents, including a copy of Jenkins’ will, and a
smattering of letters to the family, “about fishing trips and things.” His granddaughter
Rosemary Eustace kept a writing case stuffed with cuttings about the kidnapping and
bundles of love letters that Jenkins had written around 1900 to his wife-to-be. Various
family members held letters and photographs, but of professional correspondence there
was next to nothing. I later gathered that Jenkins’ entire archive, covering close to sixty
years of business activity, had been stored in a Puebla warehouse after his death. In the
1970s, an earthquake struck the city, and when representatives of the Jenkins Foundation
checked the warehouse they found the filing cabinets opened and papers strewn about,
some of them water-damaged. Manuel Espinosa Yglesias, once Jenkins’ right-hand man
and now head of the Foundation, decided against recompiling the archive. Instead, he
ordered all the papers stacked onto a truck, taken to wasteland, and burned.2
Second, there was effectively no state government archive for Puebla, Jenkins’
home base from 1906 until his death. It transpired that Maximino Ávila Camacho,
governor from 1937 to 1941, sold almost the entire executive archive to a paper
company, whereupon it was pulped. Maximino’s younger brother Rafael, who governed
from 1951 to 1957, apparently disposed of another quantity. Then, in 1968, whatever
remained of state treasury records – including materials from the colonial era – was also
sold. And pulped. Even today, the Puebla state archive lacks the financial records of any
2

Conversation with Edmundo Bautista (Mary Street Jenkins Foundation administrator), Puebla, 24 May
2006.
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administration.3 This owes neither to carelessness nor to inadequate resources, but to the
culture of a government ruled by the same party for seventy-nine years (and counting)
and given to concealing dubious deeds and self-enrichment.
Third, the history of twentieth-century Puebla had still largely to be written.
Biographers typically turn to a broad secondary literature covering the place and time in
which their subjects lived, but in the case of Jenkins the relevant scholarly books were
minute in number. Most of the context of Jenkins’ life had to be obtained by paging
through a daily paper, from the mid-1930s to the mid-1960s. This alone took five
concentrated months. Fortunately for researchers, the Puebla newspaper archive is wellorganized and well-lit.
Finally, as I will expound in the Introduction, the history of modern Mexican
business had still largely to be written. Jenkins was active in three sectors: textiles, sugar,
and film; he was also influential in automobiles and banking. The sugar industry was
well researched. Textiles had been thoroughly covered, but only until 1930. The film
industry, which during its mid-century Golden Age was probably the world’s secondbiggest, had drawn enormous attention, yet all of it focused on stars, directors, and film
criticism. A business history of Mexican cinema has yet to be written. The same is true
of Mexico’s remarkably successful auto industry and, again for the post-1930 era, most
of the banking sector.
There were other, more routine obstacles: incomplete cataloguing of federal
archives, especially presidential records since 1958; the fragmentary nature of certain
regional archives; the difficulty of finding Jenkins quoted, given his refusal to give
interviews; and the abysmal standard of Mexican business reporting, which until
professionalization in the mid-1990s routinely confused managers with owners and
revenues with profits, printed paid inserts masquerading as articles, and refused to
mention company names in genuine news items due to an assumption that doing so
3

Interview with Pilar Pacheco, director, State of Puebla General Archive (AGEP), Puebla, 27 Apr. 2006.
On the 1968 sale: Benoit Joachim and Carlos Contreras, “Las fuentes para la historia contemporánea de
Puebla” La formación social de México a nivel regional en la época contemporánea, ed. B. Joachim
(Puebla: Univ. Autónoma de Puebla, 1979), 51. The sole exception to the lack of financial papers at the
AGEP is the collection of Beneficencia Pública records.
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supplied free advertising. Then there was the challenge, when consulting records and
indexes, of anticipating variations upon “Jenkins,” an unusual name to Mexican ears.4
Given the combined weight of these encumbrances, getting at the heart of the
Jenkins story and the details of his career meant not only a trawl of the Puebla press, the
film journal Variety, and other periodicals. It also required a much more extensive
perusal of secondary sources than is usual for a biography, casting a wide net to glean as
many tidbits about Jenkins as possible. This process included seeking out – and often
simply happening upon – privately-published memoirs unavailable in libraries.
Most of all, the absence of crucial archives put special importance on face-to-face
interviews. I started with Jenkins’ descendants and in-laws and proceeded, often by
personal introduction, to his business partners, their sons and daughters, his employees,
his critics, and the community historians known as cronistas. I conducted interviews in
Mexico City, Puebla City, Acapulco, the Puebla towns of Matamoros and Atencingo, and
the Michoacán town of Apatzingán. In the United States, I interviewed relatives in
Tennessee, Jenkins’ home state, and Los Angeles.
Advancing my research greatly was the willingness of Jenkins’ two surviving
daughters, Jane and Tita (both now deceased), to share their recollections. Jane and her
husband Ronnie Eustace, in their mid-80s when I first met them, revealed unusually good
memories. In the case of Jane, her recall of dates, names, and places proved impressively
accurate in the later light of written records. Her explanation of turning points in her
parents’ lives – why they left Tennessee and why they came to Mexico, the kind of
episodes that might easily spawn dubious family lore – coincided gratifyingly with
evidence in newspapers and letters. Further, when Jane was unsure of something, she
said so. Jane’s reliability did not, of course, give me carte blanche to take her word as
gospel. But it did give me the confidence to quote her often (in tandem with documents
when available) and to invest time in pursuing the leads that she and Ronnie supplied.
4

Variations encountered included Jenckis, Jenking, Jenkings, Jenkis, Jinkis, Jenkin, and Jenquis, along
with the rather less obvious Dinkins, Genkius, Llenquis, Tenchis, Yenkis, Yenquis and Yenquins. Lest the
Anglophone reader nod too smugly at this smorgasbord of misspelling, it is worth noting that U.S. writers
were not immune to such foibles, the New York Times once headlining a story about Jenkins with
“Jennings”; 19 May 1920, p.3.
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The last point is crucial. To take an example, Jenkins frequently used front men for his
investments, such as his accountants and the sons of his friends, and their identities would
have remained unknown without the Jenkins’ family’s help. Armed with their names, I
searched the Public Property Registry and dug up a wealth of evidence of Jenkins’
business ventures.
While all of the data gained through interviews had to be checked as much as
possible against the written record, the information and insight that I obtained reaffirmed
my belief in the validity, indeed the necessity, of combing oral sources when tackling
contemporary history. The detail provided by interviewees helped me map the
professional contours of Jenkins’ life. Their recollection of names, places, and dates gave
me valuable leads with which to return to the archives. Their opinions of Jenkins’
character and motivations allowed me an understanding of the man as seen and sensed up
close – with which I then had to reconcile the prevailing view of Jenkins, often but not
always seen from afar, as a nefarious operator.
Too often, historians of Mexico have painted the business elite with black hats,
casting them as two-dimensional villains in a national tale of exploitation, dependency,
and failed revolutionary promises. To perceive the business leader as fully-rounded
human being is to be made aware of alternative points of view and alternate motives for
action. The human factor in history lends shading and subtlety to cause and effect.
During the life of a businessman, the bottom line is not always the bottom line: sentiment
and conviction will sometimes trump the profit motive. To confront a powerful man’s
humanity is also to realize that the closer we get to the object of our scrutiny, the less
honest it is – the less instructive it is – to make black-and-white categorizations. A boss
who pays a man or woman the minimum wage, but also builds a school for their children,
may be dismissed as “an exploiter and nothing more” by only the least imaginative of
writers.

xi

Acknowledgements
The conception, research, and writing of this dissertation would not have been
possible without the help of three generous historians: Alex Saragoza, David LaFrance,
and Mauricio Tenorio. Alex Saragoza helped water the seed of my interest in Jenkins
more than fifteen years ago. Later, as my M.A. thesis advisor at U.C. Berkeley, he
introduced me to many of the seminal texts of modern Mexican history and patiently
supervised my intellectual maturation from thinking like a journalist to thinking like an
academic. Since then, he has continued to offer valuable feedback on my writing at
various stages. David LaFrance, of the Autonomous University of Puebla, took great
interest in my project from our initial meeting in 2001, and from the first showed great
generosity in sharing with me the various references to Jenkins he had come across in the
archives. During my eighteen-month research sojourn of 2005-06, he welcomed me into
his Puebla City home and shared with me his prodigious collection of note cards, which
saved me months of work. I have been able to reciprocate only a little, but I hope to
emulate such benevolence with advisees of my own in the future. As his trilogy on
revolutionary Puebla (with part three in the works) constitutes the definitive history of
this important state for 1908 to 1937, I also owe him a major historiographical debt.
Mauricio Tenorio took over the task of cultivating my thinking, after I moved
from Berkeley to Texas. He introduced me to new authors, helped me to see the
commonalities of Mexican and U.S. history, and led me to question the conventional
wisdom of Mexicanist historians, especially those writing in English. He goaded me
(sometimes having to goad very hard) to take the analysis of Jenkins’ career in new and
fruitful directions, and after his move to the University of Chicago he maintained a close
vigilance over my work. He does not permit a single debatable viewpoint or infelicitous
phrase to pass without comment, and while I am sometimes slow to agree with his
judgments, I greatly respect the intellectual agility and encyclopedic knowledge from
which they spring and I appreciate the humor with which they are often delivered.
I next wish to thank all my interviewees for their time and their trust; their names
and relationship to William Jenkins or his associates are indicated at the start of the

xii

bibliography. I am particularly grateful to the Jenkins family itself. Seventeen members
of the extended Jenkins family took part in this project, allowing themselves to be
interviewed on multiple occasions, furnishing letters and photographs, and facilitating
contacts with further interviewees. Our conversations, if tentative at first in some cases,
came to be marked by great frankness, a tone that was set by Jenkins’ eldest surviving
daughter, Jane, who died in December 2006, and continued by two of his grandchildren,
William A. Jenkins and Rosemary Eustace. I should mention that such openness on the
part of a wealthy Mexican family – and the Jenkins that live in Mexico are almost all
Mexican-born citizens – is very rare, as the paucity of local business biography attests.
Two friends of the Jenkins family, Sergio Guzmán and Manuel Mestre, were also
repeatedly helpful, as was Manuel Sánchez Pontón, dean of the Puebla journalists.
I would like to thank historians who have played important supplementary roles in
the development of this project, commenting on drafts, chapters, or conference papers.
At Berkeley, I am particularly grateful to Margaret Chowning and Louis Segal. At
Texas, I am especially grateful to Jonathan Brown. Among participant faculty at the
Oaxaca Summer Institute seminar of 2001, the following provided key guidance: William
Beezley, Francie Chassen-López, Arturo Grunstein, John Hart, Gil Joseph, Paul
Vanderwood, Josefina Vázquez, and Alan Knight, who has continued to provide insights
since. I also owe thanks to Texas faculty George Forgie, Richard Pells, and H.W.
Brands; for helping me think about media history, Joe Straubhaar and Michael Kackman;
and for helping me understand Mexico in the era before typewriters, Susan Deans-Smith.
I am indebted to several colleagues in the Texas doctoral program, Chris Albi, Byron
Crites, Matthew Gildner, and Meredith Glueck, who gave me valuable feedback on draft
chapters, and Pablo Mijangos, who helped me understand the intricacies of Mexican
legalese.
In Puebla, a number of historians, economists, and sociologists were generous
with their advice, in particular Leticia Gamboa Ojeda and Gonzalo Castañeda, who also
provided me with valuable research materials, and also Felipe Bello, Alexis Juárez Cao
Romero, John Mraz, Humberto Moreno Morales, José Luis Sánchez Gavi, and Blanca

xiii

Santibáñez. In Mexico City, I received kind advice and introductions from Aurelio de los
Reyes, Gustavo del Ángel, Aurora Gómez-Galvarriato, Eugenia Meyer, Salvador
Plancarte, María Eugenia Romero, and Ilán Semo, as well as Blanca de Lizaur and her
family. I have also benefitted from the advice and conference papers of the following
historians: Rob Alegre, Ted Beatty, Charles Ramírez Berg, Dina Berger, Jeff Bortz,
Jürgen Buchenau, Greg Crider, Michael Ervin, Seth Fein, Susan Gauss, Paul Gillingham,
Stephen Haber, Halbert Jones, Sandra Mendiola, Nicole Mottier, Aaron Navarro, Wil
Pansters, Gretchen Pierce, Enrique Plasencia, Alejandro Quintana, Monica Rankin, Thom
Rath, Laura Serna, Ben Smith, Daniela Spenser, Aurea Toxqui, Eddie Wright-Ríos,
Hector Zaráuz, and Eric Zolov.
Among archivists who helped me over the past eight years, I must single out the
incomparable Roberto Beristáin of Mexico City’s Archivo General de la Nación (AGN);
he has been greatly missed since his retirement. I was also aided by José Zavala, Erika,
Raimundo, and Abertano at the AGN, along with freelance researcher Ángeles
Magdaleno; Irma and Gabriela at the SRE; Enrique Cervantes at the Biblioteca Nacional;
Guadalupe Bracho and Edgar at the Archivo Calles-Torreblanca; Alfredo Díaz at the
Archivo Aarón Sáenz; Ángeles Suárez at the Centro de Estudios Espinosa Yglesias; and
Juan Manuel Herrera and Petra Brito at the Biblioteca Lerdo.
Making my life easier in Puebla were Masae Sugawara and Lupe at the Biblioteca
De la Torre Villar (Casa Amarilla); Bernardo Téllez and Guadalupe Pérez at the Archivo
del Congreso del Estado; Samuel Quiroz and Anabel at the Cámara Textil; Don Max and
Don Claudio at the Registro Público de la Propiedad; Pilar Pacheco, at the Archivo
General del Estado; and Daniel Hernández Cerón and Karina Fernández Ponce at the
Hemeroteca del Estado. In Puebla I gained further advice, assistance, and contacts from
Jenkins Foundation administrator Edmundo Bautista and secretary Rosi Calderón, along
with Alfonso Gómez Rossi, Alison Lane, Alejandro Pacheco, Javier Quintana, and José
Luis Vázquez Nava. In Morelia, I had help from businessman Arturo Herrera. In
Mexico City, for her support over the years, I thank my publisher, Consuelo Sáizar.

xiv

In the United States, I received kind advice from Walter Brem, formerly of the
Bancroft Library at Berkeley, and Adán Benavides of the Benson Latin American
Collection at Texas. At Vanderbilt University, I was greatly helped by Lyle Lankford of
the Public Affairs Office and Teresa Gray of Special Collections, and at the University of
Florida, by Flo Turcotte of Special Collections and Keith Manuel of the History
Department. In Shelbyville, Tennessee, the charming Marilyn Parker helped me
enormously with the tracing of the Jenkins family genealogy. For general support and a
sympathetic ear when needed, I thank Bruce Hunt and Marilyn Lehman.
In the hospitality department, I am grateful to many friends who have given me
board and lodging over the years during my multitude of travels, starting with my parents
and my brother and sister and their families in England, and including Chris Albi and
Mauricio Tenorio in Austin; Patty and Bill King in Shelbyville, Tennessee; Bettina and
Richard Collins in Los Angeles; Alberto Sánchez & Annelyne Roussel in Montreal; and
in Mexico City: David Luhnow & Helena Wygard (who have allowed me to mooch
shamelessly and once for a whole summer; Sir Sponge salutes you), Barbara Kastelein,
Luis Lesur, Chris Luhnow, Elisabeth Malkin & Eduardo García, Jan Richards, Susana
Seijas, Tony Wakefield, and Andrew & Ros Wygard. For kindness, support, and
friendship while living in Puebla, I am indebted most of all to Ana Salazar and family,
and also to Rodolfo García Hernández, Verónica Centeno, Trini Hernández, and Oly.
I dedicate this dissertation to my parents and to Christy Tharenos.

xv

William Jenkins, Business Elites, and the Evolution of the Mexican State: 1910-1960

Andrew William Paxman, Ph.D.
The University of Texas at Austin, 2008

Supervisors: Mauricio Tenorio and Jonathan C. Brown

This is a biographical case study of Mexican industrialization, focusing on
expatriate U.S. businessman William O. Jenkins (1878-1963). I trace Jenkins’ career in
textiles, land speculation, sugar, banking, and film, using it as a forum for themes that
flesh out the economic and political history of modern Mexico. Chief among these
themes are Mexico’s substantial but socially unequal capitalistic development;
interdependent relationships between business elites and the state; the role of the regions
in Mexican development; and a tradition of viewing U.S. industrialists as enemies of
national progress.
I use Jenkins to illustrate the ability of Mexico’s business elite to negotiate the
hazards of the 1910-1920 Revolution and the property expropriations that followed.
Industrialists, many of them immigrants, helped to forge rapid economic development
between 1933 and 1981. However, their behavior was often characterized by
monopolistic and rent-seeking practices, to the qualitative detriment of industries
including film and textiles.
I demonstrate how the success of industrialists owed much to their relations with
politicians, and how the persistence of authoritarian regimes at regional and national
levels owed much to industrialists’ support. For Jenkins, this symbiosis involved loans to
state governors, campaign contributions, and support for the federal government by
channeling cheap entertainment to urban populations. Such links help explain why fifty
years of development saw little electoral democracy or progressive distribution of wealth.
I “de-center” Mexico’s economic and political narrative by focusing on the state
of Puebla, showing how alliances between industrialists and authorities often begin in
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provincial arenas and how they can impact national economic and political trends. I also
address the underdevelopment of Puebla City, long Mexico’s second metropolis, which
after 1900 fell significantly behind Guadalajara and Monterrey.
Finally, I trace how Jenkins functioned rhetorically as the epitome of the grasping
U.S. capitalist. His controversial image afforded leftist politicians, business rivals, and
labor leaders with an inflammatory object of protest. Such “gringophobia” in turn
contributed to a polarization within Mexican society that proliferated after the 1959
Cuban Revolution. I complement this theme with intermittent commentary on rarelyremarked similarities between business practice in Mexico and the United States.
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Introduction: The Mexican State, Business Elites, and the Human Factor in History

What happened to the Mexican Revolution? In one way or another, this is the
question that has most engaged historians of modern Mexico. What happened, in the
long run, to the quest for electoral democracy that caused Francisco Madero to sound his
1910 call to arms against the dictator Porfirio Díaz? What became of the struggle for
land and local autonomy that inspired legions of peasants and smallholders, under
Emiliano Zapata, Pancho Villa, and other regional leaders, to answer that call? To what
lasting social and economic effect was the 1917 Constitution, arguably the most radical
of the western world at the time, regulated and applied during the decades that followed?
And how did these varied progressive agendas come to be resisted? Owing to a mix of
factors, from the recent collapse of Mexico’s one-party state to the ongoing
declassification and cataloguing of key archives, such questions continue to fascinate.
Thorough answers, especially for the period after 1940, are wanting. Because of
increasing thematic specialization by historians, we have few accounts that both embrace
multiple perspectives (political, cultural, economic, comparative) and survey the longue
durée. It is as though, somewhat like the six blind men of Indian fable, historians have
been placing their hands upon distinct features of the elephant that is post-revolutionary
Mexico and recounting those features in great detail, while conveying only a vague idea
of the entire beast.
My work, the biography of a Tennessee-born businessman who spent most of his
life “south of the border,” is a case study that casts a light over the whole leviathan: the
revolutionary state, its political transformation, its changing economic program. It uses
the six-decade career of William O. Jenkins (1878-1963), which encompassed
manufacturing, agriculture, and the film and banking sectors, as a lens through which to
examine the impact of the 1910-20 Revolution, the implementation of its precepts, and
the slow demise of its legacy.
Reconstruction of Jenkins’ trajectory affords fresh insights into four important
themes. Firstly, it illustrates the ability of some of Mexico’s business elites – into which
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Jenkins quickly integrated himself – to dodge and even benefit from the hazards of the
Revolution and to negotiate the expropriating tendencies of governments that followed.
Through their success, a new wave of industrialists highlighted many continuities
between the pre- and post-revolutionary eras. They also helped establish the era of rapid
and remarkably constant development that characterized Mexico’s economy for fifty
years, from the early 1930s to the early 1980s. Second, I demonstrate how such
continuities owed much to interdependent relationships between businessmen and
authoritarian governments. In Jenkins’ case, this involved a savvy strategy of loanmaking and donations, first to state governors and later to federal entities; large-scale
investment and job creation; and accommodations ranging from personal favors to
participation in the entertainment and propagandizing of urban populations through
motion pictures. Such mutually convenient relationships, in which political and
industrial monopolies bolstered each other, do much to explain why Mexico’s halfcentury of swift development went unaccompanied either by more equitable distribution
of wealth or by adoption of electoral democracy. These relationships also illustrate an
alternative to the free-market and managerial explanation of rapid industrial development
pioneered and popularized by Alfred Chandler.1
Third, I move the analysis of the economic and political development of Mexico
away from its traditional focus on Mexico City and the federal government. By starting
with the key industrial state of Puebla, Jenkins’ adoptive home, I show how cozy
relationships between industrialists and state authorities often begin in municipal and
regional contexts. By then taking Puebla and federal authorities into simultaneous
account, I show how state-level alliances can impact economic development and political
trends at the national level. I also address Puebla City’s relative underdevelopment: for
centuries Mexico’s second metropolis, Puebla was overtaken after 1900 by Guadalajara
and Monterrey, and the rent-seeking practices of a textile fraternity that included Jenkins
were partly to blame. Finally, I trace how U.S. investors featured within postrevolutionary discourse – speeches, petitions, books and articles, movies, songs and
1

Chandler, The Visible Hand: The Managerial Revolution in American Business (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard Univ. Press, 1977).
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graphic arts – as grasping capitalists and “pernicious foreigners” – an image still evident
within the Mexican popular imagination. In Jenkins’ case, this stereotype afforded
leftist-nationalistic politicians, business rivals, labor leaders, and others with a symbolic
bogeyman, convenient scapegoat, and inflammatory object of protest. It also
conveniently overlooked how the more questionable of his activities often paralleled
local practice. My analysis here broaches the larger issue of twentieth-century
nationalism and the extent to which it comprised “anti-Americanism.”
While engaging these themes, I show in an incidental fashion how Jenkins’ career
reveals oft-ignored similarities between business and political practices in Mexico and
the United States. Such parallels question the conventional wisdom, perpetuated by the
international press, that the two countries are essentially dissimilar in their capitalistic
endeavor. They undermine facile notions about cultural backwardness. They also help in
deconstructing the “pernicious foreigner” stereotype. After all, monopolistic practice, tax
evasion, union-busting, and the purchase of political influence – each of which Jenkins
happily practiced – pervaded business cultures in both countries. Throughout this study,
I also engage current concerns within the field of business history: a need for greater
consideration of politics in the understanding of company development, a growing
interest in comparative analysis, and, among Latin American business historians,
continued debate over structural versus cultural factors in the underperformance of local
enterprise during the half-century of state-led development.
In sum, I propose to advance our understanding of Mexican business culture and
the evolving relationships between industrialists and political elites, fields largely
neglected by historians, so as to contribute to a deeper understanding of the long-term
fate of the Mexican Revolution. And I want to tell a story. Jenkins’ life is the tale of a
controversial and conflicted man, widely perceived as a misanthropist but at times
remarkably philanthropic, who threw his energies into moneymaking to please the
woman he married and to prove to her upper-class family that they were no better than he
– a man whose lucrative activities, in time, became ends in themselves. Jenkins was a
dynamic entrepreneur but a dysfunctional patriarch. He built both businesses and
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charities but neglected his family and showed a regard for employees that was at best
paternalistic, at worst exploitative.
So this project has a meta-aim: to embrace biographical, narrative history, replete
with the warp and weave of human motivations and complex circumstances, so to add
flesh and color to economic history, a genre so often aesthetically skeletal. Doing so
adds the advantage of psychological nuance, the explicatory value of which is frequently
overlooked. At times, the success or failure of a deal, the enforcement or waiving of a
regulation, may hinge at least in part upon personal chemistry or informal commitments
between participants. At times, businessmen are not the rational actors that economic
historians tend to take them for; even the canniest maximizers of profit are not immune to
pride, passions, and pipe dreams.

I. Gaps in the Literature
Why examine Mexico’s business elite?
“The history of business in Mexico, in any period, is timid, meager, and obscure.”
So wrote John Womack in the early 1990s, and his opinion still holds true.2 The clearest
exception is treatments of enterprise and state-capital relations during the Porfiriato – the
dictatorship of Porfirio Díaz (1876-1911) – about which a flurry of studies has emerged.3
But work on 1920 to 1980, when private enterprise enjoyed an unprecedented period of
extended growth, remains infrequent. Company histories and business biographies are
rare.4
2

John Womack, “The Mexican Revolution, 1910-1920” [bibliographic essay], in Cambridge History of
Latin America, vol. XI, ed. L. Bethell (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1995), 399.
3
Notable titles include Sandra Kuntz Ficker, Empresa extranjera y mercado interno: el Ferrocarril Central
Mexicano, 1880-1907 (Mexico: Colegio de México, 1995); Priscilla Connolly, El contratista de don
Porfirio: obras públicas, deuda y desarrollo desigual (Mexico: Fondo de Cultura Económica, 1997); and a
series from Stanford Univ. Press: Edward Beatty, Institutions and Investment: The Political Basis of
Industrialization in Mexico Before 1911 (2001); Noel Maurer, The Power and the Money: The Mexican
Financial System, 1876-1932 (2002); Jeffrey L. Bortz and Stephen Haber, eds., The Mexican Economy,
1870-1930: Essays on the Economic History of Institutions, Revolution, and Growth (2002).
4
On the scarcity of Mexican business history post-1920: Mario Cerutti, “Regional Studies and Business
History in Mexico since 1975,” in Business History in Latin America, eds. C. Dávila and R. Miller
(Liverpool: Liverpool Univ. Press, 1999): 116, 204-21; and María Eugenia Romero Ibarra, “La historia
empresarial,” Historia Mexicana LII (2003): 823-29. Both of these essays and their bibliographies focus
on work produced within Mexico.
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In view of such trends, one would not exaggerate greatly by labeling the business
community the forgotten pillar of the modern Mexican state. True, dependency theorists
of the 1960s and 1970s made much of business elite complicity in authoritarian and proU.S. rule, but their evaluations of business practice rested more on assumptions than on
research. Since then, historians and political scientists alike have studied state formation
in terms of the impact of workers, peasants, women, and rebels, but they have seldom
considered the role of industrialists. In part, this owes to broad trends within academia.
In the United States, the popularity of subaltern studies (Latin American history’s
predominant vogue over the last two decades) has marginalized capital. The article of
faith that worker and peasant agency shapes state formation is rather conducive to a
dualistic conception of struggle between “bottom-up” and “top-down” forces, a model
which often ignores or minimizes the business elite as a distinct actor. In Mexico, an
anti-capitalist bias long pervaded humanities and social science faculties, and it persists
in some departments at the public universities. Academics may admit, and lament, the
influence of capital upon the state, but that does not mean they wish to study it.5
The historiographical gap owes partly to the fact that, unlike labor and the
peasantry, big business was never incorporated as an official arm of the Institutional
Revolutionary Party (PRI), which ruled Mexico from 1929 to 2000. There was never a
private-sector equivalent to the Mexican Workers’ Confederation (CTM) or the National
Campesino Confederation (CNC), PRI-affiliated corporatist institutions almost
monolithic in size and scope, whose histories lend themselves to surveys of relations
between the state and its subjects. Further, a tradition of secrecy within Mexico’s private
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María Inés Barbero notes of the region as a whole: “some scholars are still prejudiced against
entrepreneurship”; “Business History in Latin America,” in Business History Around the World, eds. F.
Amatori and G. Jones (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 2003), 334; she also suggests that the state-led
nature of economic development dampened interest in business history until the liberalization of the 1980s;
323. A recent review of Mexican historiography ignores business history altogether: Conrado Hernández,
ed., Tendencias y corrientes de la historiografía mexicana del siglo XX (Zamora, Mich.: Colegio de
Michoacán, 2003).
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sector, to which press access was long limited and in which a high proportion of firms
remain family-run, has restricted access to corporate archives.6
That said, post-revolutionary business history is not without its ground-breaking
texts. Three monographs of the 1980s stressed the importance of the business elite and
its relations with the state: Nora Hamilton’s The Limits of State Autonomy, an analysis of
the Lázaro Cárdenas administration (1934-40) and the huge constraints placed upon its
radicalism by native industrialists and foreign financiers; Alex Saragoza’s The Monterrey
Elite and the Mexican State, relating the evolution of a business clique free from U.S.
domination and its growing influence upon politics; and Stephen Haber’s Industry and
Underdevelopment, a study of Mexico’s industrialization and the initially positive but
ultimately harmful effects of sustained protectionism.7 While this trio lays an invaluable
base for studying Mexican business, their analyses end in 1940.8 In fact, only recently
have historians of Mexico looked at anything post-1940, a watershed held to separate the
radical zenith of the Cárdenas years from a rightward shift in PRI ideology. Twin
volumes by Stephen Niblo include useful sketches of big business and its increasingly
cozy relations with the state under Manuel Ávila Camacho (1940-46) and Miguel Alemán
(1946-52). Seth Fein has analyzed U.S. capital and foreign policy at work in the Mexican
film industry of the 1940s and early 1950s.9 Yet post-1940 monographs about business
per se remain rare.10
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Tamás Szmrecsányi and Steven Topik have noted such trends for Latin America as a whole; “Business
History in Latin America,” Enterprise & Society 5 (2004): 181.
7
Nora Hamilton, The Limits of State Autonomy: Post-Revolutionary Mexico (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
Univ. Press, 1982); Alex M. Saragoza, The Monterrey Elite and the Mexican State, 1880-1940 (Austin:
Univ. of Texas Press, 1988); Stephen Haber, Industry and Underdevelopment: The Industrialization of
Mexico, 1890-1940 (Stanford, CA: Stanford Univ. Press, 1989).
8
This is also true of Mark Wasserman’s useful Persistent Oligarchs: Elites and Politics in Chihuahua,
Mexico 1910-1940 (Durham, NC: Duke Univ. Press, 1993).
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Stephen Niblo, War, Diplomacy, and Development: The United States and Mexico, 1938-1954
(Wilmington, DE: SR Books, 1995), Mexico in the 1940s: Modernity, Politics, and Corruption (SR Books,
1999); Fein, “Hollywood and United States-Mexican Relations in the Golden Age of Mexican Cinema”
(Ph.D. diss., Univ. of Texas, Austin, 1996), chaps. 5 to 8. See also the second halves of John Mason Hart,
Empire and Revolution: The Americans in Mexico since the Civil War (Berkeley: Univ. of California Press,
2002) and of Mario Cerutti, Propietarios, empresarios y empresas en el norte de México: Monterrey: de
1848 a la globalización (Mexico: Siglo XXI, 2000).
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The few include Alicia Ortiz Rivera, Juan Sánchez Navarro. Biografía de un testigo del México del siglo
XX (Mexico: Grijalbo, 1997); Claudia Fernández and Andrew Paxman, El Tigre: Emilio Azcárraga y su
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Until recently, political scientists had the post-1940 era to themselves. They have
studied industrialists up to a point, but far from exhaustively and at a remove from the
nitty-gritty of interaction behind closed doors. Roderic Camp’s Entrepreneurs and
Politics in Twentieth-Century Mexico is valuable in that it does shed light on personal
relations.11 But his focus is limited to 1970 to 1986, and his emphases on state-capital
tensions and on the limited power of capital seem misrepresentative; such frictions were
unusually pronounced during those years of interventionism and leftist populism.
Further, Camp omits relations at provincial and municipal levels. Political scientists who
have contemplated the entire post-revolutionary era, such as Roger Hansen, Ruth and
David Collier, and Kevin Middlebrook, little consider private-sector influence on state
formation.12 One exception is Dale Story’s survey of industrialist dealings with the
government, which argues for a high degree of autonomy and influence over policymaking; such findings help to temper the conception of Mexico as an authoritarian state.
13

Yet Story’s analysis privileges organizations over individuals and so obscures the

personalistic nature of much inter-elite dealing. Francisco Valdés Ugalde’s Autonomía y
legitimidad treads a similar path, arguing for increasing autonomy and power, showing
private-sector agency in the state’s adoption of neoliberalism, but focusing only on
organizations.14 On the other hand, Sylvia Maxfield’s Governing Capital makes note of
the role of interpersonal relations as she argues for the banking sector’s interdependence
with the PRI, from the 1920s until the bank nationalization of 1982, while Edmundo

imperio Televisa (Mexico: Grijalbo-Mondadori, 2001 [2000]); Julio Moreno, Yankee Don’t Go Home!:
Mexican Nationalism, American Business Culture, and the Shaping of Modern Mexico, 1920-1950 (Chapel
Hill: Univ. of North Carolina Press, 2003), where the focus is on the 1940s; and Pedro Salmerón Sangines’
Aarón Saenz Garza: Militar, diplomático, político, empresario (Mexico: Porrúa, 2001), as Sáenz pursued
business from 1935 until 1983.
11
Roderic Camp, Entrepreneurs and Politics in Twentieth-Century Mexico (New York: Oxford Univ.
Press, 1989).
12
Roger Hansen, The Politics of Mexican Development (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Univ. Press, 1974);
Ruth Berins Collier and David Collier, Shaping the Political Arena: Critical Junctures, the Labor
Movement, and Regime Dynamics in Latin America (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Univ. Press, 1991); Kevin
Middlebrook, The Paradox of Revolution: Labor, the State, and Authoritarianism in Mexico (Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins Univ. Press, 1995).
13
Dale Story, Industry, the State, and Public Policy in Mexico (Austin: Univ. of Texas Press, 1986).
14
Francisco Valdés Ugalde, Autonomía y legitimidad: Los empresarios, la política y el estado en México
(Mexico: Siglo XXI, 1997).
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Jacobo’s collection Empresarios de México includes some provocative (if brief) studies
of companies and families, as well as organizations, exerting political influence at the
local level to protect their interests and monopolies.15
It is worth mentioning that within Mexican scholarship, general and political
histories gloss over private enterprise almost entirely. Among high-profile examples, the
volumes within the seminal Colegio de México series on the Revolution that deal with
the Cárdenas era devote just twenty of their aggregate 1,000 pages to the business
sector.16 Luis Javier Garrido’s classic study of the first fifty years of PRI rule and
Enrique Krauze’s bestselling Biography of Power give business similarly short shrift.17
As for work that does focus on capitalists, until the 1980s a Marxist or dependencytheory perspective cast a heavy pall over much of it. Influential writers such as Juan
Felipe Leal and Elvira Concheiro assumed that Mexico’s business elites were uniformly
reactionary, lacking in entrepreneurship (“parasitic”), in thrall to foreign investors, and a
bane on the lives of workers and peasants.18 In the words of Mexico’s leading business
historian, Mario Cerutti, most Latin American business history of the 1960s and 1970s
“was composed more for reasons of ideology than of knowledge.”19
However, business history in Mexico has flourish in the last two decades,
becoming much less encumbered with leftwing agendas and more reliant on private
archives than on government statistics. Growth has been strong at the regional level, with
experts like Cerutti in Monterrey and Leticia Gamboa in Puebla generating a prodigious

15

Sylvia Maxfield, Governing Capital: International Finance and Mexican Politics (Ithaca, NY: Cornell
Univ. Press, 1990); Edmundo Jacobo, Matilde Luna and Ricardo Pozas, eds., Empresarios de México.
Aspectos históricos, económicos y ideológicos (Guadalajara: Univ. de Guadalajara, 1989). Maxfield’s
argument was fleshed out for the period to 1932 by Maurer, Power and the Money, chap. 8.
16
Luis González, Los artífices del cardenismo and Los días del presidente Cárdenas, Alicia Hernández
Chavez, La mecánica cardenista, and Victoria Lerner, La educación socialista (Mexico: Colegio de
México, 1979, 1981, 1979 & 1979); the relevant pages are: González, Los días, 265-72, 305-07, 319f;
Hernández Chavez, 28-31, 190-92.
17
Luis J. Garrido, El partido de la revolución institucionalizada: la formación del nuevo estado en México
(1928-1945) (Mexico: Siglo XXI, 1982); Enrique Krauze, Biography of Power (New York: HarperCollins,
1997).
18
Juan Felipe Leal, La burguesía y el Estado mexicano (Mexico: El Caballito, 1972); Elvira Concheiro, et
al., El poder de la gran burguesía (Mexico: Ediciones de Cultura Popular, 1979). Leal’s study, a survey of
1821 to 1938 with a focus on the Porfiriato, was a popular college text for decades and remains in print.
19
Cerutti, “Regional Studies,” 117.
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output and guiding a new generation of business historians.20 In 1997, a landmark
collection edited by Cerutti and Carlos Marichal showcased the new scholarship, and the
following year Marichal led the foundation of a society of economic and business
historians that holds a triennial conference.21 Still, published work rarely treads beyond
1930. Then there are works whose analysis, even today, imports its theoretical framing
wholesale from Marx.22 Regrettably, much business history is descriptive and
analytically thin.
Altogether, the post-Revolution literature evinces little sustained examination of
state-capital relations, especially after 1940; scant attention to personal dealings between
businessmen and politicians; few company histories or business biographies; and little
analysis of major industrial sectors. The wider purpose of my project is thus to bring the
business elite further into the discussion of twentieth-century Mexico. I provide new
evidence for the contention of Saragoza, Hamilton, and others that businessmen exerted a
decisive influence on the evolution of Mexico’s political and economic landscape,
supporting conservative governors, inclining the PRI to heave to the right, and
championing capitalistic development over the redistributive social promises of the
Revolution. In addition, I take a long view, exemplifying how this influence evolved
over four decades, from 1920 to the early 1960s.

Why a biographical study?
Commercially reliable in the public sphere, chronically unfashionable in
academia, the genre of biography seems fated to remain history’s gaudy half-brother.
Yet its particularities of focus and format offer various advantages for understanding the
past. The personalism involved within power relations, the persuasive uses of public
20

See e.g.: Cerutti, Propietarios, empresarios y empresas; Cerutti and Carlos Marichal, eds., La Banca
regional en México, 1870-1930 (Mexico City: Fondo de Cultura Económica, 2003); Gamboa Ojeda, Los
empresarios de ayer (Puebla: Univ. Autónoma de Puebla, 1985), and Au-delà de l’Océan: Les
Barcelonettes à Puebla (Barcelonette: Sabença de la Valéia, 2004).
21
Marichal and Cerutti, eds., Historia de las grandes empresas en México, 1840-1930 (Mexico: Fondo de
Cultura Económica, 1997). Asociación Mexicana de Historia Económica; see: www.amhe.org.mx/.
22
The Autonomous University of Puebla was a long hotbed of Marxist history and economics. For a
contemporary example, see María Teresa Bonilla Fernández, El secuestro del poder: el caso William O.
Jenkins (Puebla: Univ. Autónoma de Puebla, 2004).
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persona, and the broader influence of prominent individuals are all historically significant
variables – even when their impact is more perceived than quantifiable – and biography
readily lends itself to their discussion. Whether or not a subject’s influence ever proves
decisive, biography can be useful as a case study and structuring tool, exploring an
extended era while traversing historical watersheds, engaging different disciplines, and
addressing distinct interpretative frameworks.
Let me proceed from the specific to the universal. Biography is under-practiced
by historians of Mexico, despite a recent brief resurgence.23 In part, this trait stems from
a confluence of factors within academia as a whole: a reaction to the “great man” school
of history that was widely practiced until the 1960s; a suspicion, justified to a point, that
narrative histories present too neat-and-tidy a view of cause and effect; and, among U.S.
practitioners, a fascination with social history that is often so concerned with ascribing
agency to the poor that it ignores or denies the influence of elites.24 In Mexico itself, the
above-mentioned traditions of Marxism and dependency theory have disinclined
historians to study elites and minimized the historical importance of individual actors.
The limited availability of personal archives and reluctance of wealthy families to be
interviewed constitute further obstacles. But the scarcity of Mexican biography is a great
irony, given the country’s traditions of relatively autocratic political leadership and
intense concentration of wealth, and given that its persistently small number of elite
business families has often engaged with authorities on a one-on-one basis, rather than
through formal, corporatist channels. As Noel Maurer found for Mexico’s banks, in the
Porfiriato and again in the 1920s: “The firms that grew the fastest... were the bestconnected firms, not the best firms. This was the cost of dictatorship.”25 Such personal
23

This wave (1998-2001) included Friedrich Katz, The Life and Times of Pancho Villa (Stanford, CA:
Stanford Univ. Press, 1998); Timothy Henderson, The Worm in the Wheat: Rosalie Evans and Agrarian
Struggle in the Puebla-Tlaxcala Valley of Mexico, 1906-1927 (Durham, NC: Duke Univ. Press, 1998);
Fernández and Paxman, El Tigre; Paul Garner, Porfirio Díaz (London: Longman, 2001); Salmerón
Sangines, Aarón Sáenz Garza.
24
For an extreme example of this, see Peter Guardino, Peasants, Politics, and the Formation of Mexico’s
National State: Guerrero, 1800-1857 (Stanford, CA: Stanford Univ. Press, 1996); Guardino portrays
Guerrero elites like future president Juan Álvarez as puppets of peasant pressures and devoid of any
personal agenda or ambition.
25
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interaction pervades the business domain itself; as María Inés Barbero has summarized
for Latin America overall: “social networks explain as much as contractual
relationships.”26
Business biography, with its emphasis on interpersonal relations and its interest in
private backgrounds, can be a valuable medium for analyzing Mexico’s state-capital
relations and family-led industrialization. This was a key finding of my biography of
media mogul Emilio “El Tigre” Azcárraga (1930-1997).27 Azcárraga, who dominated
Mexican television, rose to become the nation’s richest man and an employer of 23,000.
Like his father before him, he grew his company by nurturing a symbiotic relationship
with the state that saw his monopoly protected in exchange for favorable coverage of
official activities and culturally conservative entertainment of the masses; the
broadcaster, Televisa, came to be widely criticized as a ministry of propaganda, pillar of
the PRI, and chief provider of “opium for the people.” Given his importance to the
regime, Azcárraga had little need of the Radio and Television Industry Chamber, the
corporatist business association to which Televisa was legally obliged to belong. When
he needed something, El Tigre spoke to the president – and addressed him as “tú.” It was
not simply a function of state interventionism that Televisa’s leanest times occurred
under Luís Echeverría, the president with whom Azcárraga had least rapport, nor a mere
function of neoliberalism that the firm grew fastest under Carlos Salinas, to whom he was
closest.
Elites also matter because they are perceived as such. The public reverence
traditionally accorded U.S. and Mexican presidents, instilled at schools and renewed
during state-of-the-nation speeches, binding citizens together with a shared sense of
nationhood, is but an obvious example of this. In the business world too, perception
matters: the public images of CEOs are carefully stage-managed by corporate flaks (who
secure them interviews on CNN, cover stories in Forbes), hoping to generate sufficient
awe among rivals and regulators as to enhance their company’s competitive edge. But, as
is also true in the political arena, personas are contested territory. When leaders are
26
27
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thought to be arrogant, unethical, or out-of-touch, negative publicity can snowball, with
consequences in the marketplace.28 In Mexico, where business elites have generally
shunned the spotlight (memoirs and commissioned biographies are few), the mystique of
the millionaire is more nebulous, perhaps darker, but perception still carries great weight.
Even fifty years ago, the public personae of major capitalists were broadly disseminated,
through print media and – given their employment of thousands – word of mouth. The
image of a man like Jenkins could therefore be manipulated, by politicians, business
rivals and labor leaders to persuasive effect. Since persona is malleable and mutates over
time, biography is an ideal vehicle for tracing it.
Then there is the broad issue of agency. We may reasonably ask whether
historians and political scientists who speak only of structural variables and class
dynamics, persuasive though they may be, are telling the whole story. At the risk of
stating the obvious, individual agency matters. We know this from our interactions on a
daily basis and yet, perhaps anxious to avoid charges of shoddy or reductive analysis,
historians are oddly apt to suppress this knowledge in their scholarship. One does not
have to be remotely sympathetic to “great man” history to admit that inquiry into the
actions, interactions, character, and motivations of elites will aid at least somewhat in
explaining events, always taking circumstances into account. The key to reasoned
analysis of individual power is to recognize it as one of a series of historical factors,
alongside political, economic, demographic, and social forces. The interplay of such
forces creates critical junctures at which a leader’s decision one way or the other is
neither inevitable nor inconsequential: the businessman opting whether to reinvest profits
or channel them into a new venture, the commander-in-chief deciding whether (or when)
to enter into war.
Five centuries ago, Niccolò Machiavelli tackled the matter of agency when
discussing the rise of new kingdoms through leaders’ exercise of virtù. This was a
multivalent concept most simply translated as “ability” but incorporating the qualities of
28
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energy, courage, and foresight.29 To Machiavelli, virtù played a crucial role in the course
of human events, but only when opportunity allowed it to flourish. A man might possess
it, but be constrained by circumstances; elsewhere, conditions might be propitious yet a
capable leader lacking. Today, it may be said that the very discipline of business history
is predicated in great part on the importance of virtù in coexistence with opportunity. An
early champion of the genre, Henrietta Larson, claimed: “The business historian
recognizes the business man as more than an economic man; all sides of his nature have a
bearing on business and should be considered by the historian. Moreover, the business
man works, as he lives, within his business, material, social, political, and cultural
environment, an environment which is in a constant state of flux…”30 Successful
industrialists, in other words, are more than the rational actors of classical economics;
their natural abilities, in fortunate conjunction with the conditions of their environments,
permit them to innovate and outdo rivals. So it was, from early on, with Jenkins. When
the Revolution destabilized the Porfirian landowners, he dared to buy and work their
property, even as rebels continued to burn, kidnap, and kill. Conversely, human failings
also affect business outcomes. Prejudices, assumptions, and values can undermine or
detract from the rationality of managerial decision-making, the steady focus on efficiency
and profits, and meritocratic practices of hiring and promotion. Business historians are
paying increasing attention to such variables.31
At times, non-biographers find themselves forced to admit the relevance of virtù.
Alan Knight begins an analysis of Cárdenas by defying conventional wisdom, which
deems him a man whose compassion and willpower brought unusual benefit to peasants
and organized labor. Says Knight: “Like all ‘great men’, Cárdenas was a product of his
times: … [his era] moulded him more than he moulded it.” But outlining his first
dilemma, to defer to his predecessor Calles or defy him, he describes Cárdenas as “proud
29
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and obstinate.” Knight cannot evade a suspicion that Cárdenas’ defiance of Calles was,
in part, character-driven. He makes a similar deduction when describing Cárdenas’
reaction to public criticism by Calles: “Given both his character and the political
pressures acting upon him, Cárdenas could not but respond.” The syntax is telling:
Knight would like to regard “character” as a structural force. He also notes how
Cárdenas’ election campaign, in which he insistently visited remote villages, served to
radicalize him; he records his “genuine sympathy for the campesino” and later mentions
his personal honesty vis-à-vis the venal oil industry. Despite protesting to the contrary,
Knight shows character to have carried as much weight as external forces at key junctures
in the President’s career.32
Good biography delves into the times as well as the life. To the political
biographer Ben Pimlott, author of Harold Wilson (1992), life-and-times biographies are
“useful as overviews which, in an age of increasing specialism, enable readers to cross
boundaries of period and discipline, and make connections that would otherwise escape
them.”33 Biography, in other words, is a useful structuring tool. It can provide a
panoramic introduction to an era and an illustration of its pervasive issues, just as Robert
Blake does for Victorian politics in Disraeli, as Ron Chernow does for 150 years of
Anglo-American finance in The House of Morgan, as Friedrich Katz does for the
Mexican Revolution in The Life and Times of Pancho Villa.34 It can ask new questions
by escaping the confines of usual periodizations, which is especially useful when a career
transcends a revolution, political watershed, or geopolitical shift. Official histories and
state ideologies tend to set such episodes in stone, revolutions in particular, as though
later regimes embody light and liberty after an age of darkness and injustice. The
trajectory of a single actor can blur the line between eras and point up continuities. In the
case of Jenkins, we find monopolistic practice barely interrupted by the Revolution; an
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“end” to that conflict in 1920 that failed to stifle violence in central states for at least
another decade; a culmination of radical policy under Cárdenas that failed to halt the
excesses of leading capitalists.
To return to Pimlott, biography can prompt one to consider interaction between
distinct variables (political, economic, social, personal) and cultures (should the subject
leave his or her homeland) that historians, in their thematic and geographic
specializations, tend to treat singly. Business biography is very useful in this regard, as it
forces us to consider economic endeavor within its political and cultural context; the life
of an expatriate entrepreneur yet more so, as it naturally brings issues of cultural
comparison and contrast to the fore. Finally, biography can evade the constraints of
single interpretative frameworks. Here, I use a blend of approaches – from postChandlerian business history to the concerns of political science with authoritarianism
and labor, from New Institutional Economics’ attention to property rights to textual
analysis of films and political cartoons – to gain a rich understanding of a multifaceted
life and its times.
Biography may, and frequently does, claim too much for the life it relates.
Conscientious practitioners must wrestle the temptation to over-ascribe agency to their
subject, to exaggerate the singularity of his or her qualities, or insert too readily the word
“decisive” when describing the subject’s influence over events. The better life histories
do not strain in their argument for personal importance but weigh it against societal
structures and strictures. My study of Jenkins seeks to do likewise, and it further shields
itself from biographical determinism in that it is in part a case study. The typicality of
Jenkins – as an immigrant, an entrepreneur, a monopolist – is as important as his
uniqueness.

Why Jenkins?
Jenkins is a fitting specimen for historical scrutiny for a variety of reasons. His
career represents an uninterrupted arc of capital accumulation. Having arrived in Mexico
virtually penniless in 1901, he built up his assets in irrepressible fashion. He exploited
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opportunities amid chaotic circumstances, forged monopolies whenever he could, and
died one of the richest men in the country. So his career encapsulates the intense
concentration of wealth that, in spite of the Revolution, became one of the salient features
of the modern Mexican economy. Jenkins was involved and often prominent in a range
of sectors: textiles, real estate, sugar, alcohol, banking, automobiles, cotton, and, most
lucratively, the film industry. So his trajectory provides multiple windows on Mexico’s
process of industrialization. Jenkins sought and benefited from proximity to a host of
political figures in the Puebla and beyond: governors, generals, mayors, caciques,
archbishops, even presidents. His relationships afford numerous vistas upon state-capital
interdependence and the personalistic nature of relations among elites. That these chiefly
occurred at the regional level in turn makes a case for considering nodes of power outside
the capital and their bearing on Mexico’s economic and political evolution.35
Furthermore, Jenkins was at once a Mexican businessman and an American
citizen. He reinvested almost all his profits in Mexican ventures, his U.S. assets seldom
totaled more than ten percent of his worth, and he did not return to the United States. At
the same time, he remained distinctively “gringo”: in lifestyle, appearance, accent,
citizenship, and in his seventeen years of service as a U.S. consular agent. It was this
visible American-ness, coupled with his reputation for dubious business practices and
fearsome political alliances, that rendered Jenkins a convenient and potent target. In the
eyes of his many critics, he was the epitome of malevolent gringo capitalism and an
adaptable political symbol with which to express anti-U.S. sentiment.
Yet the life of William O. Jenkins remains obscure. It is a matter of myth, a font
of conjecture. It has been fictionalized in part on four occasions: Miguel Espinosa’s
Zafra de odios, azúcar amargo, an evocation of Jenkins as a cruel sugar planter, written
by a veteran employee; Ángeles Mastretta’s international bestseller Arráncame la vida
(“Now a major motion picture”), a roman à clef about rapacious Puebla governor
Maximino Ávila Camacho, in which Jenkins hovers in the shadows as a partner-in-crime;
35
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Rafael Ruiz Harrell’s rendering of Jenkins’ 1919 kidnapping, El secuestro de William
Jenkins; and Sealtiel Alatriste’s Conjura en la arcadia, a political novel that begins with
the same abduction.36 Except for Ruiz Harrell, who goes against the conventional grain,
these novels helped sustain Jenkins’ posthumous fame as an archetypal yanqui exploiter.
Likewise, his dominant presence in the film industry prompted the vitriolic diatribe El
libro negro del cine mexicano, frequently cited by film historians.37 But Jenkins’ life
story has never been recorded, except in two superficial instances: a short sketch,
informative but guarded, by his right-hand man in the film and banking sectors, Manuel
Espinosa Yglesias; and a lengthier sketch by Puebla economist Teresa Bonilla, thick with
generalization, xenophobia, and Marxist rhetoric, and almost entirely reliant on
secondary sources.38
Scholarly inquiry has focused largely on the 1919 kidnapping, due to the
diplomatic crisis it caused. The matter was made worse by the contention of Venustiano
Carranza’s government that Jenkins had engineered the incident to extort the
revolutionary state for the ransom and/or to provoke an armed U.S. intervention. That
allegation remains an article of faith among Mexican historians, while U.S. historians
have withheld judgment or concluded that Jenkins was a genuine victim. In Chapter 3, I
revisit the episode, arriving at fresh interpretations of the kidnapping and showing how a
controversial episode has been represented and misrepresented over time. I show that
many writers, Mexican and foreign, have succumbed to prejudices, taken rumor as fact,
and so participated in the creation of a Jenkins “black legend.”
Jenkins’ career has only met incidental study. His exploits in the sugar industry
feature in the early chapters of David Ronfeldt’s Atencingo, a sociological study of land
and labor struggles, and in Francisco Gómez’s Gente de azúcar y agua, an
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anthropological study of the Atencingo cane growers who toiled under Jenkins.39 Both
take Jenkins’ bad reputation at face value and fail to consider how his impact on the
region might have been anything other than negative. I explore and re-evaluate his
Atencingo tenure in Chapters 4, 5, and 6. His film industry involvement has drawn
passing attention from historians.40 But a sustained analysis – indeed, of the business of
Mexican cinema itself – is lacking. Since most film histories use Contreras Torres’
tendentious Libro negro as their source on Jenkins, we again find a “black legend” taking
shape. My exploration and analysis of his film activities begins in Chapter 6 and
constitutes the core of Chapters 7 and 8. Finally, Jenkins’ philanthropic activities are the
subject of an illustrated book produced by his foundation.41 My discussion of the
foundation and its uses, along with the man’s reputation in his final years, is the chief
focus of Chapter 9.

II. What the Jenkins Story Reveals
The Continuity of Capitalism
William O. Jenkins is something of a sui generis figure. He was unlike his
compatriots in that he kept his distance from expatriate enclaves, and no American in
Mexico matched his spectacular fortune or his sustained disrepute. He was unlike many
or most of his wealthy Mexican peers in that he did not shy from manual labor, he was
swift to innovate and adopt new technology, and he somewhat kept to the margins of the
social circles where business ties were cultivated. On the other hand, his sixty-year
career is illustrative. It reveals the successive options available for moneymaking during
and after the Revolution to those with political connections. It also illustrates the
39
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accommodations made to capitalism by administrations from across the political
spectrum. Such findings shed light onto what are surely the two great contradictions of
the twentieth-century Mexican experience, the full implications of which historians are
still evaluating: that the ten-year Revolution, during which more than a million died or
emigrated and one of the world’s most progressive constitutions was adopted, should
prove as remarkable for what it failed to change as for what it did change; and that a
dictatorial ruling party that styled itself as revolutionary should be so willing to cater to
the wealthy.
In these respects, my reading of Jenkins’ life story follows the interpretative
tradition of Daniel Cosío Villegas and Pablo González Casanova, who argued that the
Mexican Revolution and the regime it brought to power had achieved much less in terms
of political democracy and social development than the PRI’s triumphant rhetoric
claimed.42 After the 1968 massacre of students at Tlatelolco, the question was voiced
directly: Had there in fact been a Mexican Revolution? My reading of Jenkins’ story
draws upon two further contrarian works, from 1971: Adolfo Gilly’s La revolución
interrumpida and Roger Hansen’s The Politics of Mexican Development.43 Gilly argued
that the Revolution was essentially hijacked by middle-class Northerners, who had little
sympathy for the agrarian program and aspirations to autonomy of Emiliano Zapata or
Pancho Villa, and who set the stage for a “bourgeois republic” that followed. John
Womack complemented his revisionism. Once a champion of the idea of popular
victory, Womack took an ever-dimmer view of the Revolution’s impact, first with an
essay on the revolutionary economy which exposed the fallacy that the war had effected a
ten-year economic meltdown.44 Gilly’s “continuity thesis,” denying that a real revolution
had actually taken place, found prominent adherents that included Jean Meyer and

42

Cosío Villegas, “La crisis de México,” Cuadernos Americanos 32 (1947), 29-51; González Casanova, La
democracia en México (Mexico: Era, 1965).
43
Adolfo Gilly, La revolución interrumpida (Mexico: El Caballito, 1971); Hansen, Politics of Mexican
Development.
44
John Womack Jr., Zapata and the Mexican Revolution (New York: Vintage, 1970); “The Mexican
Economy during the Revolution, 1910-1920: Historiography and Analysis,” Marxist Perspectives 1 (1978).
Re Womack’s shift in perspective, see also his “The Mexican Revolution, 1910-1920,” in Cambridge
History of Latin America, vol.V, ed. L. Bethell (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1986).

19

Ramón Eduardo Ruíz, while Womack’s complementary thesis, that most industrialists
emerged with capital and influence more or less intact, came to be fleshed out by
Saragoza, Haber, and Mark Wasserman.45
Clearly, the Revolution was not as much of a watershed – sweeping away the
Porfirian elite, producing a clean slate on which to build a more equitable economy – as
official speeches and party-line histories had long maintained.46 Roger Hansen’s work
complemented this revisionist perspective by studying the contradiction between the
rhetoric and the policies of the PRI. Focusing on the “Mexican miracle” of sustained
growth, Hansen examined how politicians were able to reconcile the PRI’s revolutionary
ideals and the demands of an organized proletariat and peasantry with a rapid, largely
capitalistic, industrialization policy that favored an industrial-agricultural elite – a
balancing act that, for him, was the “real Mexican miracle.” Hansen found the answer in
the PRI’s authoritarianism and presidentialism (rejecting prior readings of the party as a
conciliator of its constituent groups). He also argued that by 1970 the poorest quarter of
the population was as badly off as in 1940, and that chronic self-enrichment among
politicians was an obstacle to both the democratization of the PRI and the success of
much social policy.
A second much-questioned watershed involves the post-1940 shift between the
Cárdenas administration and the rightward-drifting regimes that followed. By
convention, the Cárdenas years are celebrated as the climax of the revolutionary era,
while after 1940 Mexico’s presidents favored foreign investors, crony capitalists, and
their own bank accounts. From different perspectives, Hamilton and Knight have argued
that Cardenism was more limited in its achievements than official ideology long
maintained. Hamilton claimed that dependence on foreign and national capitalists
45
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confined Cardenism’s scope. She asserted that the administration co-opted popular
movements and, despite its famed land expropriations and oil nationalization, fostered
capitalistic development.47 While countering that Cárdenas did present a radical vision,
Knight argued that the limitations the President faced owed less to international
dependency than to a lack of internal cohesion, through the persistence of powerful,
conservative caudillos (warlord-politicians) in many parts of the country, among them
Jenkins’ ally Maximino Ávila Camacho.48 What Knight and Hamilton have both done is
diminish the monolithic façade of Cardenism and so accentuate continuities between the
1930s and the 1940s.
Jenkins’ trajectory supports such revisionism as it shows no respect for either
watershed, the Revolution or 1940. His career, like that of many industrialists who
emerged from the war fairly unscathed, subverts the usual periodization of Mexico’s
economic development, which views the years 1911 to 1940 as inhospitable to the private
sector. On the other hand, difficulties Jenkins encountered under the pro-business
presidents who governed after Cárdenas show how the post-1940 state was often,
especially until 1948, obliged to side with workers and peasants; so again the old
periodization seems simplistic.
Time and again, Jenkins found highly profitable opportunities for capitalist
expansion. During the Revolution he speculated in property, as did a number of
businessmen, using his access to dollars to take advantage of fast devaluing Mexican
currency; he also kept his textile operations running. In the early 1920s he divested from
textiles, just before the sector entered a two-decade decline, and committed his capital to
sugar planting, a pursuit which also drew leading politicians and which was made more
attractive by U.S. Prohibition and consequent opportunities for alcohol smuggling. In the
1930s, as agrarian reform threatened his holdings, Jenkins diversified into areas including
banking and venture capital, catching an incipient wave of import substitution
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industrialization; and just as movie-going was becoming a national pastime, he moved
into film exhibition.
Time and again, state authorities favored Jenkins. Despite the leftist-nationalist
rhetoric of presidents and state governors during and after the Revolution, Jenkins was
able in the 1920s to accumulate the largest landholding in the history of the state of
Puebla, the 200,000-acre Atencingo sugar plantation. During the Obregón and Calles
regimes (1920-1928), Jenkins benefited from a selective respect of property rights that
favored well-connected landowners and so was not entirely removed from the policies of
the Porfiriato; likewise, Jenkins’ mutually supportive relations with Puebla politicians
harked back to the Porfirian phenomenon of ties between provincial capitalists and
caudillos. Despite the expropriating policies of Cárdenas, who wished to divest Jenkins
of his sugar plantation, the American was able to use his alliance with Maximino49 to
retain control of the Atencingo mill and most of the plantation’s profits. Despite
successive film industry laws in 1949 and 1952, designed to mollify protest at his control
of the sector and boost local output, Jenkins was permitted to keep his near-monopoly of
theaters. In the 1950s, he was allowed to escape penalty for chronic non-payment of
taxes in exchange for an agreement to set up a charitable foundation.
Although a U.S. citizen, Jenkins can be seen as typical of a new breed of Mexican
businessman, who emerged in the wake of the Revolution and became nationally
prominent from the 1940s. Little studied to date, these men helped foster an acceptance
of industrial capitalism as the key to economic prosperity and upward mobility. They
were middle class in origin; entrepreneurial and modernizing, but also given to rent
seeking, insider lending, monopolistic practice; inclined to interdependent relations with
the state, but rather disdainful of politicians. Unlike the politicians of the era who entered
business, they ventured less into the low-risk export-based sector of the economy and
took greater interest in serving and innovating for the domestic market; they also tended
to diversify less than the politician-businessmen, for whom opportunistic exploitation of
49
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connections and state concessions resulted in some highly varied portfolios. However,
very much like these politicians, they epitomized the intense concentration of wealth
fuelled by cozy state-capital relations that today continues to characterize Mexico.
Jenkins’ two main protégés, Manuel Espinosa Yglesias (1909-2000) and Gabriel Alarcón
(1907-1986) fit the same mold, as did such prominent mid-century businessmen as media
mogul Emilio Azcárraga Vidaurreta (1895-1972) and multi-sector industrialist Rómulo
O’Farrill (1897-1981), both of whom had dealings with Jenkins.

Arguments for State-Capital Interdependence
Chief among reasons for Jenkins’ historical significance is that his career helps
reveal the interdependent nature of relations between the business elite and the Mexican
state. As noted earlier, the ideological orientation of many Mexicanists has masked the
importance of capital to politics, while the attention to business elites of dependency
theorists privileged assumptions over documented details. Meanwhile, the traditional
reliance of business historians upon Alfred Chandler’s paradigm of free-market
capitalistic development long masked the importance of politics to capital, above all
within developing economies.50 I contend that cozy state-capital relations were vital,
both to the success of the business elite and to the PRI’s 71-year hold on power. I find
there were twin dimensions to this bond: a broad-based “symbiotic imperative” between
the two spheres, as well as a “symbiotic convenience” between individual politicians and
entrepreneurs.
I offer the term “symbiotic imperative” because, in the wake of the Revolution,
state and capital were compelled to enter into an interdependent relationship. The state
depended on the business elite to help rebuild the economy, through new investment, job
creation, the paying of taxes, and the securing of loans from bankers with whom the
industrialists had connections, as Haber, Maxfield, and Maurer have described.
Businessmen depended on the state for the restoration of order, the building of roads, the
50
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taming of radicalized labor and the enforcement of property rights. They demanded the
state take a moderate approach to enforcing the radical clauses of the 1917 Constitution.
Hamilton and Saragoza have shown that when one president, Lázaro Cárdenas,
accelerated expropriations and permitted strikes to proliferate, he upset the symbiotic
balance, prompted capital flight, and drove many businessmen to consider backing
opposition candidates in the 1940 election; the need to restore the balance forced him to
retreat during his last two years of in power, introduce pro-business legislation, and back
a conservative successor to the presidency.51
That kind of relationship, one of political necessity, is distinct from but often
intertwined with a “symbiotic convenience” that exists between certain politicians and
industrialists. This involves mutually beneficial and usually covert business partnerships,
plus other exchanges of favors. Such practice was common during the Porfiriato, reemerged with a new set of players in the 1920s, and was indulged quite spectacularly
under President Alemán.52 As entrepreneurs who used the symbiotic imperative and
symbiotic convenience to their advantage, and yet never dabbled directly in politics
themselves, Jenkins and his protégés are different from the ex-military businessmenpoliticians of the 1920s and 1930s, such as Aarón Saenz and Presidents Obregón, Calles,
and Abelardo Rodríguez (1932-34). But what all these men have in common is that they
exemplify how the Revolution threw up a new generation of entrepreneurs who exploited
their political connections in order to build great fortunes, a phenomenon that reveals
another continuity between the Porfiriato and the post-revolutionary era.
The Jenkins story also exemplifies an important and under-researched regional
dimension to both kinds of symbiosis. Interdependence, I would suggest, tends to begin
at the municipal or state level, where everyday interactions between businessmen and
politicians are most frequent. Oddly, such snug relationships are little explored, although
51
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several historians have shown that Maximino Ávila Camacho had a record of cultivating
such ties, across various states, during his military and political careers.53
To illustrate the kinds of symbioses that Jenkins’ career illustrates: from 1920, the
American made loans and donations to the typically cash-strapped local authorities, both
state and city governments of in Puebla City. This goes some way to answer the
perplexing question of how he, a high-profile norteamericano, was able to accrue vast
acreages at a time of growing xenophobia and accelerating land confiscation. It also
helps explain how Jenkins was able to evade taxes, usually (not always) with impunity.
Private sector support for business-friendly governors and mayors contributed to the
unprecedented stability of Puebla governments from the 1930s to the 1960s. Beforehand,
Puebla was a violence-ridden and politically volatile region that had seen two dozen
changes of governor in a mere fifteen years. Only from 1933 did holders of the office
manage to serve out their terms, the very year that marked the start of government backed
by the business elite and supportive of it. Hence, Jenkins and his ilk played a decisive
role in moving Puebla politics to the right.
In later years, Jenkins’ interdependent relationships extended to the national stage.
In the 1940s and 1950s, Jenkins contributed greatly to the entertainment – and arguably,
given the conservative ethos of Golden Age cinema, the containment – of the burgeoning
urban masses, building movie theaters and financing films. He also provided credit to the
federal government for public works. Such activities helped him maintain his
controversial monopoly in film exhibition and continue to dodge taxes. From time to
time, using legislation or executive decree, a president would rule against Jenkins, or so it
appeared, heeding the complaints of his workforce. But some of these judgments, on
examination, constituted victories against the now-notorious gringo that were more
cosmetic than tangible – a ploy that might be termed “symbolic regulation.” The
wealthier Jenkins became, the greater was his rhetorical value in the political arena, as the
epitome of rapacious capitalism; a president seen to stand up to him could make political
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mileage. It would of course be an overstatement to claim that this one businessman and
the federal state depended on each other per se, but mutually beneficial relations between
Jenkins and the government, on a multiplicity of inter-locking levels, exemplify a general
symbiosis between business elites and the Mexican state.

Decentering the State and the Business Elite
Twelve years ago Jeffrey Rubin argued that there is room for greater
consideration of distinct dynamics between the federal government and the states in
accounting for the durable reign of the PRI.54 While post-revolutionary regional history
has begun to flourish, that remains the case. As Rubin argued, the federal government
did not simply impose its will upon the provinces: it often had to allow a certain
autonomy to local strongmen, especially in the 1930s and 1940s, and provincial dynamics
often had an impact on the center. Rubin further points out that corporatist analyses of
state formation ignore the contested nature of politics “on the ground” and downplay
elections as purely symbolic. Puebla, the central and populous state that was Jenkins’
home for fifty-seven years, offers ample testament to the validity of his claims.
The bankrupt and fractious situation in which Puebla found itself after the
Revolution resulted in a revolving-door governorship that saw sixteen men take office
during the 1920s, more than any other state. In response to this anarchic situation, and a
recurrent seizure of the governorship by radicals who supported land reform and strong
unions, Puebla’s business elite made concerted efforts from the early 1930s to back
conservatives for the office. The hard-fought campaigns of 1932 and 1936, and the
extent to which Gen. José Mijares Palencia and Gen. Maximino Ávila Camacho needed
Jenkins and the business class in order to triumph over popular leftist rivals, exemplify
how certain episodes merit fresh inspection that takes both grass-roots resistance and elite
maneuvering into account. The President and the National Executive Committee of the
PNR (as the PRI was then called) did not simply impose their candidate in either election,
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though their backing certainly counted for much. Mijares and Ávila Camacho also
needed, and actively solicited, large amounts of private-sector cash.
What resulted from the victories of these two generals – and Puebla’s
gubernatorial race would not properly be contested again for seventy years – was an
entrenchment of conservative government that privileged the interests of the business
elite, even in the face of federal opposition. When the state threatened to nationalize
Atencingo, Maximino was able to come to Jenkins’ aid because Cárdenas was indebted to
him for his support as he sought to face down a power-hungry Calles in 1935-36. To
study Puebla in the era of Maximino (1937-41) is to observe the “jalopy” of the radical
Cardenist state in all its wheezing and juddering complexity. It is also to observe the
establishment of a provincial political dynasty (cacicazgo) that would endure under the
Ávila Camacho family until 1963, providing another challenge to the traditional
conception of a monolithic PRI-controlled state.
The Jenkins-Maximino alliance not only held enormous sway over the economy
and politics of an important region, it also exerted an influence on state-building at the
national level. Alan Knight has suggested that regional bastions of conservatism
contributed to the rightward shift within the federal government as the Cárdenas years
came to a close, but he provided few details.55 Tracing Jenkins’ financial support of
Maximino provides the kind of evidence that substantiates Knight’s argument. The
strength of business-backed governors such as Maximino, well-poised to dictate statelevel vote-counting in the 1940 election, helps explain Cárdenas’ pragmatic decision to
back Maximino’s politically moderate brother Manuel as his successor, in preference to
the left-leaning early favorite Francisco Múgica.
While this study is not entirely a regional history – for Jenkins’ business empire
was chiefly based in the capital from the mid-1940s, as his film and banking interests
grew large – it does consider the economic and political trajectory of Puebla for much of
the twentieth century. In doing so, it provides a sustained overview of an industrial hub
that stands apart from the approach centered on national business associations favored by
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political scientists and from the Mexico City-and-Monterrey axis that has drawn most of
the attention of business historians.
It pays particular attention to Puebla’s relative stagnation, both the city and the
state. Until 1900, Puebla City was Mexico’s second metropolis, a rank held since
colonial times. By Jenkins’ death in 1963, it had been far surpassed in population and
economic might by Monterrey and Guadalajara. Wil Pansters has argued that, as of
1945, Puebla’s development (including that of outlying mill towns) was atrophied by an
elite inclination to conservative rather than entrepreneurial behavior, above all within the
state’s dominant textile sector. Most mill owners contented themselves with counting
profits, which were huge during World War II; they refused to upgrade their machinery,
and they tried to squeeze labor when profit margins shrank.56 Jenkins owned various
mills and he too declined to modernize. Pansters adds that from the 1940s to the 1960s
economic stagnation owed much to political stagnation. Puebla politics ossified under
the dynasty set up by Maximino, which hindered debate, produced several inept
governors, and owed its durability in great part to a conservative business elite among
whom Jenkins was pre-eminent.
My argument builds on Pansters’ findings, but also considers Jenkins as a local
entrepreneur and creator of jobs. In reviving the sugar lands of nine haciendas, uniting
them by private railroad into a highly productive plantation around a central mill, and
constituting the whole as a limited-liability company, Jenkins was an industrial pioneer.
To omit agribusiness from any discussion of development would be misleading, due to
the technologies involved, the employment generated, and the importance of agriculture
to the expansion of manufacturing.57 From the mid-1940s, Jenkins and his protégés
focused on film exhibition, a business they had initiated in Puebla but which soon
assumed a national dimension; their shift of geographic focus to Mexico City and

56

Wil Pansters, Politics and Power in Puebla: The Political History of a Mexican State, 1937-1987
(Amsterdam: CEDLA, 1990): 88-95.
57
Agriculture’s output fed the urban workforce, some of its products (sugar, cotton, etc.) became
manufacturing inputs, and its export revenues aided the trade balance at a time of massive import of capital
goods; Hansen, Politics of Mexican Development, 58-65.

28

elsewhere was but a natural consequence of local success. In the textile sector, however,
it emerges that Jenkins was indeed complicit in its deterioration.
My treatment of Puebla’s relative decline is far from complete, as such would
require a detailed comparative analysis with Guadalajara and Monterrey, but I offer
pointers as to how Puebla’s slide, before World War II and after, owed to a mixture of
structural, cultural, and entrepreneurial factors. This discussion also engages debates in
Latin American business history about the relative underperformance of domestic versus
U.S. enterprise. In particular, during the era of state-led development, to what extent
were aversion to risk and paucity of innovation determined by economic or political
uncertainties, by protectionism and regulation, or by factors primarily neither economic
nor political but rooted in local business culture?58

“Gringophobia” and Its Uses
From early on, Jenkins was an opponent of the Revolution and a proponent of
U.S. intervention. But his controversial reputation chiefly dates from his high-profile
kidnapping, while a consular agent, in 1919. Hawks led by Senator Albert Fall, already
fuming over years of injury to U.S. lives and property, seized upon the incident to try to
persuade Woodrow Wilson to intervene militarily and “put Mexico’s house in order.”
Facing a crisis, the precarious government of Venustiano Carranza tried to forestall
intervention by claiming that Jenkins had plotted a “self-kidnapping.” Jenkins was
briefly jailed, and circumstantial evidence along with partisan press coverage made the
allegation stick. Though later exonerated by a federal court, the American remained
sufficiently tarred that all future allegations of his involvement in skullduggery gained a
ready audience. This and subsequent controversies – over Jenkins’ roles as landowner,
monopolist, political intriguer, even as philanthropist – reveal a key component of
Mexican leftist-nationalist rhetoric, in casting the United States, its politicians, and most
especially its businessmen as foes of the Revolution and social progress.
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A fourth purpose of this study is to deconstruct the Jenkins “black legend”: to
show how his unsavory reputation was exaggerated for political ends, and to broach the
larger issue of xenophobia – which in the twentieth century increasingly took the form of
“gringophobia” – as a rhetorical tool within debates over capitalist versus socialist paths
to development.59 Indeed, gringophobia is a device still employed today in disputes over
free trade and foreign investment, and usually it evokes the U.S. businessman, rather than
the politician.
In Jenkins’ case, historians, novelists, and journalists have routinely attributed his
actions to an unethical “United States-style” capitalism.60 Such accounts ignore how his
actions may equally reflect an adaptation to practices standard in Mexico. To take
several examples from early in his career: Jenkins’ repression of a strike at his textile mill
in 1912 followed identical moves by others in Puebla since mid-1911; his predatory loanmaking to landowners during the Revolution emulated a high-interest money-lending
practice that saw haciendas change hands frequently over the previous century; his
advantageous befriending of Catholic bishops was typical of elites, perhaps the more so
in ostentatiously pious Puebla. In other words, Jenkins’ brand of capitalism, if
exploitative, monopolistic, or reactionary, was certainly not uniquely so. Yet few if any
Mexican businessman of his era were so vilified. Given the commonalities perceptible
between Jenkins and his Mexican peers, along with his continual reinvestment in local
ventures (he did not repatriate profits), the complicity of local associates in his endeavors,
and his cultivation of a circle of Mexican protégés, we may view Jenkins as a fairly
orthodox member of his adoptive country’s business elite. Such a revisionist reading of
the man’s career confirms the validity of using his life as a case study of Mexico’s private
sector. Still, it is also worth pondering how much Jenkins acted out the part his detractors
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wrote for him, using his fearsome aura to his benefit, intimidating competitors, debtors
and employees.
I contextualize the vilification of Jenkins within an evolving tradition of
gringophobia, wherein U.S. elites have been depicted as scheming Yankee bogeymen.
The convention dates at least from the territorial cessions of 1836 and 1848, after the
Texas Revolution and the Mexican-American War, when Mexico lost half of its territory.
But the tradition mutated at the end of the Revolution – around the time of Jenkins’
kidnapping – when scheming U.S. politicians, the would-be architects of further landgrabs, were displaced in the popular imagination by scheming U.S. capitalists. Among
them were oil men and Jenkins. Since then, conspiracy theories and stereotyping
involving U.S. businessman have proliferated, from the fallacy that the 1938 revolt
against Cárdenas by the caudillo Saturnino Cedillo was funded by U.S. oil companies to
a popular TV ad campaign by the Telmex phone company in 1996, featuring a
preposterously crass American executive. We may make international comparisons. Just
as primitive U.S. nationalism was based in part upon the “othering” of the Native
American, just as British patriotism was once fostered by a sense of not-being-French, so
twentieth-century Mexican nationalism has been grounded to some extent (by no means
wholly, as Roger Bartra for one has shown) in an othering and at times a demonizing of
the gringo neighbor.61
Studies of Mexican opinion of the United States are remarkably few, compared
with the copious work on U.S. opinion of Mexico.62 A history of U.S.-Mexican relations
by Josefina Vázquez and Lorenzo Meyer claims that Mexican nationalism was largely
defined by interactions with the United States, notably from 1848 and more so from the
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Revolution, which “unleashed a tremendous wave of nationalism [that] frequently
degenerated into xenophobia.”63 However, examining Revolution-era nationalism by
parts – political patriotism, economic nationalism, and popular xenophobia – Knight has
shown that anti-U.S. political agitation was fragmented and unreliable as a motivating
force; that U.S. trade and investment actually rose by 1920, while economic nationalism
was a minority concern; and that violence against Americans had more to do with their
being property owners than their being Yankees (xenophobia was more clearly directed at
Spaniards and Chinese).64 These arguments raise the issue of how much gringophobia is
actually anti-U.S. as opposed to anti-capitalist, and how much rhetorical and elitist as
opposed to material and widely-felt. Equally helpful is David Wilt’s exhaustive study of
U.S. stereotypes in Mexican cinema, which quantifies and qualifies the recurrence of “the
tourist,” “the blonde,” “the racist” and, of special interest here, “the exploiter.”65 The
latter, Wilt argues, gained cinematic prominence due to Mexicans’ shared belief in the
historically exploitative nature of the United States. The exploiter tended to display the
conviction that Mexico’s riches are under-utilized by a backward populace; a willingness
to abuse Mexican labor; an obsession with money and power, often to the exclusion of
love and family; and disregard for suffering caused. (Critics imputed most such
characteristics to Jenkins.) Such stereotypes arose in other media: opinion columns,
political cartoons, advertising, murals, and songs. All offer evidence of gringophobia and
its post-revolutionary accent on the businessman.
The language and frequency with which Jenkins was attacked points up the
prominence of gringophobia as a rhetorical staple. There was considerable political
mileage to be gained from attacking him, above all during the 1950s and 1960s, when an
ideological battle for the soul of the PRI pitted the pro-business Alemanist wing of the
party against the leftist-nationalist Cardenist wing. An incoming president, like Adolfo
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Ruíz Cortines (1952-58), could boost his credibility by promising to break the yanqui
film monopoly; a former leader like Cárdenas could draw headlines by excoriating
Jenkins for buying land from small farmers for new agricultural ventures; reporters and
editors could polish their revolutionary credentials and boost sales with exposés about the
assets and influence of this “pernicious” gringo. In turn, overt criticism of Jenkins
contributed to a polarization of public opinion that fed the broader social tensions of the
1960s, including student radicalism and its bloody repression.
While unpacking the Jenkins black legend, I give two misperceptions special
attention, each an entrée into further themes of import to Mexican development. The first
concerns the demise of the Golden Age of Mexican cinema. By 1950, one of the largest
film industries outside Hollywood was showing creative malaise. By 1960, its export
markets were almost lost and domestic audiences were plummeting, as producers churned
out cheap exploitation pictures. Contreras Torres, in his Libro negro, laid the blame for
this debacle squarely at the feet of Jenkins’ monopoly, claiming it favored Hollywood
and hindered the flow of credit to Mexican productions.66 Most film historians have
followed Contreras Torres. My analysis of the decline takes its cues from the more
balanced reading offered by Charles Ramírez Berg, who enumerates a series of factors.67
A squeezing of production budgets by money-men like Jenkins is certainly one of them,
but so are the ramping up of U.S. production after World War II, the refusal of the
directors’ guild to admit new talent, and the lack of re-investment in film studios.
Further, state support for the industry, which began in the early 1940s and became
incrementally more generous under Alemán and Ruiz Cortines, fostered a culture of
dependence and profligacy among filmmakers and a disincentive to take creative risks.
Jenkins’ dominance provided a ready scapegoat, enabling directors and producers such as
Contreras Torres to conceal their own deficiencies beneath a cloak of nationalistic
protest.
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A second misperception has to do with Jenkins’ philanthropy. In 1954, Jenkins
set up the Mary Street Jenkins Foundation, named for his late wife and dedicated to
health and education in Mexico. This deed was unprecedented in the country, as it had
no U.S.-style foundations, that is, charities that were tax-exempt, governed by a board,
and making donations from the interest generated by their endowments. As a result, the
Foundation was widely misconstrued as a ruse for tax evasion, a charge still heard today.
On his death nine years later, Jenkins left to it his entire fortune. No fair evaluation of the
man can ignore the importance of this act. It gave rise to what was probably for many
years Mexico’s largest charity, which to date has disbursed several hundred million
dollars. It also established a precedent for the creation of other such foundations, of
which the country now boasts a number.

The Practices and Cultures of U.S. and Mexican Business
The Economist once claimed: “Monopolies are as Mexican as mescal – and just as
intoxicating.”68 But they are also as American as apple pie, as the Robber Barons
demonstrated and as Bill Gates recently reminded us. They are a recurrent symptom of
industrial capitalism everywhere. The journalistic propensity to categorize business
practices as markedly distinct in different countries, notably between developed and
developing nations, can conceal more than it reveals. My final purpose is to use Jenkins’
career as a window on assumed and actual differences and similarities in U.S. and
Mexican business cultures. This thread is by no means exhaustive, but, given the general
dearth of comparative U.S.-Mexican history, I offer those comparisons that Jenkins’
business and managerial practices bring to the fore. I challenge popular conceptions of
Mexican underdevelopment that rest on facile assumptions of cultural differences with
the United States, but I do so without retreating either into nebulous relativism that
questions the very fact of underdevelopment (for poverty and the mass emigration it has
fuelled are both quantifiable) or into the structural determinism that suggests culture does
not matter. I heed the call from business historians for greater attention to comparative
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analysis, the cultural context of enterprise, and the social construction of business
concepts.69
This line of inquiry probes the widely supposed “American-ness” and uniqueness
of Jenkins, and by extension some of the “essential” distinctions between Mexico and the
United States that may in fact derive from prejudices or mere differences in terminology.
It also complements my deconstruction of the Jenkins black legend, in further testing
whether he was indeed a sui generis, pernicious, white-supremacist capitalist, or a fairly
typical, profit-driven businessman who stood out because of his nationality.
Various of the dubious practices in which Jenkins seems to have emulated his
local peers may equally have precedent and parallel in the United States. His career may
reveal as many similarities as differences between Mexican and U.S. customs, and this
may prove especially true when the point of comparison is Jenkins’ native American
South. Jenkins was given to monopolistic pursuits and practices, first in cotton hosiery,
next in the Puebla sugar sector, and most notoriously in film exhibition. Yet, despite
state complicity, there was nothing necessarily Mexican about the development of such
monopolies, which were rife in the country he had departed in 1901. Similarly, Jenkins
was able to expand his fortune via a series of alliances with politicians, for whom a
relationship with this gringo was usually convenient and in some respects imperative.
But for all the notorious venality of Mexico’s politicians, were these links so very
different from the unethical ties that certain politicians forged with industrialists in the
United States – Boss Crump of Memphis, Tennessee, for instance? The question remains
salient today. How does one draw the line between a bribe and a campaign contribution?
That line may vary between countries, yet what is legal in one and illegal in another may
well be unethical in both.
None of this is to suggest that differences in business culture, or differences of
degree, do not exist. Barbero has noted that empirical research into Latin American
enterprise, while destroying such myths as a supposed absence of entrepreneurship, has
identified characteristics that “differ strongly” from those of North Atlantic business,
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such as “the slow development of capital markets and managerial capitalism [and] the
importance of immigration as a source of entrepreneurship.”70 To take the example of
self-enrichment: in the United States the practice declined after the influence-peddling
scandals that erupted during the Warren Harding administration (1921-23), including
Teapot Dome, which destroyed the career of Interior Secretary Albert Fall. Such exposés
lacked contemporaneous parallel in Mexico, where they did not become common until
the era of Carlos Salinas (1988-94). Perhaps the clearest example of cultural distinction
within Jenkins’ career is that of the Mary Street Jenkins Foundation. This selfperpetuating charity had many precedents in the United States but none in Mexico. How
much its singularity owed to legal factors, to differences in U.S. and Mexican attitudes to
giving, and to personal feelings of noblesse oblige or conscience-salving, forms another
line of inquiry.
While assessing what is peculiar to Mexican business culture and what is not, this
study interweaves brief analyses of common practices, many of them little discussed to
date. These include the sociedad anónima (akin to the limited-liability company),
bankruptcy practice, laws regarding monopolies, and business reporting in the press. My
approach is not comprehensive, just an initial attempt at what future historians will surely
explore in detail. Sometimes the terms themselves are striking. To take two that recur in
the Jenkins story, a union in the pocket of the employer is a sindicato blanco and private
armed guards are guardias blancas. How did two entities of generally ill repute –
associated with class betrayal and violence – come to be labeled with the gentle epithet
“white”? Do the terms, explored etymologically, reveal anything particular about the
culture that produced them, or does such analysis dissolve into mere musings about
stereotypes? Language may well be telling. The frequency with which the term
monopolista appears in Mexican sources, often to describe a businessman whose assets,
far from constituting a monopoly, were simply larger than average, suggests that the term
acquired a broader and more negative connotation than the English “monopolist” and
became a common slander or critique of private enterprise per se. On the other hand,
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language may be less telling than we think. Our retention of certain Mexican terms,
when Anglo-Saxon equivalents are available, risks exoticizing practices that actually
common on both sides of the Rio Grande. Was a sindicato blanco intrinsically different
from a company union?
The story of any expatriate entrepreneur leads naturally to comparison of business
cultures, and the closer one looks the more complex the picture appears. What emerges
is not a need to minimize differences but a need to avoid facile dichotomies. Very often
difference is only, on inspection, difference in degree. On the other hand, people of
Jenkins’ era routinely made rigid distinctions, believing Mexicans were like this and
Americans like that, and then based decisions upon them. The trick, for the biographer of
a vilified émigré, is to understand the outlook of this actor from the past – that foreign
country, where “they do things differently” – and impartially decode his words and deeds
within the context of his doubly foreign world.
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Chapter 1: Tennessee, Texas, Monterrey, Puebla

William and Mary
At the dawn of what would come to be called the American Century, a young
Tennessean named William O. Jenkins boarded a crowded Texan train and crossed the
sunburned border into Mexico.1 He came with a frail and pregnant spouse, half an
education, very few dollars. He also came with a wealth of ambition and something to
prove. He came, he would later tell his daughters, for the sake of Mary. He wanted to
please his wife, to delight her with an impromptu excursion to Monterrey. Some local
festival was about to take place, the Day of the Virgin of Guadalupe; he was sure it would
be a swell event. They would spend a couple of nights in the city, a lively metropolis he
had been told, and return to San Antonio with plenty of time still to prepare for the long
trip back to Tennessee for Christmas. This was the plan, but a chance encounter in
Monterrey with an English railroad employee convinced him that Mexico was a land of
opportunity. And so, at least for him, it proved to be. The acquaintance offered him a
well-paid job, and Jenkins never lived again in the United States.
The beginnings of the Jenkins story have much to do with the social hierarchy of
the post-bellum South and the Protestant work ethic. William Oscar Jenkins, born 18
May 1878, was the grandson of a Virginia minister who had moved west in around 1830
and founded the first Lutheran church in middle Tennessee. Jenkins’ father, John Wesley
Jenkins, was a schoolteacher, and his mother, Elizabeth Biddle, had nine children and
raised the seven that survived infancy. Together they lived on a farm near Shelbyville,
fifty miles south of Nashville. When William was 11, he contracted tetanus from a
wound. Children rarely survived tetanus at the time, so his parents heeded their doctor’s
advice to withdraw William from school and ensure he had as much fresh air as possible.
They put him to work on the farm. William remained a voracious reader, and was
presumably home-schooled in the evenings and at weekends by his father, but he also
1
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warmed to the farming life. In later years, despite the range of businesses in which he
engaged, he would refer to himself as a farmer.
As he neared adulthood, William decided he needed an education. In 1898, aged
20, he entered high school, and by studying hard he managed to complete the standard
four years of schooling in two. It was there he fell in love with Mary Street, a junior at
the time they met. William graduated first in his class, Mary came second, and both of
them enrolled at Vanderbilt University. As a student, William continued to show an
energetic industriousness, completing two years of humanities classes within his first
year, helping pay his way with part-time jobs and playing gridiron football well enough
to be named All-American.
Mary’s family, however, did not approve of the match. Whereas William was
decidedly middle-class, and his father had been the youngest of thirteen children, the
Streets were Southern gentry, plantation-owners who always stood to attention when the
band played “Dixie.” A potentially graver problem was the state of Mary’s health. She
came from a “tubercular family”: her mother died of TB when Mary was only three and
her father succumbed to it a month before she turned eight. She and her two brothers,
Hugh and Donald, were then raised with their cousins. In 1901, when Mary was 19, her
aunt and uncle decided to send her away to Texas. Ostensibly, the move was to benefit
her constitution, which the dryer climate of San Antonio would suit. Mary and William
both knew that the real reason was their relationship.
William, about to start a second promising year at Vanderbilt, announced that if
Mary were going to Texas, he would take her there. He dropped out of university,
married Mary in Nashville on September 26, and moved with her to San Antonio. He
found a job there teaching Latin at a boys’ school, but the salary was low and the post
was only ever going to be temporary. In love letters to Mary that summer, Jenkins had
written that what he wanted was to go into business. As a businessman, he would make
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so much money that Mary would never lack anything. She would live like a queen, and
so he would prove to her family that he was worthy of her after all.2

Monterrey, 1901
How much Jenkins knew about Mexico before first venturing there, on 12
December 1901, is hard to say.3 He may have heard about the possibilities there for
fortune seekers from fellow Tennesseans whose relatives had been enticed southward by
the Mexican government’s passage of the Uncultivated Lands Law in 1883, which
offered surveyors the possession of one-third of any uncharted land that they surveyed.
A large number of those who responded to this call were civil engineers who had served
in the former Confederate Army. At any rate, U.S. investors, speculators, and
businessmen were all drawn by the economic liberalism of the Mexican dictator Porfirio
Díaz. President Díaz actively enticed American capital into extractive industries, the
building of infrastructure needed to transport oil and minerals out of the country, and the
surveying of uncharted regions4
Monterrey’s boom as an industrial base and railroad hub offered many
opportunities to the resourceful foreigner. Records Alex Saragoza: “Foreigners figured
importantly in the rise of technical positions associated with brewing, smelting,
mechanical repair, and construction. …Americans and Europeans converged on
Monterrey to take many of the well-paid positions produced by the city’s burgeoning
industries and businesses.” By 1895, there were 900 Americans living in the city, and
hundreds of Germans, Britons and Spaniards.5
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Accounts vary over Jenkins’ employment in Monterrey and even over the length
of his stay. Rafael Ruiz Harrell claims Jenkins indeed started out with a railroad
company (most in northern Mexico were U.S.-owned), but in 1902 switched to the
Fundidora Monterrey (the city’s recently-founded and locally-owned steelworks), and in
1904 switched again, for two years, to American Smelting (also known as ASARCO and
part of the Guggenheim empire).6 Contrary to Ruiz Harrell, the Jenkins family maintains
that William had no training in engineering; he worked for a railroad company in an
administrative capacity, and though this job entailed dealings with the Fundidora and
other firms, as well as a certain amount of travel within Mexico, he stayed with the same
company until he left northern Mexico. The little documentary evidence that survives
shows that in 1905 and 1906 Jenkins was working as a manager at the Guggenheimowned Bonanza Mines in northern Zacatecas, where there numbered among his charges
one Eulalio Gutiérrez, a future president of Mexico.7
In Monterrey, the Jenkins family, which from 1902 included a baby daughter,
lived in a boarding house and led a frugal existence. When he accompanied his wife to
market, he would put her on the horse-drawn tram and walk or jog behind it, to save the
few cents’ fare. This was a habit that Jenkins would retain for years, even as a fairly rich
man; when friends made comment, he would say he was doing it for the exercise.
Jenkins still had some debt to settle from his year at Vanderbilt, but also he was
determined to save enough to be able to establish himself in business.
In August 1903, Mary turned 21 and came into her inheritance. Jenkins held
inherited wealth in dim regard, but his wife’s receipt of $10,000 provided him with the
impetus to seek actively an entrée into business, with an investment, and he began to
6
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think of textiles.8 An opportunity arose via an advertisement in a Monterrey newspaper,
placed by the Jewish-Russian owner of a stocking factory in Puebla. The Russian sought
a partner who would manage the mill in exchange for a fifty-percent stake.9 In 1906,
Jenkins, with his wife and baby Elizabeth, upped stakes and headed the 650 miles south.

Puebla, 1906
In the late Porfiriato, Puebla was an industrial city that still rivaled Monterrey and
Guadalajara in size, even though the latter towns were growing at a quicker rate. The
state of the same name was the heartland of Mexico’s textile industry, which spilled over
into neighboring Tlaxcala and central Veracruz. In 1900-01, Puebla’s twenty-nine mills
accounted for 19 percent of the textile factories in the country, ahead of Mexico City with
9 percent, and that share would rise to 30 percent (with forty-four mills) by 1910-11.10
Textiles, indeed, was an ideal business for Jenkins to move into. Taking a stake in a
modest mill did not require much capital, particularly in Puebla, where the average mill
was smaller than elsewhere, and his experience with the railroads surely gave him a
familiarity with transportation logistics for raw materials and finished products and the
potential demand offered by Mexico’s various urban markets.
Jenkins appears to have capitalized quickly on his chance to go into business.
Within a few years he bought out his Russian partner, one León Rasst.11 He then sold the
mill and combined the proceeds with Mary’s inheritance to buy land on the southern
outskirts of the city, where he built a bigger mill, La Corona, and a house opposite for his
growing family. Their move more or less coincided with the birth of Jenkins’ second
daughter, Margaret, in 1907. The new mill formed the basis of a rapidly expanding
venture, as Jenkins would later relate:

8
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In Puebla, I established a small knitting mill, for the manufacture of cheap cotton hosiery,
and as I brought in automatic machines for knitting, and as there were only old hand
knitting machines in the country at the time, I soon was able to increase the business in a
most extraordinary manner. I augmented the capacity of the factory; I added a spinning
factory to make my own yarns; I established additional factories in Mexico City and
Queretaro, and by the year 1910, I practically controlled the cheap hosiery market in the
entire country.12

At the outbreak of the Revolution in November 1910, and after just eight or nine
years in the country, Jenkins was already a fairly wealthy man and an incipient
monopolist. He was well on the way to fulfilling his ambition of being a success in
business, and to proving to the Street family that he was worthy of Mary. But Jenkins’
entrepreneurial success was not matched by an acceptance within the upper echelons of
Pueblan society. As Saragoza has noted of 1890s Monterrey, Porfirian society was
notoriously difficult for Americans – unlike Italians, German and Spaniards – to
penetrate.13 This was if anything truer of Puebla, which even today has a reputation for
conservatism and for the closed and cliquish quality of its moneyed social scene. In the
late Porfiriato, Pueblan society was well-populated if not dominated by Spanish and
French immigrants and their families, the former having gravitated to textiles and
farming and the latter well established in textiles and retail.14
That Jenkins did not easily fit in with these self-made Europeans and the oldmoney Pueblans is further explained by the man’s character. There was an abrasive
quality to him that did not endear him to others. He was a large-framed man who spoke
gringo-accented Spanish with a booming voice. He dressed drably, tended to wear the
same suit, hat and shoes day after day, and in his early years in Puebla was often seen
around town in overalls, pushing a cartloads of materials for Rasst’s factory; “decent”
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Mexicans would not engage in physical labor, or not admit to doing so.15 His habit of
jogging behind trams while his wife sat on board drew a lot of comment, and he was
known for always being on the look-out to make a buck. Accounts of his early years,
some of them admittedly apocryphal, have him supplementing his income by dabbling in
grain brokerage, real estate, even hawking shoe laces and junk iron. In addition to all
that, he was not a convivial sort. He did not drink or visit brothels, he rarely entertained,
and he usually retired early to bed. His best friend was his wife.16
One night, as the Jenkins were leaving the theater after an opera performance, a
member of one of these elite families – a Díaz Rubín, a Conde y Conde, or a Signoret,
perhaps – barged into Mary and caused her to stumble from the sidewalk. It was
probably an accident, but that did not matter to Jenkins. He told his wife: “They’re going
to pay for that some day.” A decade or so afterwards, a significant and growing number
of the same families would find themselves either seeking Jenkins’ investment, in serious
debt to him, or resentful that he had seized their property for failure to meet loan
payments.
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Chapter 2: How to Get Rich in a Revolution
Take up the White Man’s burden –
Send forth the best ye breed –
Go bind your sons to exile
To serve your captives’ need;
To wait in heavy harness,
On fluttered folk and wild –
Your new-caught, sullen peoples,
Half-devil and half-child.
Rudyard Kipling, “The White Man’s Burden” (1899)
The best time to buy is when blood is running in the streets.
Baron Nathan M. Rothschild (1815)1

The Zapatistas and the Firing Squad
A few years later, as he faced the firing squad, Consular Agent William O.
Jenkins would curse the Mexican Revolution. The lengthy war, with no end in sight, had
turned docile workers and peasants into “drunken soldiers … animals without hearts …
howling devils.”
As Jenkins wrote soon afterwards to U.S. Consul General Arnold Shanklin, the
trouble started, really started, on January 5, 1915.2 For three weeks, Puebla City had
been occupied by rebels loyal to Emiliano Zapata. After Madero’s call to arms against the
Porfirio Díaz dictatorship, Zapata had rapidly emerged as leader, hero and symbol of the
downtrodden rural masses, especially in the sugar-growing lands of his native Morelos
and neighboring southern Puebla.3 Following Madero’s murder in 1913, Zapata allied
with northern leaders Venustiano Carranza and Pancho Villa in order to oust the usurper
Victoriano Huerta, but with that accomplished, the alliance with Carranza frayed and
dissolved. Villa and Zapata, believing Carranza too little interested in the plight of the
1
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poor, ousted Carrancista governors from Mexico City and Puebla in late 1914. But the
occupation of Puebla, to which Villa entrusted Zapata, was never part of the Zapatista
project of land and autonomy for their villages. When, in early January, units from
Carranza’s superior army returned in force, the Zapatistas prepared only moderate
resistance.4
The morning of January 5, a Tuesday, as the Carrancistas swept into the city from
the north and the Zapatistas exited in the south, work at La Corona carried on as normal,
the mill’s full complement of 300 women toiling at their knitting and sewing machines.
Despite occasional sounds of gunfire from across the city, many Zapatistas were
evacuating without a fight, as Jenkins could see from his office window. They passed by
in large groups and then melted into the countryside that began behind his mill and,
passing the town of Atlixco to the southwest, rolled down to the hot lowlands that were
the heart of Zapata territory.
The Zapatista rearguard did not leave so easily. Whether by choice or necessity
they fought their way out, and they made their last stand at La Corona. Jenkins later
reported that this was a chance occurrence: someone must have got cornered outside the
building, because the gunfire went on for more than an hour. When the shots had drawn
near, Jenkins had marshaled his employees to safe cover. Stray bullets spat and whizzed
through the window panes, but none of the workers were hurt. Some time after the firing
ceased, Jenkins ventured outside and counted twenty-seven dead Carrancistas, along with
one still alive. Having sent the wounded man to the hospital, he examined the corpses
and found the Zapatistas had finished off many of their foes at close quarters, sticking
them with knives or blowing their heads open with expanding bullets.
That afternoon, as Carrancistas patrolled the city and picked up their dead,
Jenkins was alarmed to hear it said that the Zapatistas had made so successful a stand by
firing from within his home. Later, working in his office, Jenkins heard a rumpus
outside. Drunken soldiers were abusing his doorkeeper, then they fired a couple of shots.
4
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As the doorkeeper backed off, the soldiers turned their wrath upon Jenkins, accusing him
of killing their comrades; they threatened to shoot him. Ignoring Jenkins’ claims that he
was the U.S. consul and his home the consulate (it sported a flag and consular shield),
they arrested him and his brother-in-law, Donald Street, and marched them to their
barracks. Detained most of the evening, Jenkins was at last able to speak to a colonel,
who freed the Americans and assured them they would not be molested further.
Early the next morning, Jenkins awoke to a banging on the front door. Thirty
soldiers were there to re-arrest him. First, they insisted on searching the house, including
the bedrooms of his wife and two daughters. When Jenkins demanded to know whose
orders they were following, they told him their rifles were their orders. Frog-marched
with six of his employees to a second barracks, Jenkins found himself subjected to “the
vilest invective, curses known only to Mexicans, abuses, and even blows.” They shut
him in a cell and sent a party to arrest Donald, whom they roughed up and incarcerated
elsewhere. Soon they told Jenkins that he was to be shot, immediately, for helping the
Zapatistas. They bundled him outside to a patio, stood him against a stone pillar, and
taunted him while they readied their rifles. Giving up all hope of being saved, Jenkins
asked permission to write a farewell note to his wife. The taunts only worsened.
At that moment a captain passed by and asked the sergeant in charge what was
going on. Seizing his chance, Jenkins ignored the rank-and-file and addressed the
captain: he had 300 employees who could attest to his innocence. The sergeant
sheepishly admitted that he had no execution orders, only a general order to shoot
snipers. The captain told him it would be a dangerous matter to execute a U.S. consul
without specific instructions. He then escorted Jenkins back to his cell. Meanwhile,
Mary had rushed to find the help of William Hardaker, the local British consul. Hardaker
in turn sought out the generals in command of the Carrancistas: Francisco Coss, who
doubled as the state governor, and his military superior, the renowned Álvaro Obregón.5
On being informed of the arrests, Obregón ordered the release of Jenkins, his employees,
5
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and Donald; by early afternoon they were all free, and Obregón had Jenkins brought to
him. The general, Jenkins would relate, “gave me offers of all protection and guarantees,
assuring me of his sincere regret of the occurrence, and offering to punish those who
were guilty of such an act. He was extremely kind about it…” Jenkins was so impressed
with Obregón’s courtesy and sincerity that he wrote later that day to thank him.
The following morning, Jenkins sat at his office typewriter and composed his
lengthy account of the episode for Arnold Shanklin, who would forward it to the State
Department. Driven by anger at what had just befallen him, and by a more general
frustration at the Revolution as a whole, he bashed out eight tightly-packed pages of
American Consular Service letterhead, filling his document with invective against
Zapatistas and Carrancistas alike. He denounced robberies committed by Zapatistas at
his mill and office the day they had entered the city, admitting that he had then arranged
with a Zapatista captain to billet his platoon at his home for several days in order to
secure protection. He also denounced Pancho Villa for the theft in Mexico City of
800,000 pesos’ worth of animal hides from a company in which he had an interest.6
After detailing his near-execution by the Carrancistas, Jenkins advocated an armed U.S.
intervention as the only solution to the continuing chaos he perceived. Devoting nearly
half of his missive to this argument, Jenkins waxed furious on the descent of regular
soldiers into “animals,” looting and murdering; he lamented the waste of Mexico’s
resources; he noted food shortages and forecast famine; he even criticized the U.S.
government for allowing continued arms sales to Mexicans. He predicted that violence
and disruption would worsen, with further Zapatista attacks on Puebla and escalating
tensions between Zapata and Villa. He said he had long opposed intervention, for
reasons of Mexico’s sovereignty, but now there was no other solution, and he claimed
that three-quarters of the Mexican civilians with whom he had contact “pray for
assistance from the United States to help the country.”
6
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As for Mexico’s interim president, Eulalio Gutiérrez, whom the Convention of
Aguascalientes (backed by Zapata and Villa) had installed the previous October, Jenkins
took a dim view. Two weeks earlier, on December 23, he had gone to Mexico City to
visit the President and recognized him as a former sub-manager of his in the mines of
Zacatecas, back in 1905-06. Jenkins was shocked. This was a man “utterly incapable of
even comprehending the position which he fills, much less understanding the thousand
and one difficult problems that he has to face.” Here was yet another argument for
intervention; the President would “serve no other purpose than to probably cause trouble
when he is separated from his position.”7
The war had turned Mexico “into a Hell.” Soldiers had “long since lost all
conception of personal privilege or property rights, and accept[ed] as authority only
someone whom they fear.” The Revolution was “a cold-blooded traffic in men’s lives,
and nothing more.” Now all Jenkins wanted was to leave, abandoning his successful
textile business, yet the exchange rate and business climate encumbered his selling out.
A friend of his, who hand-delivered this letter to Shanklin, reported that the trauma
seemed to have aged Jenkins “twenty years in that many hours” and had left Mary, whose
health was often delicate, “absolutely prostrated.”8
Jenkins’ January 7 letter to Shanklin is the longest missive of his that survives.9 It
provides unusual glimpses of the Revolution’s intrusion into life in Puebla City and
fascinating insights into its author’s mindset at the height of revolutionary violence.10
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Most striking is his continued operation of La Corona, even on the day that
Carrancistas were battling to oust Zapatistas. Jenkins was forewarned of the fight. He
admits that for several days prior he had observed Zapatista chiefs deserting the city with
their men, anticipating an imminent onslaught that they would be unable to resist. On the
night of the 4th, he had heard gunfire. Yet on the 5th he would not close his mill, an
action that might well suggest disregard for his workers’ safety but certainly
demonstrates an unwillingness to let the Revolution interfere with routines any more than
it had done already. This attitude was shared by most Pueblans. Mill owners like Jenkins
were determined to press on, making up for losses incurred through supply interruptions,
merchandise theft (Zapatistas snatched 500 pesos’ worth of La Corona products when
they entered the city), and outgoing shipment delays. Mill hands, lacking legal protection
for when shifts were suspended or workers laid off, needed the assurance of regular
wages, the more so with their staple corn becoming scarce.11
The tone of the letter is unusually frank. Jenkins had a tendency to greet material
losses with exaggerated woe, so language such as “I have lost immense sums … and will
undoubtedly lose the rest of what I have made” is unexceptional.12 What is exceptional,
for he would never again be so explicit, is his relentless disparagement of the
Revolution’s combatants – be they Zapatista or Carrancista – and by extension the rural
poor who largely made up their numbers. He repeatedly depicts the soldiers he
encountered as less than human: they were “drunken dogs,” “insane fiends,” “animals

10
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without hearts, conscience or intelligence.”13 Jenkins was by no means extreme in his
racism. While certain educated leftists did idealize the Zapatistas, prejudice against the
rural poor, who were mostly indigenous, was part of the majority zeitgeist.14 The foot
soldiers of the Revolution, at least in the south, conformed to cosmopolitan opinions of
the “sullen peoples, half-devil and half-child,” as Kipling called them. Jenkins’ letter
twice calls them as “devils.” Even at the best of times (that is, when unarmed) country
folk were “children,” who needed to be taught. Jenkins’ letter chimes with such
paternalism. Soldiers were “mentally incapable as yet to understand any possible ideal
they might have”; President Gutiérrez was “a good miner to earn two or three pesos a
day”; Mexico needed “some assistance in straightening out this tangle.” Jenkins’ call for
U.S. intervention in Mexico was entirely an echo of Kipling’s 1899 appeal to the United
States to “Take up the White Man’s burden” by maintaining its presence in the newlyoccupied Philippines and civilizing the populace.15 His call was also common to U.S.
owners of small and mid-sized companies during the Revolution. Unlike the big oil and
mining concerns, insulated by enclave status and links with private militia, their greater
vulnerability to wartime disturbances made them more militantly interventionist.16
Jenkins’ rhetoric was equally typical of the time in referring to rural Mexicans as
sub-human or animal. It is true that some U.S. witnesses of the era were sympathetic in
their observations, most famously the leftwing journalists John Kenneth Turner, who
excoriated abusive landowners in Barbarous Mexico, and John Reed, who rode with
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Pancho Villa and authored Insurgent Mexico.17 Such men were a progressive minority.
More commonly, Americans established what John Hart has called an “enduring vision
of Mexico – one formulated by Richard Harding Davis, Jack London, and the Hollywood
cinema – as a chaotic ‘half-breed’ nation in need of Anglo-Saxon direction.”18 (The
notion of rural Mexico as populated by savage beasts needing to be tamed would persist
in the phrase “México bronco,” a label for provincial areas deemed prone to violence that
remains popular today.) Jenkins’ fellow Puebla landowner Rosalie Evans, a feisty widow
who hated the peasants that wished to posses her estate, regularly referred to them in her
letters as “devils” – of short stature, dark skin, and “cruel” faces.19 Back in Tennessee,
Jenkins had mixed well with black folks. By the standards of that state in that day, his
outlook had been relatively liberal. His experience of the Revolution may well have
hardened his heart; without doubt his views about Mexico’s vast underclass now
approximated the conservatism of mainstream educated opinion. Decades would pass
before those views showed signs of softening.
Jenkins’ language also reveals a clash of cultures, a non-meeting of minds
between elites and the underprivileged that was pervasive in the society in which he lived
and that would characterize his relations with lowlier employees over decades to come.
Since he did not regard them as fully human, Jenkins never thought to consider the
rebels’ point of view. He twice records their claim that “their rifles gave them their
orders.” To a peasant-turned-soldier, once a disenfranchised, landless, Porfirian peon and
now a revolutionary alongside brothers-in-arms, fighting under the Zapatista banner of
Land and Liberty, this claim was an exuberant declaration of unprecedented power; to
17
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Univ. Press, 1998).
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Jenkins, it was the mantra of an idiot.20 Likewise, he was sure he was about to be shot
that January morning, an understandable fear. Reading in between the lines of his
account, it seems his captors were in no hurry to raise their rifles once they had stood him
against the pillar; their repeated taunting and their lackadaisical manner suggests that
their own agenda was more to “have some fun with the stuck-up rich white guy” than to
execute an Enemy of the Revolution. He reported (accurately, as it turned out) that the
alliance between Zapata and Villa was falling apart, but his interpretation held that
conflict between the two was inevitable because “they both want the same thing, and are
in each other’s way.” To Jenkins, what all the Revolution’s factions really wanted was
control of the republic; despite his contact during the occupation with some of the
Zapatista leaders, he failed to perceive that their concerns were at most regional, and
primarily local. As he argued for U.S. intervention, he claimed three-quarters of those
Mexicans “with whom I come in contact” were so in favor.21 Given Puebla City’s history
of welcoming foreign powers in the hope that they would impose order (the Americans
under Winfield Scott in the 1840s, Emperor Maximilian in the 1860s), such a claim does
not ring entirely false – but only as far as the elite were concerned. What did the mill
hands of La Corona think about a U.S. invasion? Had Jenkins ever thought to ask them?
Jenkins could fathom no raison d’être for the Revolution. “If the war was for a
cause, or a reason,” he wrote, “...if it was for men’s liberty, or a heritage for their
children, we would all of us, who know Mexico so thoroughly, say that it was for the
best…” Evidently for Jenkins, liberty was only definable in a very literal sense: freedom
20
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from slavery. Freedom from debt peonage, freedom from want, the freedom to elect
leaders, the freedom that comes with municipal autonomy – such freedoms were, to
varying degrees, all a part of the revolutionaries’ agendas. But Jenkins knew what was
for the best, because he knew Mexico so thoroughly…
Despite his prejudices, unbridled if not inflated in the heat of having faced
execution, Jenkins remained a pragmatist. His admitted deal with a Zapatista captain to
station troops at his home – an arrangement of billet and board in exchange for protection
of property – offers a telling glimpse of how he was able to secure unlikely allies. In his
letter he mentions recently delivering a message from the Brazilian Legation in Mexico
City (which was helping manage U.S.-Mexican relations after the United States severed
diplomatic ties) to Zapata’s personal secretary in Puebla, and to having conversed with
the leaders of the Zapatista occupation.22 A few months earlier, Jenkins had become
friendly with the young and educated Gildardo Magaña, already a senior aide of Zapata’s
and later the great man’s political successor.23
Being a U.S. consular agent evidently gave Jenkins entrée into high circles. Or at
least he made it do so, for that was all he was; in fact, from 1913 until 1918, he was only
an acting consular agent.24 A largely honorary position, a consular agent was a minor
intermediary between a small expatriate community and the U.S. embassy; larger
enclaves and ports of entry, like Guadalajara and Veracruz, had consuls or vice-consuls.25
While acting consular agent may have been a card of low face value, Jenkins played it
regularly and ostentatiously (minus the “acting” part) – hence his flying the U.S. flag, his
reference in dispatches to his home as “the Consulate” and his ability to secure audiences
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with the Brazilian Legation, President Gutiérrez, and, if indirectly, Gen. Obregón.26 He
certainly played it well enough to enter the Zapatistas’ good graces. While dealing with
the Brazilians over Villa’s theft of hides in the capital, Jenkins was also seeking the
return of hides confiscated by Zapata’s Puebla City military commander, Francisco
Mendoza. In response, senior Zapatista official Manuel Palafox urged Mendoza to return
the merchandise, since Jenkins’ trading company was “not an enemy of the Revolution”
and it was in everyone’s interest to avoid difficulties with the U.S. government.27
Taken together, his dealings with the Zapatistas show that Jenkins had both the
motive and the means of reaching accommodations with them.28 Since his home and mill
stood on the city’s southern perimeter, they were especially vulnerable to rebel or bandit
incursions. It is entirely feasible that, even before the occupation, Jenkins struck a deal
with some Zapatista – perhaps via Magaña – in exchange for the safety of his family and
business, in which case the looting he suffered that December merely reflected the
loosely-configured nature of the cohorts that converged to take Puebla. In 1919, Jenkins
would admit to having paid monthly protection money of up to seventy-five pesos for
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several years to Juan Ubera, an Atlixco-based Zapatista officer, to safeguard an hacienda
he acquired; it was rumored he had similar arrangements with others. By then he was
also friendly with Lauro Otorno, the Zapatista agent in Puebla City.29 These covert
maneuvers and friendships were not extraordinary; a number of Puebla hacienda owners
and industrialists paid off rebels who threatened to destroy property or steal belongings.30
In Jenkins’ case, such dealings set a precedent for when the insurrection was over.
Subsequent decades were to confirm and reconfirm his skills at politicking, as he cajoled
and bought influence with state governors and revolutionary generals of various
affiliations.

Weaving Profits in Wartime
It could be said that the Mexican Revolution started and ended in the state of
Puebla. On November 18, 1910, two days before Madero’s pre-announced uprising
against the Díaz dictatorship, Gov. Mucio Martínez got wind of a local plot against the
regime. He sent troops to arrest the Serdán family, Madero’s co-conspirators in the state
capital, and a firefight ensued. The pock-marks of dozens of bullets across the façade of
the Serdán’s East 8th Street home remain visible today, a testament to the shots that
heralded a cataclysm. Finally, on May 21, 1920, in the village of Tlaxcalantongo in the
Puebla Sierra, First Chief of the Revolution Venustiano Carranza met an ignominious
death at the hands of assassins, while his once-faithful marshal, Álvaro Obregón, set
about consolidating a post-war order in Mexico City.
In the intervening decade, Puebla was wracked by violence and destruction.
Though not as high-profile an arena of conflict as Villa’s home state of Chihuahua,
Zapata’s Morelos, or the central battleground of Guanajuato, the state witnessed the fight
29
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for nationwide domination between the forces of Díaz and Madero, Huerta and Madero’s
heirs, Conventionists and Constitutionalists, that afflicted much of Mexico. It also saw a
series of struggles for local power by distinct rural forces. Troops loyal to Zapata in the
southwest, Domingo Arenas in the northwest, chieftains in the Sierra of the northeast, and
Díaz’s son Félix in the southeast all fought whichever army controlled the center.
Sometimes they battled each other. Zapatistas, above all, wreaked havoc: destroying
sugar mills, burning crops, attacking trains, cutting electricity supplies and telephone
lines. The forces of Carranza, nominally at the helm from September 1914, failed to
subdue one-third of the state and alienated their urban subjects with anti-Church
measures and new taxes. By May 1920, when the Carrancistas finally fled, Puebla’s
government was completely bankrupt and most of its districts were in political turmoil.31
To say that William Jenkins rode out this ten-year tempest would be an
understatement. Despite various scares and setbacks, he did not hunker down; he made
the most of the storm’s lulls, and when the sound and fury struck, he harnessed its
energy. Altogether he more than doubled his fortune. Writing long afterwards to the
U.S. Internal Revenue Service, he recalled: “The great Mexican Revolution began in
1910, but it did not seriously affect life and business in my section of the country until
1913, and I was able to continue to work with great profit.” He went on to record that by
1913 he had $1 million in savings, in addition to $1.5 million in assets, and by the end of
1917 his net worth had climbed above $5 million. Of this, one-third represented the
stock value and reserves of his three cotton mills, held by the company La Corona S.A.;
another third corresponded to urban property in Puebla and Mexico City and farmland in
the states of Puebla and San Luis Potosí; and a quarter consisted of loans to a clutch of
distinguished local families.32 While the cause of Jenkins’ letter, an appeal to the IRS for
clemency, undermines the reliability of some of its financial details, there is no doubt as
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to the spiraling nature of Jenkins’ wealth over the course of the decade, and several
Americans who visited him in 1918 commented on it emphatically.33
So how did Jenkins become so wealthy during the most turbulent period in the
nation’s history, years of chronic political instability, economic depression and, through a
combination of battlefield killing, death from disease, lost births, and emigration, a
population decline of anywhere from one to three million?34 The answer is two-fold:
Jenkins was able to profit in spite of the Revolution, thanks to the largely uninterrupted
operation of his textile business; and he was able to profit because of the Revolution,
through his exploitation both of currency fluctuations, between 1913 and 1917, and of a
fluid market for urban and rural real estate, which would persist into the early 1920s.
In his textile operations, Jenkins’ experience echoes and further substantiates the
counter-intuitive economic reading of the Revolution, pioneered by John Womack and
developed by Stephen Haber, which showed that industry evinced a remarkable ability to
engage in business-as-usual for much of the war and emerged mostly intact and still
foreign-dominated from the fighting.35 Most historians, said Haber, “have described [the
Revolution] in terms of ‘a wrecking process,’ ‘revolutionary ruin,’ ‘lost years for
Mexico,’ or ‘utter chaos.’ This belief, springing more from ideological assumptions than
from empirical evidence, has blinded many scholars to the possibility that the Revolution
could have produced anything other than widespread destruction.” Two decades after
Haber wrote those words, the “revolutionary ruin” thesis remains popular, a fact that not
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only exaggerates the economic impact of the whole but also ignores vast regional
variations in the degree of damage.36 What happened to Jenkins and the Puebla textile
sector offers a local example of how destruction was less grave than commonly thought
today – and commonly claimed by industrialists at the time.
In most of Mexico, the first three years of the Revolution had little effect on the
national economy, with consumer goods from textiles to beer least impacted of all. The
cotton textile industry, as Jenkins recalled of his own experience, was barely affected.
During 1910-1913, average annual production was only slightly lower than for 1905-10
and the workforce expanded by two percent. 37 In the state of Puebla, textile sales
actually rose eighteen percent between 1910 and 1912, and dipped only five percent in
1913.38 Thereafter, as armies mobilized through much of Mexico against the reactionary
government of Huerta, activity declined. (The drop was worse in many other sectors; the
massive Fundidora Monterrey steelworks shut down its blast furnace completely between
1914 and 1916.) Industrialists were now obstructed by the military occupation of cities,
the disruption of the nation’s rail, road, telegraph and telephone networks, shortages in
the energy supply, and the fragmentation of the currency system as competing factions
issued their own banknotes. Supplies of cotton from the north were often interrupted, or
simply stolen. Jenkins complained that in March 1914 a large amount of his cotton was
confiscated at the northern rail hub of Torreón.39 By 1917, when statistical compilation
resumed after a three-year hiatus, the textile workforce had been cut back by almost a
third.
Still, damage to the sector was limited and recovery fairly swift. Even during the
1915 industrial nadir, eighty-four of the nation’s 120 or so regularly active mills
36
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continued to operate, if in a rather start-stop fashion. Reflecting the trend in most other
sectors, a turnaround began by 1917. By 1919, employment regained its pre-war level
and output had recovered by ninety percent; a year later, as many mills were operating as
when Porfirio Díaz stepped down.40 In contrast to haciendas and plantations, the focus of
slow-boiling rural resentment for several decades, it simply did not behoove
revolutionary factions to destroy factories. These could provide a crucial source of cash
with which to sustain and equip their armies, or at the very least a source of protection
money.41 The minority that were burned and damaged most likely suffered because their
owners refused to pay, or because their employees put up a fight.
Puebla’s mills were targeted on occasion. Metepec, the largest factory in the
state, was thoroughly sacked in January 1915, causing a four-year closure, the loss of
2,000 jobs, and a disinclination on the part of Atlixco’s mill hands to join the ranks of the
Zapatistas responsible. Several factories were set ablaze and so took years to rebuild. In
fact, during the height of Zapatista incursions a majority of Puebla mills came under
attack.42 The extent of the damage, however, was exaggerated by certain parties, and this
may have colored some histories. In November 1914, the U.S. consul in Veracruz
informed the State Department of sixteen foreign-owned mills in Puebla and Tlaxcala
that had been “looted and burned” over a two-day period, by Zapatistas and others. The
attacks, generally upon mills owned by Spaniards, allegedly involved the execution of
most employees and material losses of 45 million pesos. Yet the executions remained
unconfirmed and the language seems inflated (the mills may all have been looted, but
were they all burned too?). Jenkins filed a report about the same attacks, mentioning the
sacking of twenty or so factories of various kinds, but confirming the complete or partial
destruction by fire of just two, one in Tlaxcala, the other the large Covadonga mill, both
Spanish-owned. Leticia Gamboa’s trawl of Labor Department records for 1913-15 found
40

Haber, Industry and Underdevelopment, 125, 135; Haber puts the total number of mills at 148, but his
data show that even during the last decade of the Porfiriato the number of mills in operation fluctuated
between 115 and 134, so 20 or more were often idle (Table 8.1).
41
In one unusual but telling example, Haber mentions that Mexico’s largest paper mill, San Rafael in the
State of Mexico, was occupied and operated by Zapatistas from 1914 to 1919; Industry and
Underdevelopment, 136.
42
LaFrance, Heartland, 137; Gamboa, Los empresarios, 88-90, 97.

60

just three cases of Puebla mills destroyed by fire, and in May 1917 the Mexican Industrial
Center (CIM), the local association of mill owners, reported that forty of the PueblaTlaxcala region’s fifty-four mills were operating. The fact that the sector revived so
quickly – at a time when the credit needed for major rebuilding or machinery imports was
scarce – suggests that theft of payroll and merchandise was the usual object of rebel
attacks, not arson or machine smashing. Evidence of temporary closures due to lack of
cotton supply or low demand from markets is much more plentiful.43
This is not to say that the Revolution passed Jenkins by without more incident
than a three-year production slowdown, the theft of some cotton bales, and a brief
encounter with a firing squad. As of mid-1911, Puebla’s textile mills were hit by a
catalogue of strikes.44 These were isolated at first, but from the end of that year they
became general. Expecting to be rewarded for their contribution to Madero’s victory
over Porfirio Díaz, workers grew resentful of the federal government’s failure to
implement reforms or to enforce those it announced, like the ten-hour workday agreed
upon in January 1912 at a meeting Madero convened between federal officials and textile
industrialists. Sector-wide strikes paralyzed anywhere from half to almost all of Puebla’s
mills, for weeks on end, in December 1911 and again in February, July and September
1912.
Jenkins’ ability to negotiate such challenges was tested in March, when a strike
began at La Corona. The factory by now employed 200 to 300 young women, producing
socks and stockings, and a small number of men, spinning thread. It was the men who
struck, together with a dozen or so of the women, protesting Jenkins’ failure to reduce the
workday from twelve hours to ten. The agreement Madero brokered had not been legally
binding, and a large number of mill owners refused to implement it, a fact which had
prompted a walk-out by nearly half the state’s textile workforce in late February.
43
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Jenkins’ response was to seek the help of the local jefe político, a political boss with
federally-invested powers for solving all kinds of problems.45 Visiting La Corona, the
jefe político urged the remaining workers not to join the Workers’ Union (Unión de
Obreros), to which the male strikers belonged, and told them the industry was too
depressed for Jenkins to be able to afford concessions. His intervention apparently
prevented the strikers from proliferating, and the affair ended in defeat for the workers
when Jenkins replaced the dozen striking women and threatened to bring in other
females, trained as spinners, to replace the striking men.46
Given the unyielding response to the unrest by Puebla’s textile elite, Jenkins
proved himself as stubborn as his peers. He saw how industry veterans got away with
ignoring federal directives and opted to do likewise, and when the situation got sticky, he
obtained the help of the elite’s old stand-by, the jefe político. This man was evidently
partial, because his claim that the industry was “too depressed” for concessions is belied
by Jenkins’ later admission to the IRS that until 1913 he was “able to continue to work
with great profit.” Already, in one respect, Jenkins was adapting to the rules of the
Mexican game – matching the wiles of his mill-owning peers – and presumably this is
how Jenkins viewed, and to a point justified, his actions.
But there was nothing particularly Mexican about Jenkins’ inclination. The
culture of his formative years was one in which unions were afforded few legal
protections, especially the more radical unions that attempted to organize lesser-skilled
workers. The United States witnessed numerous strikes that were broken by underhand
and violent means, most famously the 1892 Homestead Strike against the Carnegie Steel
Company near Pittsburgh, the Pullman Strike of 1894 in Chicago, and the Lattimer Mine
Strike of 1897 in Pennsylvania, each of which ended in massacres of workers. Such
episodes made nationwide headlines in a press that usually sided with management in
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labor disputes, at least until shots were fired and bodies fell. The Progressive Era that
followed saw a surge in union organizing, but, at the time that Mexicans were waging
their Revolution, illicit and violent attempts to break U.S. strikes continued, notably in
the mining and textile industries, the very sectors with which Jenkins was most familiar.47
Jenkins may have emulated his Mexican peers in the methods he used to undercut the
strike at La Corona, but the free-market, anti-union mindset that prompted him to do so,
one that privileged an owner’s right to profits over a worker’s right to tolerable
conditions and collective bargaining, was Anglo-Saxon in its origins.
In other ways Jenkins was in the vanguard of business and management practices
in Puebla, and – contrary to the reputation that later befell him – he was a relatively
benign employer, if also a typically paternalistic one. He hired an almost entirely female
workforce, considering female workers more docile, and he liked to refer to his own as
his “niñas.” There is indeed evidence that he experienced fewer stoppages than the
average mill (or that, as in the 1912 episode, La Corona workers were slow to join a
general strike), but chiefly because of an altogether different management decision.
Jenkins’ go-it-alone refusal to join Puebla’s leading business association, the CIM, meant
that much of the industrial unrest of the Revolution passed La Corona by. When workers
struck or attempted to organize a sector-wide union, owners several times retaliated with
mass lockouts, coordinated via the CIM. The longest of these, lasting for three months in
the spring of 1918, involved thrity-one of Puebla’s mills in a concerted attempt to
strangle at birth Puebla’s Federation of Unions, but La Corona was not among them.48
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Jan. 1912, Sept. 1912, and Mar.-June 1918; since they sometimes (certainly in 1918) concurred with
strikes, the lockouts were perhaps chiefly a symbolic declaration of intransigence. During the Revolution,
CIM membership among Puebla and Tlaxcala mills varied between 70% and 83%; afterwards it fell to
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Jenkins must have sensed that with a predominantly female workforce, and what he
believed to be his fair-minded management of it, he had no need of allies in the CIM to
help him stave off strikes. Surely “his girls” would not try to unionize themselves; during
the 1912 episode, he claimed the dozen women who joined the brief strike had been
tricked by the men.
His father-knows-best attitude was not all bluff. In 1915, following months of
interruptions to the textile sector, the CIM secretary reported to the Labor Department
that while La Corona was operating irregularly due to a lack of markets, it was paying its
women part of their daily wage even when it was closed, a fact the official would not
have mentioned were it not unusual.49 Since Jenkins and his wife lived next door to their
mill, an unusual practice in Puebla, they surely felt a more personal responsibility for
their women’s welfare. Several visitors to the mill commented very favorably on
Jenkins’ treatment of employees. A Methodist minister who passed through Puebla in
1919 found the workforce well-clothed, well-fed, and content, laboring in a “very modern
factory … well lighted and sanitary,” while a one-time business associate reported that
the mill was equipped with baths and a schoolhouse.50 Again, the school was unusual.
Concerned with the state’s enfeebled school system and seventy-five percent illiteracy
rate, the Puebla government passed a Primary Education Law in 1919 that obliged
haciendas and factories to build on-site schools for their employees’ children, but rural
violence, lack of ready cash, and intransigence among the business elite meant that the
mandate was little observed until after the passage of a similar law at the federal level in
1931.51 Jenkins was ahead of the vast majority of his peers in providing for the education
of the less privileged, a trait that would distinguish his career.
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The Anonymous Society (S.A.)
La Corona was not only distinctively managed, it was also distinctively structured
as a business. We have already seen how Jenkins developed his near-monopoly:
identifying a market in which production was divided among many small-scale
producers, then applying new technology and economies of scale; and by setting up a trio
of operations that could supply different regions of the country. Having three mills at his
disposal – in Puebla, Mexico City and Querétaro – afforded him a flexibility in wartime
that few others in the textile sector enjoyed, as he could shift supplies and orders between
factories. If cotton bales were not getting through to Puebla from plantations in the north,
the Mexico City mill might have some to spare; if rail links were cut between the capital
and retailers in Guadalajara, the Querétaro mill might be able to fulfill the order. Most of
Puebla’s industrial fraternity, relatively parochial in their outlook as investors, owned
mills in Puebla alone.52
In February 1913, Jenkins made another unorthodox move, when together with
his wife and brother-in-law he registered La Corona as a joint-stock limited-liability
corporation, or Sociedad Anónima (“S.A.”). It was only the fourth of the forty or so
textile mills then functioning in Puebla to assume this kind of legal charter. Drawn from
French Civil Law, the S.A. in Mexico dated from an 1854 Code of Commerce, but it did
not offer limited liability and hence start to gain popularity until the Code was modified
thirty years later. Even then, of Mexican companies registered in the capital between
1886 and 1910, only a fifth chose the S.A. basis; it became widely embraced in the
1920s. Eventually the S.A. would serve as the uniform basis for textile companies, as
indeed for most businesses, but in Puebla a majority of textile firms would not re-register
themselves as S.A.s or be founded as such until the late 1930s.53
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Before the S.A. predominated, Puebla’s mills were either privately owned or
constituted as partnerships. Until 1900 the simple partnership, or Sociedad en Nombre
Colectivo, was the type favored, involving members of a single family or two families
related by blood. After 1900, as the mills grew in size, the sector gravitated towards the
limited partnership, or Sociedad en Comandita, which commonly involved between two
and four partners from families that, if not intermarried, at least shared a social or ethnic
background; it was “limited” in the sense that one of the founders (a family patriarch, for
example) was granted limited liability while junior partners assumed full responsibility
for company debts.54 The bargain required in founding an S.A. – the trade-off that
Jenkins was well ahead of the curve in embracing – was the sacrifice of a modicum of
privacy and control, at least in theory, in exchange for the advantages of limited liability
for all partners and greater access to new capital and loans.
To register as an S.A. required a commitment to an unprecedented degree of
openness and shareholder rights.55 Corporations were to disclose financial results at
shareholder meetings, held at least once a year, publicly announced in advance, and
requiring the presence of a shareholding majority. Annual balance sheets, revealing
company assets, liabilities, and the portion of capital stock paid in, were be published in
the state government’s newspaper. Since ownership was divided not into parts but
shares, backed by share certificates that were usually inscribed “to the bearer,” a stake in
an S.A. could be bought or sold with ease. In turn, theoretically, this opened the firm up
Musacchio, “Organizational choice in a French Civil Law underdeveloped economy: Partnerships,
Corporations and the Chartering of business in Mexico, 1886-1910,” working paper, CIDE (Mexico), 2004,
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to joint-ownership by a multiplicity of shareholders beyond the original investors, to
infusions of extra capital through the issue of new shares, and of course to the rapid exit
of shareholders (and hence the depression of the stock’s value) should they sour on the
company’s performance. These various small surrenders of privacy and control, along
with the required notary fees, were the sacrifice a family partnership like La Corona
made in becoming an S.A., although in practice Puebla firms rarely sold shares to
outsiders until the 1920s, when Revolution-era woes finally took their toll in a series of
crises and bankruptcies.56 In return, shareholders in an S.A., including any new
investors, were protected from liability for their company’s debts in the event of
bankruptcy; they could not lose more than the amount of their investment. Further, the
existence of transferable share certificates – together with the greater transparency that an
S.A. exhibited relative to a private business or partnership – facilitated the firm’s access
to bank loans and its ability to issue bonds.57
The paradox of the S.A., however, is that while it demanded a new level of
openness it simultaneously offered a new degree of secrecy. The term Sociedad Anónima
arose due to a requisite of limited liability: a company’s name was not permitted to
include the identity of any partner.58 Previously, registered companies almost invariably
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styled themselves after their founders. The partnership that owned La Corona, for
example, began as “W.O. Jenkins & Co.”59 The implication was that a company’s
reputation rested no longer upon the “good name” of its founder or partners, but upon the
more “modern” criterion of the published financial results that it generated. Yet a chief
consequence of the rise of the S.A. was that companies became ever more disassociated
from their owners in the public eye – and, as time passed, partners grew in number, and
professional managers replaced founders and their sons in the back office, in the minds of
their employees. The potential fluidity of ownership, based upon share certificates
inscribed “to the bearer,” made the Sociedad Anónima yet more “anonymous.” So did a
long-persistent tendency in the Mexican press to refer to any senior company official as
the “gerente,” or manager, a catch-all applied to company presidents, partners, managers
or even sub-managers, making the identity of majority owners frequently unclear.
(Further, while the S.A. purported to offer financial transparency, the obligatory
publication of annual results did not, significantly, require such firms to state their profits.
If a company president claimed sales were too soft or costs too high for him to concede a
pay raise, it remained difficult for workers to make financial counter-arguments beyond
their own experience of a rising cost of living.) Over subsequent decades, the anonymity
of the S.A. would work increasingly to the advantage of Jenkins, who avoid journalists
and tax collectors with equal resolve.
Jenkins’ opting for the newer legal model was likely driven in part by
circumstance. At the start of 1913, the Madero regime was looking fragile, Mexico was
in danger of destabilizing, and the need for quick access to credit – to tide over the
business during lean times – might soon arise. As such, the move was prescient: on
February 22, just three days after La Corona became an S.A., Madero was assassinated, a
crime that would drag Mexico into the bloodiest phase of the Revolution.
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Yet Jenkins’ willingness to embrace the S.A., well ahead of most of his peers,
also had to do with his formative culture. Jenkins hailed from a nation in which the jointstock limited-liability company had a long and tried history, having first been constituted
in the 1810s, seven decades before it appeared in Mexico.60 In contrast, Puebla’s textile
elite belonged to a fairly parochial culture in which networks of kinship, intermarriage,
and national origin – a clear majority of Puebla’s mill owners were Spaniards – created
bonds of trust and facilitated access to private loans, so most felt little need for risk
protection or independent credit; only two other mills opted to become S.A.s during the
era of revolutionary violence.61 Naturally, Jenkins, the gringo who worked with his
hands, was excluded from such cliques. Further, a dozen families within the textile elite
were also principal shareholders in Puebla’s banks, and since insider-lending was
standard practice at this time, these industrialist-financiers enjoyed competitive
advantages over lone operators such as Jenkins: easier access to local credit and lower
interest rates.62 It is no coincidence that the first mill in Puebla to adopt the S.A. basis, in
1899, was the Industrial Company of Atlixco (CIASA), which in founding the giant mill
Metepec brought together investors from outside the state and sought its financing in
Mexico City and Europe.63
Changing La Corona’s legal basis was also a sign of Jenkins’ ambition. It meant
that he would be better placed to obtain credit from banks in Mexico City and Querétaro,
where he was less of a known quantity in the business community, for the smoother
operation of La Corona’s sister mills. It also afforded him wider financing options
should he choose to expand La Corona’s own facilities. As it turned out, Mexico’s banks
would severely cut back their lending from 1916, as the Carranza government closed
60
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some and restricted the activities of others and as lending took on greater risk, but the
borrowing advantage of the S.A. surely served Jenkins well in the short run, and perhaps
for longer. In 1919, while many other mills were still returning to normal, Jenkins built
two additional halls at La Corona, allowing more space for his workers by separating the
spinning and weaving operations from the sewing area, and raising the factory’s number
of looms from eighty to 105.64
In years to come, Jenkins would set up dozens of S.A.s, and the practice would
afford him – and possibly many other expatriates – another important advantage. He
would name family members and business associates as shareholders in his place, and so
absent himself from these companies’ registration papers.65 Once he was sufficiently
wealthy to buy political protection from state government, and by extension its judiciary,
he no longer needed the legal rights afforded by a notarized document. After all, in
matters of ownership, it was physical possession of the anonymous share certificates that
mattered. And so he freed himself from Uncle Sam: the Internal Revenue Service could
not possibly tax him on what he did not legally own. For Jenkins, the Sociedad Anónima
meant anonymity in more ways than one.
Despite one or two strikes, small incidents of theft, and the January 1915 firefight
(which broke some windows, nothing more), La Corona emerged from the Revolution as
did most mills: with scratches but no broken bones. Its experience supports the
revisionists’ reading of the war that factories were hampered but largely unharmed, and
that, until 1913 and then from 1917, many were able to turn a profit. On the other hand,
while typical in some respects, Jenkins’ operations were unusually advantaged in others
and so more resilient than the average firm to wartime misfortunes. Jenkins had a
flexible production base and a monopolistic market niche. He had a largely female
workforce that was treated fairly well by the standards of the day and was less given to
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strikes and subject to lockouts than most. He had a company that operated as a Sociedad
Anónima, which implied comparatively easy credit access at banks outside Puebla, at
least for the first few years.
His was a more adventurous, less parochial outlook than that of most of Puebla’s
business elite, for whom the textile business was a multi-generational pursuit, dependent
on networks of kinship and cultural identity that confined mutual trust and therefore
partnerships to densely intermarried enclaves, chiefly Spanish and to a lesser extent
French and Mexican.66 Since Jenkins was a relative newcomer to the textile business and
had no sons or nephews to train in the trade, his outlook was also less sentimental.
Should union activity accelerate in the textile sector, as it did after 1920, he might well
sell La Corona and use the proceeds to nurture his fortune elsewhere.

Preying upon the Porfirians
In December 1917, Jenkins wrote to the Foreign Relations Secretariat to inform it
of his relationships with three distinguished ladies, Sra. Lucrecia Lara de Mier, Sra.
Loreto Galicia de Pérez Salazar, and Doña Josefina González de la Vega de Zevada.67
These women, at least one of them a widow, had all become debtors of the American,
who now held mortgages against houses of theirs in Mexico City and Puebla. Following
Mexico’s legal requisite for foreigners acquiring property, Jenkins was now surrendering
all right of recourse to the U.S. government in the event of legal difficulties and
requesting certification of the three transactions.
Details of the deals are few but suggestive. The full names of the women speak
of high social rank: most obviously Doña Josefina, and Lucrecia and Loreto were
uncommon enough names to evoke a certain standing. At least one of them was
widowed.68 Two of the mortgages, worth 23,000 and 21,000 pesos, could only have been
66
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backed by houses of considerable size or choice location. The history of their debts is
also telling. Doña Josefina first obtained a mortgage on her Mexico City house in March
1911 from one Samuel Lederer, a Jewish immigrant, who later sold it to one Manuel
Castillo, who in turn sold it to Jenkins. Sra. Lucrecia obtained a mortgage on her Puebla
property in October 1915, from a Frebonio Cardoso Morales, who sold it to Jenkins.
With the advent of the Revolution, a number of propertied women evidently found
themselves in need of cash; perhaps their haciendas had been overrun, perhaps their
husbands had died, been killed in battle, or exiled. The banks were either unwilling to
lend to all but their most important clients, or, like Puebla’s prominent Banco Oriental,
suspended from operation. In fact, of the forty-two banks operating at the end of the
Porfiriato, only ten would survive until 1921.69 To fill the vacuum, private lenders
offered credit against the values of city houses, and in turn there grew an informal market
for mortgages.
What happened to the three houses is unknown; one cannot even assume that
these were the women’s own homes, as they too may have been players in the property
market. But in light of Jenkins’ later admissions that he speculated in urban real estate
during the war and foreclosed on defaulted mortgages after it, and given the growing
inability of many propertied families to meet their tax payments, it is likely that one or
more of these women’s houses wound up in Jenkins’ hands.70 The transactions therefore
offer a glimpse of what would surface as a major trait of the Revolution: the decline of
one social hierarchy – a Porfirian elite in which ladies distinguished themselves by the
lengths of their names – and the emergence of a new class of hard-nosed businessmen,
including traders in properties and debts who were given to lending at high rates and
foreclosing when interest payments were not met. Among them were a small but potent
estate of three widowed sisters in Puebla, Sacramento Marshall vda. de Iñiguez, Victoria Marshall vda. de
Barranco & Josefa Marshall vda. de López; Jenkins to SRE, 20 Mar. 1918, SRE, Exp. 140-PB-11. See also
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Symbiosis” in the following chapter.
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number of expatriates and immigrants, whose business skills and lack of sentimental ties
to social elites enabled them to prey upon needy Porfirians: William Jenkins, Samuel
Lederer, and others, including merchants in the burgeoning Lebanese community.71
While Jenkins acquired many urban assets at this time, including a Mexico City
theater, the Teatro Lírico, and the site of the Puebla City bullring,72 such properties were
not his specialty. Where the former farm boy speculated to far greater success, and with
great risk and daring, was in the war-torn countryside. During the latter stages of the
Revolution, Jenkins bought and sold haciendas at a spectacular rate. It helped that his
wife was absent. He had packed Mary off to stay with relatives in California when she
became pregnant with their third daughter, ostensibly for her safety, but no doubt aware
that without her home and worrying, he would be freer to move about the country.73
Jenkins combined his knowledge of much of the Mexican territory – gleaned over his
years with the railroads and then through his textile sales network – with the profits from
his businesses and his access to dollars to make speculative purchases in a number of
states: San Luis Potosí, the State of Mexico, the Federal District, Tlaxcala, and above all
Puebla.74 In May 1918, he told a U.S. visitor that his assets included 100,000 acres of
property outside the state of Puebla. Around that time he also held six wheat-growing
haciendas in the San Martín Valley, along the border with Tlaxcala to the northwest of
Puebla City, and a 1.2 million-peso mortgage on the large sugar hacienda of San José
Atencingo in Puebla’s southwestern lowlands.75
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Jenkins gave some account of the activity behind these acquisitions in his April
1939 letter to the Internal Revenue Service.76 He recalled how, in 1913, his factories
were “in full operation” and he had $1 million deposited in banks in the United States.
Starting that year, different currencies began to circulate, issued by competing
revolutionary factions, with the inevitable result that the peso, ordinarily worth fifty U.S.
cents, began to suffer devaluation.77 As the informal exchange rate fell from two pesos to
around five pesos to the dollar, Jenkins began to use his greenbacks to buy Mexican
paper money and immediately invest it in real estate, in the cities when properties became
available, but more commonly in the countryside.78 When the local currency hit bottom,
he was able to purchase pesos for as little as two U.S. cents. Jenkins was usually able to
buy properties at their regular, pre-war value; only towards the end of his buying spree
(as inflation increased) did he have to pay a higher price, “but nothing in proportion to
the difference in exchange.” In 1916, he claimed, the competing paper currencies
disappeared, the peso re-stabilized at two to the dollar, and Jenkins began to sell most of
his vast holdings; “even at the cheapest price, I made enormous profits in the deals.”
Exactly how much Jenkins profited is not known, but in his IRS letter he made
financial statements claiming that his worth reached an all time-high, in December 1917,
of 10.76 million pesos. The data he included suggest that between 1913 and 1917 he
almost doubled his fortune through speculation – profiting by some $2.5 million, or $30
million in today’s terms.79
76

Jenkins to Stanford, Mary Street Jenkins Foundation, 7-9, 13.
The peso’s slide in 1913 also owed to Huerta’s economic policies, including heavy borrowing and a 15%
war tax on bank deposits; Aurora Gómez-Galvarriato and Gabriela Recio, “The Indispensable Service of
Banks: Commercial Transactions, Industry, and Banking in Revolutionary Mexico,” Enterprise & Society
8.1 (2007), 73.
78
As Jenkins’ interview with Doheny Foundation researcher Lloyd Jones makes clear, the currency
exchange first involved buying gold with his dollars and then pesos with the gold. The fact that Mexican
property owners (or many of them) did not demand payment in dollars or gold presumably reflected their
fear and desperation.
79
My calculations are as follows: For Dec. 1917, Jenkins valued La Corona S.A. at P2.4 million, plus P1
million of “reserves in assets.” Since the company’s shares were not publicly traded, nor would Jenkins
have augmented them during the years of market depression, the firm’s value would have been roughly the
same in 1913, the year he began to speculate. The “reserves in assets” were probably accumulated
inventory, unsold due to low demand; conservatively, we may estimate that such reserves doubled (from
P500,000) over the four years. Besides his $1 million (P2 million) in U.S. savings accounts, the only other
listed asset that Jenkins likely possessed by 1913 was his stake in a farm implement supply company,

77

74

Of course, the source is flawed. Jenkins was writing to an agent of the IRS, who
was investigating several decades of U.S. tax evasion.80 It behooved him to economize
with the facts, accentuate recent losses, and attach most of his capital accumulation to his
earlier years in Mexico. Disingenuously, his balance statements for 1925 and 1938 show
a consecutive decline in his net worth after 1917, supposedly due to confiscations of his
land. Jenkins may have exaggerated his early wealth to more easily demonstrate a net
loss over the next two decades, but other evidence confirms his ownership of the assets
he listed.81 What is awry is his chronology of events: his wealth kept growing after 1917.
Competing currencies continued to circulate – at least twenty-one types of paper money,
by one count – and few banks were able to operate, but dollars could be changed into
gold, which was now the primary means of exchange.82 So there was still time to buy
and sell at great profit, and over the next three years Jenkins bought at least four more
haciendas and a half-dozen Puebla City houses.83 In October 1919, a U.S. newspaper

valued for 1917 at P160,000 and an unlikely purchase for him to have made during 1913-17. (A large item
absent from Jenkins’ 1917 statement is his stake in the Cía. Comercial de Puebla, the dealer in hides in
which he invested P450,000 in 1912; possibly he sold his stake in order to buy more property). Hence we
can estimate his net worth in 1913 at P5 million or so. The extra P5.76 million he made by Dec. 1917 must
have come almost entirely through speculation, as it is unlikely that La Corona or his other businesses
posted much profit in the intervening years, when interruptions were at their worst, demand was low, and
(as we shall see) doing business involved heftier bribes.
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would report that Jenkins had made a profit of $2 million since 1917.84 This was
possibly in addition to the $2.5 million he had already made by speculating but more
likely a part of it, with Jenkins pre-dating some of his speculative gains to ensure they fell
beyond the purview of the IRS audit.85 Such distortions of his would grow bigger and
bolder over the years to come.
Jenkins estimated in his letter that, while he was not the only one who had
speculated, no-one invested as heavily as he did in the countryside, and there has yet to
come to light a challenger to that statement, at least in Puebla. Jenkins’ willingness to
venture into the domain of Zapatistas to make deals with landowners, who were losing
control over the very terrain they were seeking to sell or mortgage, says much of his
bravura approach to fortune-seeking. This venturing was not merely a matter of signing
documents in the presence of notaries; he made physical visits too. When Chester Lloyd
Jones, a researcher employed by the California oil baron Edward Doheny, visited Puebla
in May 1918, Jenkins took him for an afternoon drive though thirty miles of San Martín
Valley countryside. Here he had “saved,” as he put it, some 14,000 acres of highly fertile
wheat land. They passed the burned-out shells of hacienda mansions and golden fields
confiscated by armed insurgents, some of them threshing wheat in the middle of the road.
Jenkins (presumably enjoying his guest’s discomfort) informed Jones that there was no
danger “so long as the Indians were not disturbed.”86
How land such as this became available, how its owners came to sell out or seek
mortgages, owed not only to the death and destruction wrought by the Revolution but
also to factors that predated it. As Jenkins informed Jones, many landowners were
heavily in debt, having borrowed from local banks to purchase and run their haciendas.
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A large number of these estates, both in the San Martín Valley and in the southwestern
sugar lands to which Jenkins soon switched his focus, were not the seats of landed gentry
whose ancestors had owned them since colonial times but the recent acquisitions of
Spanish immigrants who had arrived during the Porfiriato; often they had made good in
textiles and then diversified.87 Nor were the estates necessarily profitable. The San
Martín region was famous as a breadbasket, but wheat had long proven an unreliable
commodity for hacienda owners seeking a profit.88 So, when the Revolution struck and
the government confiscated such banks as Puebla’s Banco Oriental, the still-indebted
proprietors became anxious to sell, so they could liquidate their debts, now held by the
state, and gain some precious cash in hand. If they did not sell, the state – which with the
Carranza Law of 1915 had both a revolutionary mandate and a legal basis to redistribute
land to the peasantry – might well foreclose on the hacienda and take an age in
compensating its owner for the balance. To take one example, that of the haciendas
Santa Clara and Santa Ana Portales, just across the Puebla-Tlaxcala border from the town
of San Martín, their owner was a Spanish immigrant, Alfredo Caso, who sold the pair to
Jenkins in 1918. At the time the deal went through, Caso had returned to live in
Madrid.89
With or without debts held by intervened banks, many landowners found
themselves forced to sell out or seek loans from private lenders. While Stephen Haber
correctly points out that wartime damage to most industry was very limited, such
pragmatic concerns as an army’s access to cash often failed to prevent revolutionaries
from destroying the property of haciendas, which were frequently an object of loathing
among country folk. This was especially the case in the sugar-growing regions of
Morelos and southwestern Puebla, where between November 1912 and August 1914,
Zapatista forces exacted a terrible and escalating revenge on plantation owners for
decades of abuse and theft of choice lands. The insurgents slaughtered several sugar
87
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planters and jailed or drove off most others; they burned a majority of their crops and
destroyed most of their sugar mills.90 This much southwestern Puebla had in common
with its westerly neighbor, but towards the end of the decade their paths diverged. In
Morelos, the Zapatista heartland, revolutionaries generally held onto the lands they had
seized, and from 1920 the government of Álvaro Obregón would begin the politically
astute process of formalizing their possession. In Puebla, where Zapatista leadership was
more fragmented and the movement less cohesive, landowners returned to their
ransacked properties from around 1917 and tried to rebuild their mills and revitalize
production.91
Enter Jenkins. The American could offer the vital cash that such landowners
lacked. They needed him because of the depleted state of their reserves, some having
spent the Revolution in costly exile; because of the closure of some banks and the
reluctance to lend of others; and because of the enormity of the rebuilding task ahead. A
few may have sold to Jenkins directly, but most either obtained loans from him, putting
up their properties as collateral, or – as would occur in the 1920s – they agreed to lease
him their land. It is also probable that Jenkins dealt directly with Zapatistas, some of
whom tried to continue or revive sugar production on the hacienda lands that they
occupied and who similarly needed credit.92
According to his letter to the IRS, Jenkins lent a total of 3 million pesos by 1917
(or so), including four sizeable loans to members of Puebla’s Porfirian elite. These
included the French immigrant partnership Signoret & Reynaud, builders of Puebla’s
biggest department store, the old-money textile family Morales Conde, and the
diversified company Viuda de Conde, named after the wealthy Spanish widow Ángela
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Conde de Conde, whose late husband was also her first cousin.93 Quite the largest loan,
at 1.2 million pesos, was held by one Díaz Rubín and guaranteed by “the sugar property
of Atencingo.” This estate would soon become the fulcrum of Jenkins’ third major
moneymaking endeavor after textiles and speculation, namely the interlinked business of
sugar and alcohol production, which would occupy the bulk of Jenkins’ entrepreneurial
attention from 1920 until the mid-1940s.
The story begins with the untimely death of Spanish immigrant and family
patriarch Ángel Díaz Rubín, at age 43 in 1913.94 Together with his elder brother José,
who predeceased him, Ángel had made a rapid fortune in textiles, and by the late
Porfiriato they owned three of Puebla’s most prominent mills: Covadonga, La
Concepción and El Carmen. In 1894, José had bought the Hacienda San José Atencingo,
a mid-sized sugar estate in southwestern Puebla, which the brothers developed into the
second-biggest producer in the state.95 José left his assets to Ángel, who in turn
bequeathed them to his eldest son, Álvaro. Zapatistas had already assaulted Atencingo
several times, once burning 40,000 pesos worth of cane and in April 1911 leaving six
Spanish employees dead, an incident that strained Mexico’s relations with Madrid.96 In
1914, Zapatistas returned and laid Atencingo thoroughly to waste, wrecking the mill.97
After hostilities subsided in the region, Álvaro had little opportunity to revive the estate
as he too died unexpectedly, a victim of the global Spanish flu epidemic, in 1918.98
Second son Pedro, recently returned from studying engineering at Cambridge in England,
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found himself head of the family. The Revolution, which had caused La Concepción and
El Carmen to shut down for much of 1913-15 as well as inflicting three years of attacks
on Atencingo, had badly depleted the family’s reserves. So young Pedro turned to
Jenkins for a loan.99
The deal, as the Díaz Rubín family tells it, stipulated that Pedro would begin to
repay the credit after the next harvest (presumably, with the main plant wrecked, he was
milling his cane using a makeshift apparatus). But in 1920 Pedro found himself in
default. Perhaps he had underestimated the damage sustained. Or perhaps he was
confounded by the fact that, in his family’s absence from the hacienda, local villagers had
begun using much of its land for growing staple foodstuffs, as occurred throughout the
sugar region; further, the nearby town of Chietla had tapped into Atencingo’s water
supply.100 The fact that Atencingo would not produce a harvest of any quantity for
another three or four years reveals the extent, if not the naivety, of his miscalculation.
When political conditions in the state were propitious, after the fall of the Carranza
regime in May 1920 and once he had ingratiated himself with the new Puebla
government, Jenkins would seize his chance to begin foreclosure proceedings on
Atencingo.101
Jenkins’ dealings with Díaz Rubín and other elites have been cited by his
detractors as an example of his Machiavellian and devious nature, targeting the
vulnerable and persuading them to accept loans that they would likely be unable to
repay.102 In the larger scheme of things, however, there was nothing unusual about sugar
haciendas changing hands. Colonial records show a litany of families owning plantations
and mills in Puebla, discontinuity of ownership owing much to the high sensitivity of
sugar prices to such factors as weather and demand from abroad. As debts rose and
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fortunes fell, estates were sold or foreclosed upon, the more so during periods of
prolonged market decline for Mexican producers, as occurred between 1600 and 1770, an
era of economic stagnation in Spain and spiraling output by rival producers in Brazil and
the Caribbean. Affected by the rise of European sugar beet farming, the price of Mexican
sugar declined again between the 1830s and 1906, if less drastically.103 Estates changed
hands with renewed frequency from the 1870s, when the Pax Porfiriana and rapid
building of railroads allowed for expanded and more efficient cultivation and shipment;
Mexico’s per capita sugar consumption doubled between 1893 and 1911. Many of the
buyers were Spanish immigrants, like the Díaz Rubíns, who made a fortune in Puebla’s
textile sector and felt that acquiring a sugar hacienda was both a sensible means of
diversifying and an effective way of establishing themselves as gentry, with all the social
cachet and weekend appeal that a large landholding implied.104
Whether or not Jenkins deliberately plotted to divest Puebla’s Porfirian elites of
their haciendas is a matter of speculation, though the resentment he harbored against
them for their initial snobbery towards him and Mary no doubt made him an inflexible
creditor. What is sure is that many major landowners had little alternative but to borrow
from private lenders, and the lenders logically required that their estates be committed as
collateral. As noted, Puebla’s leading bank, the Oriental, was shuttered by the
government in 1916 and its assets liquidated. For the hapless Díaz Rubín family, this
move was a particular blow, as they had numbered among the bank’s founding
shareholders.105

Opportunism, Networking and Graft
Baron Rothschild’s blood-in-the-streets motto implies a truism: revolutions are
opportunities, and opportunities invite opportunists. The story of Mexican capital after
1911, when the exile and displacement of wealthy Porfirian families commenced, is to
some extent one of emergent elites grabbing opportunities by fair means and foul. This
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was little the case in the bastions of heavy industry – Monterrey with its foundries and
glassworks, the self-contained mill towns of Puebla and Veracruz – but it was a marked
trait in the realm of landholding, both urban and rural, and it was also the case in infant
industries. Where the state held the right to grant concessions and operating licenses, the
playing field was amenable to the well connected.
The up-and-comers who turned the Revolution to their advantage were broadly of
three kinds.106 The first, which has garnered incidental attention from historians yet
remains under-explored, consists of those military officers who used the power, prestige,
federal connections, and regional fiefdoms that they forged during the war as entrées into
the private sector; often they spent some time in politics en route, accumulating more
power and gaining government concessions and contracts.107 One might call this “the
Artemio Cruz model,” after Carlos Fuentes’ fictional anti-hero, who marries the daughter
of a Porfirian landowner, hangs his uniform in the closet along with his revolutionary
ideals, and launches himself into a gamut of business activities, some of them ethically
suspect.108 The most eminent of these men were the northern victors of the Revolution,
scions of middle-class families who hailed from such border states as Sonora and Nuevo
León, where there already existed cultural affinities and commercial links with U.S.
capitalism. Generals all, they included several presidents: Álvaro Obregón (agribusiness,
auto and tractor distribution), Plutarco Elías Calles (agribusiness, banking) and Abelardo
Rodríguez (tourism, alcohol smuggling, agribusiness, sea food, banking, movie theaters,
et multa cetera). They also included various cabinet ministers, such as Benjamín Hill
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(agribusiness, railroads), Aarón Sáenz (sugar, banking, aviation) and Juan Andreu
Almazán (construction, tourism).109
Then there were immigrants: Jews from Eastern Europe and, more prominently,
Arabs from the Middle East, especially Lebanon, who largely settled in Mexico between
the 1900s and the 1920s.110 In the 1930s and early 1940s, they were supplemented by
another distinct wave, Spaniards fleeing their country’s civil war and the incipient regime
of the fascist dictator Francisco Franco. What these groups brought with them, as well as
the storied work ethic and mutual-aid practices of ethnic enclaves the world over, was a
decent education and – relative to most Mexicans – a fairish complexion, both
considerable levers to social and economic mobility in a country so hierarchically
stratified by class and race. In addition, lacking some of the social prejudices of the old
elites whom they tended to displace, immigrants were willing to deal closely with
generals-turned-politicians, “crony”-style relationships of great benefit to both.111
Finally, there were young and energetic businessmen of middle-class backgrounds
who multiplied their capital by taking advantage of opportunities thrown up by the
conflict, starting with the fluctuations in the peso-dollar exchange rate and the pressing
needs of cash-poor Porfirian gentry. Owing to the surreptitious nature of such activities,
cases of this sort are not well documented and tend to come to light anecdotally. For
example, the Azcárraga Vidaurreta brothers, later lords of the radio and television
sectors, are said to have derived much of their initial capital from smuggling Porfirian
gold and jewelry, bought for cheap from desperate families in Mexico and sold at great
profit in the United States.112 Emilio Azcárraga, the most successful of the brothers, had
109
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the advantage of a college education in Texas and experience in Mexico as traveling
salesmen, so he had command of English, a wide geographic network of contacts, and the
knowledge of how to move quickly between cities and across the U.S. border.
Jenkins belonged with both the middle-class strivers and the immigrants.
Inheriting little wealth, founding his own businesses, and finding buyers nationwide for
his hosiery products, Jenkins, like Azcárraga, was a self-made man who developed an
extraordinary nose for market opportunities. Like many immigrants, he possessed a
remarkable work ethic – which compensated for the social disadvantages of being a nonnative Spanish-speaker, a non-Catholic, and a non-drinker – and a willingness to cozy up
to the dozen military officers who dominated the Puebla governorship between 1913 and
1941.
And yet, Baron Rothschild’s advice notwithstanding, and despite a frequent
resorting to political connections to gain favors, licenses and tax breaks, the new
generation of businessmen was no mere horde of profiteering, or “rent-seeking,”
exploiters. Many of the up-and-comers – including generals-turned-businessmen – had
an approach to business as often entrepreneurial as it was opportunistic. Military
businessmen and middle-class entrepreneurs successfully founded businesses in sectors
that were in their infancy and therefore required risk-taking, such as tourism, transport,
construction, and urban real estate. Immigrants proved adept at entering established
industries, applying technological innovation and marketing savvy, and emerging after a
generation or two as leaders, as did the Lebanese in Puebla’s textile trade. Jenkins would
excel in both respects, later by committing large sums to the capital-intensive emerging
sector of film exhibition, more immediately by innovating in the established field of
sugar production.
It might even be said that under certain conditions – such as a revolution – to
depict rent seeking as an easy alternative to entrepreneurialism is to invoke a false
dichotomy. Securing swift profits as the bullets fly and rivals alternate in the seats of
power, may well necessitate an entrepreneurial approach, above all to building the
relationships required to protect property rights. This distinction informs key questions
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about Jenkins’ success as a speculator and lender: How was an expatriate able to
foreclose on the sugar lands and other properties of prominent Porfirians in the first
place? How was he able enforce property rights amid the disruptions of the Revolution?
How did he do so given a judicial tradition that favored established landowners, the same
tradition that had enabled unscrupulous hacienda lords to appropriate the vast majority of
Mexico’s communal farmland? The intricacies of each foreclosure are hard to ascertain.
Such matters were rarely reported in the Puebla press, and the state judiciary’s records for
the 1910s and 1920s – hundreds of boxes, piled up in musty backrooms – await
cataloguing.113 But the political context of the times was auspicious, and Jenkins’
movements within that context suggest he took an energetic and innovative approach to
securing property, using the law to his advantage and ingratiating himself with a variety
of power cliques in Puebla, often by making judicious use of his pesos.
Little affection prevailed between the Revolution’s victors and Puebla’s Porfirian
elite. In part the antipathy was ideological, in some cases (where leaders held
revolutionary affiliation but focused on increasing their assets) it involved posturing, or
envy. It was also a matter of provincialism. As of 1914, with the arrival of Gen.
Francisco Coss, the first three governors that Carranza imposed all hailed from the First
Chief’s home state of Coahuila.114 Carranza’s fourth and last appointee, Alfonso Cabrera
(1917-1920), was a Pueblan but of the wrong sort: he was from Zacatlán in the sierra, a
bastion of liberalism historically at odds with the conservative state capital, and he was
associated with Mexico City, where his brother Luis was Carranza’s finance minister. It
riled the denizens of Puebla City to be ruled by outsiders, men who were anti-Catholic to
boot, and the snobbery and parochialism of the elite in turn riled the governors.115 Given
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such tensions, there was ample reason for those who had fared well under Porfirio Díaz to
be treated with prejudice by a judiciary directly appointed by Carranza’s officers.116
However, Jenkins could not entirely rely on the state judges to protect his
property rights or favor him in mortgage disputes. The legal system worked slowly;
decisions made in state courts were apt to be stalled by injunctions obtained in federal
district tribunals by the losing party.117 Besides, while Puebla’s governors did not regard
Americans with the contempt they held for Spaniards, Jenkins remained a foreigner.
What he needed was a variety of friends in a variety of high places, to help him through
all kinds of eventuality. Evidently recognizing this, he wove a remarkable matrix of
relationships that might protect him from the vicissitudes of the Revolution and help him
navigate through, or around, the legal system. To a degree, these relationships also gave
him respectability, which in the deferential and rigidly hierarchical society of urban
Puebla was tantamount to power.
Even before the Carrancistas took Puebla, Jenkins was working on his
networking. He obtained his designation as Acting Consular Agent in 1913, and this
function opened many doors. He made friends with established expatriates, men of local
knowledge and influence. One was the British vice consul, William Hardaker, who had
lived in Mexico since 1895 and whose business in importing textile machinery made him
an acquaintance if not a friend of many of Puebla’s wealthy. His intervention in January
1915 had helped save Jenkins from the Carrancista firing squad, and he joined his
American friend in making predatory loans to bankrupt or vulnerable landowners, even
attempting to do so to a fellow Anglo-Saxon, the widowed, though ferociously strongwilled, Rosalie Evans.118 With Diego Kennedy, a tough-minded American hacienda
owner, Jenkins formed a company importing tractors and farm implements. Their clients
no doubt conveyed valuable information about which estates in and around Puebla might
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be ripe for purchase – or a high-interest loan. Kennedy was further useful as an
expatriate of unusually high standing in Tlaxcala, where Jenkins acquired several estates;
he had even led a coalition of landlords in a bid for the state’s governorship in 1912.
Kennedy’s hard reputation rested on his being a vigilant, at times militant, guardian of
private property, and during the Revolution he hired private forces to protect his land.119
With Kennedy’s direct assistance, Jenkins would copy this strategy once he took
possession of the Atencingo plantation.
Jenkins also became pals with wealthy and influential Mexicans. Whether due to
luck or an astute reading of character, these were men with enough savvy to emerge from
the Revolution with wealth and status more or less intact. One was Sergio B. Guzmán, a
U.S.-trained dental surgeon and son of a distinguished doctor who had served in the
Porfirian legislature of Veracruz and, after relocating, in Carranza’s federal congress as a
senator for Puebla.120 Another was Ernesto Espinosa Bravo, lawyer, businessman, and
pre-revolutionary mayor of Puebla City, with whom Jenkins played chess.121 Best
connected of all was Eduardo Mestre, a business attorney as close to the Porfirian old
guard as anyone, having married the daughter of Puebla’s governor of eighteen years,
Mucio Martínez, and served as a federal congressman. He steered through the 1910s by
working for successive state governments as a negotiator of loans and by befriending the
Revolution’s leading general, Álvaro Obregón. He offered legal counsel to Jenkins
whose usefulness can only be imagined.122 Like Guzmán, Mestre possessed an affability
the American lacked, yet from which he benefited vicariously. They defended his name
in social circles when others besmirched it, and as they were well liked their opinion
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counted. Mestre, in particular, was a consummate mixer, and it was largely thanks to him
that Jenkins joined the Club Alpha.
Determined to act as if nothing remarkable were taking place beyond their castle
walls, many of Puebla’s moneyed set pooled resources in July 1914 – the same bloody
month that saw President Huerta ousted and World War I break out – and founded a
country club. Located on the western edge of town, the Club Alpha brought together a
mix of textile elites, old-money Mexicans, and expatriates. It was Mestre’s brainchild but
his stake was only ten percent. The Conde y Conde brothers, owners of two big mills and
vast real estate holdings, subscribed to more than a quarter of the shares and other textile
men owned another quarter. Jenkins bought his first share in July 1915.123 If some of the
old guard were none too pleased at the prospect of Jenkins joining the roll, the American
could count on his friendship with club president Mestre and several others on the board,
including Diego Kennedy, who was vice president.124 It cannot have hurt that he excelled
at tennis, the club’s main sporting activity.
At the Alpha, Jenkins could rub shoulders with whomever he pleased. He could
cultivate contacts among fellow members, some of whom – the Díaz Rubíns, Conde y
Condes, and the illustrious former mayor Francisco de Velasco – numbered prominently
among the families that would soon lose their sugar estates to Jenkins. Coming two years
after his consular appointment, membership at the Alpha not only aided Jenkins’
acceptance into Puebla’s highest circles, it also implied a social contract between Jenkins,
his debtors, and the club as an institution. Should a Díaz Rubín or Conde y Conde balk at
having to forfeit property to the American, they faced the social disgrace of failing to
honor a deal with a fellow member of the Alpha.
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Jenkins’ three-peso monthly dues at the club paled next to other payments he
made to smoothen his path in business. Assured of anonymity as a source, he revealed to
Chester Lloyd Jones, the Doheny researcher, that he “made arrangements” with the head
of the Local Agrarian Commission to minimize how much land he had to sacrifice from
his San Martín Valley estates to the region’s peasants.125 He told Jones: “It is only a
choice of their taking your lands or that of someone else, and most men think in such
cases that it would be better to have the other man’s land taken. This will require graft.
Everybody does it.” In 1918 alone, by mid-May, he had paid the commissioner $2,400.
Jenkins added: “There is no use going to the courts for justice; you have to buy it. It isn’t
a very high moral standard, but it is a question of living or dying.”
Graft was equally essential to the operation of his import business, Jenkins told
Jones. To sell tractors to the state government, he had needed to pay three lots of bribes:
to customs officers at the Mexico-U.S. border, to railroad officials for flatbed cars to
bring the tractors down, and finally a “heavy rake-off” to Puebla’s Secretary of State.126
During the worst of the fighting, the backhanders required for transport were very high.
He paid up to 300 pesos per freight car between Puebla and Mexico City (and up to 1000
pesos between the capital and Celaya), but now things had settled down, and yardmasters
tapped just ten to fifteen pesos per car. Jenkins added he was sure that Gov. Cabrera
himself was getting protection money from landowners – and Jones added he was sure
that Jenkins was one of those making the pay-offs.127
By 1918, Jenkins was friends with the right expatriates and with some of the right
Mexicans. He knew how to grease palms, both in the private sector and in state
government (the graft of public officials, he advised Jones, “generally requires a long
talk”). But in pious Puebla de los Ángeles, Jenkins’ networking was not complete until
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he had befriended the Church. He was, after all, a Protestant in a self-consciously
Catholic city. To attain the friendship of an archbishop was to gain an ecclesiastical
character reference, a substantial social blessing. Even the wealthiest textile nabobs
would take note.
Jenkins began his clerical charm offensive in indirect fashion, donating to schools
and hospitals. When he did so, he was unlikely dwelling on the Catholic hierarchy at all,
for his earliest gifts were to Puebla’s Methodist school, its Baptist hospital, and students
attending Vanderbilt and other U.S. colleges.128 Besides which, philanthropy was a
matter of noblesse oblige. Like the Robber Barons in whose United States he had come
of age, Jenkins gave because it was how a Protestant who had made a fortune was
supposed to behave. “For unto whomsoever much is given, of him shall be much
required,” as the Gospel put it.129
Yet sooner or later, Jenkins’ charitable giving caught the eye of the Church, and
certainly so in late 1918, when Puebla was badly hit by the Spanish influenza pandemic.
The contagion affected thirty percent of the state’s one-million population and killed up
to 45,000. With no effective response by the state government, and with the capital’s
death toll soaring past 100 per day, Catholic groups, business associations, and foreign
consuls put together a Central Charity Committee (CCC) to raise funds and pay for
doctors, medication, clothing and ambulances. Jenkins appealed to the U.S. government
for medicines. In a display of efficiency that embarrassed Gov. Cabrera, the CCC
organized the cleaning of city streets, inspection of homes, and installation of emergency
telephone and electricity services. The CCC raised 54,000 pesos during the two-month
outbreak, and the press reported that the largest single donor, at 3,000 pesos, was
Jenkins.130 Despite his already controversial reputation as a hard bargainer, Jenkins’
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moral standing was sufficient by 1919 for him to be able to persuade the Archbishop of
Puebla, Enrique Sánchez y Paredes, to conduct a service of blessing at his newly
expanded mill.131
The visit took place on Saturday October 18, and Jenkins gave his women most of
the day off so they could decorate La Corona. They festooned the factory with flowers
and evergreens and long strings of carded cotton that gave the effect of floating lines of
snow. The Archbishop appeared in his coach and horses at four, greeted by twelve
white-clad girls bearing tall candles. The girls led him into the main hall, where
hundreds of women knelt in wait. He said a prayer before the factory altar and then
followed the white-clad girls through the hall, sprinkling holy water on the machines,
with Jenkins, his wife and daughters, and the mill’s chief seamstresses and mechanics
following behind. Then the procession crossed to the mill’s new knitting and spinning
halls, where the men were kneeling, and did the same. They then returned to the main
hall where the Archbishop gave a homily, and finally he joined the Jenkins in their nextdoor home for tea, cake and ice cream. Women rushed and crowded to touch His
Excellency’s cloak as he departed. Afterwards they stayed on with the men until nine,
celebrating the archbishop’s visit with sorbets and cakes, music and dancing.
“It was the nicest thing I ever did see and I am crazy about the Archbishop,”
Jenkins enthused the next day. He was writing to his eldest daughter, Elizabeth (“My
dearest Piggy-Wiggy”), now at Marlborough School in Los Angeles. “He is very nice
indeed, not a bit stuck up over his high position, and great power, for you know he is the
biggest guy in these parts by a jugful.” Sánchez y Paredes would be the first in a
succession of Puebla archbishops to whom Jenkins became close.132 These were
relationships of convenience to a point, politically advantageous to Jenkins and
financially beneficial to the Church, but they were also friendships. Though no longer a
churchgoer, Jenkins enjoyed the company of clergy. They offered well-informed
exchanges of views and usually took little interest in his business, so Jenkins could let his
guard down a little. He could be conversational and humorous when he wanted to be.
131
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Chapter 3: The Black Legend of William Jenkins
Is Mexico Worth Saving?
George Chamberlain, book title, 1920.
Mueran los gringos [Death to the Gringos]
Ignacio Muñoz, book title, 1927.

A Consular Agent is Kidnapped
Within hours of finishing his letter to Elizabeth about the Archbishop’s visit,
Jenkins was kidnapped by Zapatistas. The abduction, and the events it set in motion,
would bring the United States to threaten war with Mexico and scar Jenkins’ reputation
for all time. It would elicit his lifelong repudiation of the press, a decision that only made
things worse for him, encouraging public suspicion to fester. General presumptions of
guilt would attend any controversy in which he was embroiled – which is not to say such
presumptions were always wrong, for Jenkins’ activities frequently broke or bent the law.
In turn, the episode and the prejudices it prompted would contribute to a perception of
U.S. businessmen as people not to be trusted, a perception that many a politician,
business rival, labor leader, and peasant organizer would use to their advantage. The
stereotype of the scheming and deceiving U.S. capitalist, coming prominence by the time
of the kidnapping and given extra credence by it, retains a currency in Mexico today.
What came to be known as “The Jenkins Case” took shape as follows.1 That
Sunday, October 19, 1919, Jenkins was surprised by armed men inside his mill. After
hustling him into his office, where they ordered him to open his safe so they could steal
the contents, they led him off to an encampment in the hills near Atlixco. The leader of
the gang, Federico Córdoba,2 then sent word to the U.S. Embassy that Jenkins had been
1
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abducted, in his capacity as a consul, to illustrate the failure of President Carranza to
afford protection to foreigners; he insisted that the Mexican government pay the 300,000peso ransom. When the government stalled and his captive fell ill, Córdoba relented a
little, agreeing to accept payment from private sources. Friends pooled a part of the
ransom, promising to complete it at a later date, and on October 26 Jenkins was set free.
Promptly he was hospitalized, suffering from exposure and rheumatism.
By this time the U.S. government was weighing in. Jenkins had written to Mary
from captivity, bidding her telegraph Secretary of State Robert Lansing, Senator Albert
Fall, and various congressmen, friends and relatives; all were to urge Washington to
pressure the Carranza government to pay the ransom and secure his release. Lansing
dispatched such orders to the embassy in Mexico City, which in turn took the matter up
with Mexico’s Foreign Relations Ministry (SRE) and sent personnel to Puebla to help
secure Jenkins’ release. These embassy staffers took a pro-active stance, telling police to
cease pursuing the kidnappers, denying officials access to correspondence with the
abductors, and pressuring Gov. Alfonso Cabrera to pay the ransom. Cabrera, at the same
time, was also weighing in. Two days after the abduction, he telegrammed Carranza,
conveying anonymous allegations that the kidnapping was a simulation and that Jenkins
had hidden himself to provoke a conflict.3 Cabrera and his allies continued to make such
accusations over the days that followed and even after Jenkins’ release. Although these
were made in private correspondence, the Puebla newspaper La Prensa quickly made the
conspiracy theory public.
On October 31, when leaving the hospital after a five-day convalescence, Jenkins
was detained by the Puebla authorities for questioning. He would only give vague
answers. He said he could not be sure who had kidnapped him and denied knowing
where he had been taken or how much was paid for his release. All he clarified was that
his captors had seized him due to his official position, and so he believed the Mexican
government should reimburse the ransom. Cabrera came under pressure from both the
SRE and the U.S. embassy to capture and prosecute the kidnappers, but claimed that due
3
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to Jenkins’ non-cooperation he was unable to do so. Jenkins in turn claimed that he could
not trust the state judiciary for a fair hearing.
Events took a serious turn on November 14, when Puebla police briefly arrested
Jenkins. Eleven peons from Hacienda Santa Lucía, the estate where Jenkins had been
held, testified they had seen Jenkins socializing with his abductors, adding he had sworn
he would retaliate if they ever reported this. Jenkins angrily denied all this, and so the
police detained him for two hours, charging him with perjury and threatening witnesses –
though not with colluding with his kidnappers, for which they lacked evidence. The
authorities set bail at a relatively low 1,000 pesos, but Jenkins refused to pay it, believing
that doing so would be an admission of the state’s right to try the case. On November 19,
having lost patience with the American, the Puebla authorities arrested him a second time
and shut him in jail.
The jailing of Jenkins took U.S.-Mexican tensions to a new high; already they
were strained by the threat of the 1917 Constitution to foreign property rights, the toll of
the Revolution upon U.S. lives, and a Senate investigation into Mexican affairs chaired
by the hawkish Senator Fall. Both U.S. and Mexican officials ratcheted up the tension.
Lansing and SRE Under-Secretary Hilario Medina exchanged missives that each
regarded as confrontational. Washington sent a special agent to investigate. The SRE
argued that it could not intervene in what was a matter for the state of Puebla. Carranza
summoned Cabrera to the capital, but any thought he may have had of overruling him
was quashed by the insistence of the governor’s brother, Luis, who was Secretary of the
Treasury and a Carrancista ideologue of passionate anti-U.S. sentiment.
U.S. saber-rattling grew in volume. Lansing told the U.S. embassy he was willing
to declare war over persistent violations of American life and property; editorials
demanded an armed invasion; there were reports of a troop build-up along the Rio
Grande. Fearing the worst, labor leader Samuel Gompers and New Mexico’s Gov.
Octaviano Larrazolo urged Carranza to set Jenkins free, as did Mexico’s ambassador to
Washington, Ignacio Bonillas. Reportedly, even Cabrera and Medina began to urge
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Jenkins, through third parties, to accept his freedom on bail. Jenkins, still unwilling to
post the bond, refused to cooperate.
Matters came to a head in December. On the 3rd, Fall called for a Senate
resolution breaking off relations with Mexico. On the 4th, a Puebla judge ordered
Jenkins released from jail. On the 5th, President Woodrow Wilson, bed-ridden for two
months following a stroke, felt sufficiently improved in health to meet with Fall and – his
inclination for peace bolstered by sudden news of Jenkins’ release – reject his plan for a
break with Mexico.4 For another six months, Fall would continue to conduct his Senate
hearings and tally “outrages” against Americans and their property, but his best chance to
precipitate an invasion had passed.5
As for Jenkins, he was livid to learn that his freedom owed not to a dropping of
charges but to the fact that an American, likely in the pay of the Carranza government
(which wanted to pre-empt Fall’s war-mongering without loss of face), posted bail on his
behalf. When he heard of the ruse, he demanded to be let back into jail, but was refused
entry. The case against him dragged on, with front-page coverage in Mexico, Jenkins
and his lawyer Eduardo Mestre all the while seeking a transfer of jurisdiction from out of
the hands of Puebla’s heavily politicized court system. Mestre argued that the
defendant’s status as a consular agent necessitated a federal-level trial. The Supreme
Court was still deliberating the request in May 1920 when the Carranza regime fell and
with it Gov. Cabrera.
Finally, in August, the Supreme Court ruled that Jenkins’ consular status was
sufficient to grant him a federal-level hearing. That December, federal judge Daniel V.
Valencia cleared Jenkins of perjury and threatening witnesses, the only charges that had
officially been leveled. Two months later, his assiduous persecutors, former Puebla
Attorney General Julio Mitchell and local judge Fernando Guzmán, were arrested and
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charged with evidence tampering and witness coercion.6 One cannot attribute too much
to such reversals, for even the federal courts had their political allegiances, but there is
reason to believe that justice was served. Guzmán admitted to the charge of coercion,
claiming Mitchell had forced him to threaten the peons into testifying against Jenkins.7
Valencia, to whom Jenkins owed his exoneration, was respected enough for President
Cárdenas to later appoint him Chief Justice of the Supreme Court for the duration of his
administration.8

There is no doubt that Jenkins inhabited the interventionist camp. He had said as
much in his consular dispatches since late 1914. During the investigation into his
complicity, some of the evidence to emerge against him was quite damning, notably his
first letter to Mary during his captivity, in which he urged her to do all she could to put
pressure on Washington to take up the abduction with Mexico City. He added: “We
want it understood clearly that it is a band of Rebels who entered Puebla and took me
away and not ‘Apaches.’ I want to make the government responsible and this can be
done only if Rebels are the cause – so don’t fail to make that clear.”9 These words, along
with several arrogant public declarations and his general refusal to cooperate with Puebla
authorities, made it easy for Gov. Cabrera and some of the press to cast Jenkins as the
villain of the piece. It also emerged that Jenkins knew the kidnappers’ second-incommand, an Atlixco-based Zapatista officer named Juan Ubera, and had been making
him monthly payments to protect the Hacienda Santa Lucía – the very property to whose
hillsides he was taken during his week in captivity.10
But sympathy with the kidnappers in their desire to undermine the Carranza
regime is no proof of conspiracy, nor is the peons’ allegation that they saw Jenkins
getting along well with them (an allegation eventually retracted), nor indeed are the facts
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that he had been paying Ubera and until recently owned Santa Lucía (both details that
Jenkins volunteered). Equally plausible is that Ubera knew that he loathed Carranza and
so viewed him as a malleable target, a hostage who would not cause trouble. It is also
plausible that, once captive, Jenkins saw he had a better chance of returning soon and
unharmed if he helped his captors achieve their objectives. If he indeed got along well
with them, that may simply show his ability to make the best of a bad situation and his
fearlessness in the presence of armed men – both well-established traits.
Cabrera had reason to be suspicious of Jenkins, given the evidence that would
gradually emerge. But he also had reason to fabricate a case against him. Like his
Carranza-imposed predecessors, Cabrera was an outsider to Puebla City and an
unpopular, authoritarian governor. By October 1919, he had been in power for two years
and was more isolated than ever.11 The kidnapping of a U.S. consular agent from the
state capital by rebel soldiers was a major embarrassment to governor sensitive to
Puebla’s portrayal in the national press. That the U.S. embassy had trampled on his turf,
that Jenkins had gained his freedom with no help from the state, and that the perpetrators
remained free were further embarrassments. Yet Jenkins was a controversial character,
given to interventionist sentiments, predatory practices, and inflammatory statements, so
the episode was also an opportunity. The very day after Jenkins was taken, the proCabrera newspaper La Prensa composed a speculative article linking him to Puebla’s
main opposition faction, the “reactionary” Ignacio Zaragoza Party, which it alleged
wanted the United States to invade Mexico; soon Cabrera’s Attorney General began to
issue daily press releases about his investigation.12 As Puebla historian David LaFrance
has observed, the propaganda value of Jenkins to the Cabrera government helps explain
why Puebla authorities fought doggedly, for six months, to retain juridical control of the
case.13
Cabrera, in addition, harbored a personal animus against Jenkins, and not simply
because he was a profiteering foreigner amid a revolution whose nationalism was a
11
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Carrancista theme-tune, nor his history of dealings with Zapatistas, the scourge of
Carrancista governors in Puebla. In May 1918, Cabrera replied to an SRE query about
the consular agent’s standing, alleging with evident distaste that Jenkins was conducting
“absolute espionage” in the state and disseminating Allied propaganda.14 As a leading
participant-donor in the Central Charity Committee in late 1918, Jenkins had helped lead
the fight against Spanish flu, actions that had thrown the incompetence of Cabrera’s
government into sharp relief. And in July 1919, Jenkins had nailed his colors to the mast
when, along with other wealthy Pueblan conservatives, he bought an advertisement in El
Monitor, congratulating the paper on its first anniversary. El Monitor was the main
opposition mouthpiece to the Cabrera government.15
Carranza had reasons similar to Cabrera’s both to be embarrassed about the
kidnapping and to gain from its development into a major incident. True, it was a
troubling sign that he had still to restore order to Mexico and ensure the safety of
prominent foreigners. However, all year long the dour “First Chief of the Revolution”
had seen his popularity wane, as the promises of the 1917 Constitution failed to be turned
into legislation, let alone put into practice. Meanwhile, the popularity of the Revolution’s
great military hero, the affable and charismatic Álvaro Obregón, had continued to climb.
In June, Obregón formalized his candidacy for president. Fearing that his former ally
would prove to be another Porfirio Díaz – a self-reelecting military dictator – Carranza
cast about for an alternative candidate he might support or, indeed, control. At heart, the
pending election of 1920 pitted the Revolution’s First Chief against its most formidable
general.16 Eventually, in late October, Carranza settled on a man who was poised to play
a prominent role in the Jenkins case, his Washington ambassador Ignacio Bonillas. The
fact that Bonillas had no significant support base prompted a widespread assumption that
Carranza had sought a puppet and would try to impose him.17
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The Jenkins case thus gave Carranza a chance to whip up nationalist sentiment
and present himself – once again, following the U.S. occupation of Veracruz and the
1916 “punitive expedition” in search of Pancho Villa – as First Chief of Mexican
sovereignty.18 It also gave him the chance to allow his candidate Bonillas to shine on the
international stage and in the national press, acting in defense of Mexican sovereignty.19
The belligerence shown by Lansing, Fall, and much of the U.S. press, with their
intimations of imminent war, only made the President’s task easier. In fact, Jenkins
seemed the perfect tool for Carranza’s purposes. He not only seemed to have hawkish
friends in high places (Albert Fall, the oil baron Doheny), making him a political threat to
the nation, he also had a reputation for predatory practices, making him a symbol of
economic threat. Not five days after the abduction, the SRE wired Cabrera telling him to
investigate Jenkins’ conduct as a businessman.20
Given the agendas of the principals, and the likelihood that the witnesses – of
which there were dozens, testifying on both sides – were either wholly partial or bribed, it
is worthwhile setting aside accusations and counter-accusations to reconsider the
authenticity of the kidnapping on the grounds of mere logic. LaFrance raises several
stark questions here: Given that all his prior dealings show him to be calculating and
astute, why would Jenkins have placed himself in physical danger for a plot whose
outcome might well bring little or no political gain? Why risk an involvement whose
discovery would jeopardize his vast fortune, much of it tied up in hard-to-liquidate loans
and easily-confiscated real estate?21
One might further ask: Would a 41-year old father-of-three be likely to submit
himself voluntarily to a kidnapping’s inherent risks, such as a botched rescue by state
police? Would a multimillionaire for whom business was booming, with a bonanza in
property trading and a recent expansion at his mill, feel sufficiently inconvenienced by
choice was disseminated in official circles as of Oct. 20 and reported in El Universal (Mexico City) on Oct.
27; the candidacy did not become official until Jan. 1920.
18
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Carranza’s regime to wish to take part? Would an American who regarded Zapatistas (to
quote his 1915 letter) as “animals” likely entrust his well-being to them for a week at a
chilly hillside camp? Would Jenkins have planned such an escapade for just after his
brother-in-law Donald had returned to the United States, leaving Mary and his daughters
by themselves?22 Few discussions of the case have considered these basic improbabilities
and inconsistencies, and yet the conspiracy theory planted by the Cabrera government
and nurtured by a nationalistic press took root and flourishes still.

A Black Legend Begins
In the state of Puebla, and later on the national stage, the kidnapping and jailing of
William O. Jenkins, the accusations of Gov. Alfonso Cabrera, and the resulting
diplomatic furor combined to plant the seeds of a “Jenkins black legend.” Like the
original Black Legend, propagated for centuries by Anglo-Americans about Spain’s
atrocities in its conquest of the Americas, it did have something of a basis in fact but
featured a selective, partial, exaggerated reading of events. The myth held that Jenkins
was the epitome of an embryonic stereotype: the crafty, devious, manipulative, and
exploitative U.S. businessman. He was never to be trusted, capable of the most heinous
acts, and routinely put his own interests above those of his adoptive country. For proof,
one need only recall his activities during the Revolution: he had arranged his own
kidnapping, brought Mexico to the brink of a catastrophic war with the United States, and
in the process – so the evolving myth would claim – compelled the Mexico government
to pay a large ransom that he shared with his kidnappers.
The foundational story within the myth developed fast. As we have seen, the
Cabrera government began planting speculative, if not defamatory, stories in La Prensa –
a local newspaper that his government subsidized – as soon as it heard news of the
kidnapping.23 On November 20, the day after Jenkins was jailed, a Mexico City paper
caused a sensation by printing a letter signed “Federico Córdoba” (the chief kidnapper),
22
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claiming Jenkins had cooperated in his abduction. Although Córdoba himself
immediately denounced it as a fake, subsequently proving to the New York Tribune that
the signature printed did not match his and accusing the Puebla authorities of planting the
letter, the additional damage to Jenkins’ credibility was great.24 By December, Mexican
officials were claiming that Jenkins had not only kidnapped himself but done so in order
to make a lot of money.25
Accusation became conventional wisdom, which in turn became embellished.
This was presumably effected to begin with by word of mouth. Little by little, the legend
began to appear in print, if tentatively at first. In 1932, Mexico City paper Excélsior
published a feature about kidnappings that dwelled on the Jenkins case and concluded
that “in the end it proved not to be a abduction, or it was a highly dubious one.” In 1943,
a film industry rival tried to rally opposition against Jenkins through a Tampico
newspaper editorial that referred to him having kidnapped himself. A union flyer posted
in Puebla in 1956, complaining of Jenkins’ political influence, called him a “filibusterer,
harmful to our country, who kidnapped himself in 1920 [sic].” A 1959 newspaper profile
began by referring to Jenkins’ “famous and theatrical, episodic and cinematic
autosecuestro (self-kidnapping).” The following year even Time jumped aboard, a
profile of Jenkins ironically calling the kidnapping “a fortunate stroke of bad luck” that
ended with Carranza paying the ransom and Jenkins allegedly receiving “half of the
booty.” By now, journalistic references to an autosecuestro (or its synonym, autoplagio)
were standard.26
24
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If reporters and columnists felt at liberty to refer to the incident as a selfkidnapping, and to enhance its supposed outcome, their doing so was facilitated by
Jenkins’ stubborn silence. Offended by certain articles about him in 1919, he declined
almost all further requests for interviews, a policy he maintained to his grave.27 In
Puebla, however, self-censorship prevailed, perhaps motivated by fear of reprisal, given
Jenkins’ ever more dominant position in the city’s economy and his cozy relations with
state governors. Only after his death were negative perceptions of the man openly
published. In 1965, Enrique Cordero y Torres, doyen of the Pueblan cronistas
(journalists-cum-chroniclers), recorded in a then-definitive history of Puebla, that the
ransom marked the “beginning of his fantastic fortune.” In the 1980s, this version of
events was widely propagated through the historical novel, Arráncame la vida, one of the
best-selling books of the decade, penned by Puebla native and high-society insider
Ángeles Mastretta.28 In Puebla, at least, the “kidnapping fortune” myth remains alive in
the public memory, recognized and perpetuated by teachers and taxi-drivers alike.29
As accounting for the hows and whys of the Revolution became less the preserve
of journalists, cronistas, and campaign veterans, and more the domain of professional
historians, a striking divergence arose in interpretations of the Jenkins affair. U.S.
historians either withheld judgment or deduced that the kidnapping was genuine.
Cumberland, LaFrance, David Glaser, and Mark Gilderhus each conclude, to varying
degrees of conviction, that the episode was a bona fide abduction, while John Womack,
Manuel Machado, and Dimitri Lazo give no verdict.30 On the other hand the Mexican
27
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histories, with one notable exception, describe the episode as an autosecuestro. The
account of the late Bertha Ulloa, an eminent historian of the Revolution, along with those
of Luis Zorrilla, Gustavo Hernández Enríquez, and Álvaro Matute, maintain as though it
were proven fact the version first circulated by Cabrera: Jenkins was in cahoots with his
kidnappers.31
The basic disparity of interpretations might suggest nothing more than patriotic
biases within the U.S. and Mexican versions of what happened. But the U.S. accounts
exhibit a wider reading of archival and newspaper records, and those that treat the subject
at greatest length are precisely those that reach a conclusion of Jenkins’ certain or likely
innocence. In addition, the cautious tone of the American versions – “both logic and
evidence indicate, though do not prove, innocence,” says Cumberland – contrasts with
the condemnatory tenor of the Mexican historians. Ulloa ends her account with a
dramatic flourish: “Jenkins could never demonstrate his innocence in the kidnapping,”
which is anyway a falsehood inasmuch as a federal district court exonerated Jenkins a
year later.32 The Mexican accounts also show an unwillingness to contemplate the
political agendas of the Mexicans involved, other than Córdoba. It is as though Carranza
and Cabrera were seeking only to redress a great wrong, acting patriotically in the face of
outright deceit and outrageous belligerence, with not a hint of self-interest.
LXXIV:3 (1971), 344; Gilderhus, Diplomacy and Revolution, 99; Womack, Zapata, 346-51; Manuel
Machado and James Judge, “Tempest in a Teapot? The Mexican-United States Intervention Crisis of
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It is further telling that the one Mexican study that benefits from consultation of
U.S. as well as local archives, Rafael Ruiz Harrell’s El secuestro de William Jenkins,
concludes that the kidnapping was genuine. The fact that Ruiz Harrell chose to frame his
account as a historical novel does not relegate it from the historian’s purview, for his
fictionalizing is largely confined to imagining conversations and his source material is
made transparent by inclusion of a twenty-four-page bibliographic essay.33 Altogether,
the self-kidnapping hypothesis seems to have become an article of faith within much of
the Mexican academy, whereby Jenkins is given the role of stock villain and attention to
the complexities of the case is judged unnecessary.34
Beyond the circumstantial evidence of Jenkins’ guilt, what surely made the selfkidnapping allegation stick was a public willingness to believe that this foreigner was
capable of such a plot. Since his arrival in Puebla in 1906, Jenkins had cut an odd figure.
He had associated with the unloved Leon Rasst, not only a Jew but a proven supporter of
the reactionary usurper Huerta, who had murdered President Madero. He had defied the
convention of “decent” people with his habits of dressing for work in overalls, pushing
cartloads of materials around town, and jogging behind trams while his wife rode on
board. He had risen suspiciously fast to great wealth. His predatory loan-making to
Porfirian widows and cash-poor grandees had no doubt made him an on object of
loathing in certain circles. Even by the standards of Puebla’s tiny U.S. population,
Jenkins was sui generis.35 It is easy to believe the worst about a man who does not fit in,
a man whose dress, customs, language and religious affiliation all differ from the norm,
and easier still when the man’s fortune has mostly been made at the expense of a
society’s established elite. Jenkins’ arrogance towards Puebla’s judiciary and his evident
contempt for Carranza, coupled with the newspapers’ willingness to report such things,
merely inflamed existing prejudices.
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After December 1919, when the crisis abated, the Jenkins case did not seem to be
of lasting significance. Just before Jenkins’ release, Ambassador Bonillas downplayed
the episode as a “tempest in a teapot,” and from the perspective of U.S. diplomatic
history it might well have been, or at least a rather incidental cause célèbre within a much
larger and longer bilateral dispute over issues of Mexican sovereignty and U.S.
reparations, in which by far the most contentious issue was oil.36 By mid-1920, Jenkins’
chief adversaries during the saga had either died (Carranza), departed (Cabrera), or
disappeared from public view (Puebla’s Attorney General, Julio Mitchell). The
controversy over oil, on the other hand, would endure until after President Cárdenas
nationalized the industry in 1938.
On a symbolic level, however, the Jenkins case sewed the seed of an enduring,
semi-mythical figure that would loom large in the lives of thousands and in the public
imagination of a nation: Jenkins as the archetypal gringo bogeyman. Over the
subsequent decades, a variety of people in conflict with Jenkins – from rural activists and
labor leaders to business rivals and political foes – would allege he had committed all
manner of crimes, activities they held to be particularly if not uniquely nefarious. But the
actions and tendencies they denounced were similar to what other men of wealth and
power were doing: buying the friendship of senior politicians and clergy, arming
vigilantes to fend off land-seeking country folk, breaking strikes and co-opting union
bosses, smuggling alcohol, evading taxes, engaging in monopolistic practice. What made
the difference, what singled Jenkins out for special flak and vitriol, was that he was an
enemy of the Revolution – the self-kidnapping “proved” it – and an American. To
improve whatever case they were arguing, his opponents would appropriate the black
legend and often expand upon it, making his reputation a rhetorical weapon for all
occasions.
Yet the weapon was double-edged. The belief that Jenkins kidnapped himself,
coupled with an awareness of the belligerent U.S. reaction to its consul’s incarceration
and his later exoneration by Puebla’s highest court, altogether gave the impression that
36
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Jenkins was above the law, diplomatically protected, potentially dangerous. The notion
that he had partnered with rebels to make money in the process, thereby outsmarting the
federal government, rendered him crafty, perhaps admirably so. This Machiavellian
image would serve Jenkins well as he built his business empire in the treacherous, violent
landscape of post-revolutionary Puebla. Here was a man whom it would be most unwise
to cross. Gain his favor, and there might be reward.

Gringophobia
While Mexican suspicion of the United States in a political sense dates from the
1820s, when Anglo-Saxon expansionists converged upon Texas, broad distrust of its
economic power is a more recent phenomenon. The distrust originated during the 1890s
and did not coalesce until the latter years of the Revolution. As the war ended and a new
Constitution was forged, the figure of the Yankee businessman began to overtake both
the U.S. official (politician, diplomat, or the government itself, conceived in caricature as
a spindly Uncle Sam) and the Spanish storekeeper or hacienda manager (victims of the
most widespread revolutionary xenophobia) as the foreigner that Mexicans vilified most.
Century-old fears of U.S. territorial expansion and armed intervention came to be
surpassed by concerns about economic sovereignty, especially over Mexico’s oil and
mineral wealth.
If there were a tipping-point date for these shifts, 1919 serves as well as any. The
Jenkins kidnapping marked the last realistic chance for U.S. interventionists to have their
way. That year also marked a mid-point between Carranza’s issuing of his first
nationalistic decrees governing foreign capital (1915) and, by contrast, Obregón’s
agreeing to the Bucareli Accords (1923), which allowed foreign companies to continue to
work established oil fields. These were years in which Mexican headlines haltingly
shifted from alarm about actual or threatened U.S. incursions to concerns about the
presence and privileges of U.S. businesses – concerns that have by and large topped the
list of Mexico’s contentions about its northern neighbor ever since.
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Jenkins’ trajectory closely reflected the change in emphasis from political fears to
economic concerns. He was kidnapped by virtue of his political post, as a consular agent.
It was his diplomatic status that drove the U.S. embassy to involve itself, that prompted
Lansing to try to have him freed from jail, and that motivated Senator Fall, the Hearst
press, and others to inflate the case as a cause célèbre. But after the furor died down and
the Carranza regime was toppled, it would be Jenkins’ business activities that kept him in
the public eye.37 Over the years that followed, it was the devious businessman (as
landowner, exploiter, monopolist), rather than the devious agent of the U.S. government,
that fed the Jenkins black legend.
The Jenkins case is further exemplary in that Mexican xenophobia played a role
in both the unfolding and the public memory of the episode. In parallel, these things
played a role in the evolution of Mexican xenophobia, taking it in the direction of a
specifically and predominantly gringophobia. The affair helped establish a new
candidate for public vilification and politically-charged rhetoric: the shady U.S.
businessman. What began during the late Porfiriato as a localized suspicion of American
investors and managers, limited to low-circulation periodicals and contact zones like the
Tampico oil fields, became publicly widespread after the Revolution. And as of the mid1920s, when Edward Doheny withdrew from Mexico, there was probably no American
businessman as well-known in the land as William O. Jenkins.

“Gringophobia” is that variant of Mexican nationalism that holds the United
States and its citizens as objects of fear, loathing, derision, and blame for the country’s
ills, and that exploits such sentiments for political and economic ends. It must be
distinguished from suspicion, for Mexicans’ historical suspicion of the United States, as
an imperial power, is eminently rational in light of an 1840s conflict that left Mexico
missing the top half of its territory. In the case of the U.S. businessman, suspicion
evolved over time into a prejudicial phobia in three distinct ways. First, the stereotype of
the businessman became increasingly negative and caricatured; qualities once admired,
37
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like ingenuity and drive, were gradually displaced in the Mexican imagination by greed,
haughtiness, and disdain. Second, the stereotype, predominantly negative, grew ever
more pervasive in popular culture – as reflected in movies, songs, graphic arts, and the
rhetoric of protest – where it carried a heightened emotional charge. Third, the stereotype
ignored how such “typically gringo” practices and traits, from union-busting to buying
politicians to naked greed, were just as common among Mexican businessmen.
Nationalistic double standards suffused the stereotyping and fed the phobia.
Gringophobia, which for the better part of a century was chiefly an elite trait, had
its origins in the 1820s, during Mexico’s first years as a republic. This is not to say that
leaders lacked good cause to be suspicious. The first U.S. ambassador, Joel Poinsett,
meddled openly in the country’s politics. His support for the Federalist president,
Vicente Guerrero, earned him the wrath of Catholic Centralists, setting a precedent for
conservative antipathy towards the United States.38 That decade also saw the stirrings of
trouble in the northern half of Coahuila y Texas, where Anglo-Saxon settlers led by
Stephen Austin reneged on their terms of entry by failing to adopt Catholicism and obey
Mexican law. The ensuing frictions begot the Texas Revolution, which ten years later
begot the Mexican-American War, whose territorial consequences aggravated the ill will
of Conservatives. However understandable the hatred felt by those that expressed it,
gringophobia became standard to Conservative political discourse.
During and after the War, the Conservative press carefully nurtured a continuing
fear of the United States. As Charles Hale noted: “A principal tenet of fully elaborated
conservatism was a deep hostility towards the United States. Mexico was now seen to
have superior Hispanic traditions and cultural values which must be defended.”39
Concerned with U.S. political and cultural (not economic) influence, ideologues like
Lucas Alamán employed inflammatory language to draw dichotomies between
Americans and Mexicans: “We are not a people of merchants and adventurers, scum and
refuse of all countries, whose only mission is to usurp the property of the miserable
38
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Indians…”40 Invoking images of the Iberian Reconquest, some suggested a pan-Hispanic
alliance against the North Americans, the new “Islamites” of the age.41 One claimed that
Protestantism signified “sedition, disorder, cruelty, blood and death.”42
But Conservative Catholic gringophobia failed to pay political dividends. As
Alan Knight has put it: “The American aggression of 1846-48 did not touch off a
patriotic risorgimento, from which conservative patriots might benefit,” and in the 1860s,
the Conservatives’ fateful alliance with the French-imposed Emperor Maximilian cost
them, for decades, their claim to speak for the national interest.43 The ensuing Age of
Liberalism was ideologically predisposed and politically active in welcoming foreign
investment. Opposition was decidedly muted to the U.S. building of railroads and
staking of oilfields. Mixed feelings about the United States certainly found voice: the
huge losses of the 1840s were not forgotten and Porfirio Díaz, contrary to the claims of
many later critics, was wary of persistent territorial ambitions among certain of the
United States’ political and business leaders. However, such misgivings were expressed
in rarified circles; press circulation remained too low for elite fears of U.S. imperialism to
translate broadly into popular apprehension.44 Meanwhile, schoolchildren absorbed a
contradictory kind of nationalism, which combined the learning of patriotic songs,
history, and geography with the general lesson that European and North American
cultures and societies, especially the Anglo-Saxon, were superior models to which to
aspire.45
Where distrust of the United States gained expression, it was chiefly political in
nature, as events elsewhere in the hemisphere rekindled suspicions of U.S. belligerence
and expansionism: the Venezuelan Crisis of 1895-96, which saw Britain defer to the
Monroe Doctrine and keep its navy at bay during a border dispute with Guyana; the
Spanish-American War of 1898, after which Puerto Rico and Cuba were ceded to U.S.
40
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control; the Panamanian Revolution of 1903, a U.S.-manufactured war whose outcome
allowed the Americans to build a canal in a zone of their keeping, across what had been
Colombian territory. In response, writers referred to U.S. empire-builders in quite
vitriolic terms: “the barbarians of the North,” “the drunken mobs,” “savages.” A 1901
cartoon in El Hijo del Ahuizote, a Mexican opposition organ, captured contemporary
fears – or exaggerated and inflamed them – depicting President Theodore Roosevelt, in
Rough Rider garb, annexing northern Mexico in the face of futile protest from Díaz.46
Porfirio’s own suspicions of U.S. expansionism appeared in his gradually
articulated “Díaz Doctrine,” a defense of Latin American sovereignty. During the
Spanish-American War and Panamanian Revolution, Díaz maintained neutrality while
allowing ministers and diplomats to express deep reservations. In 1904 he refused an
invitation by Roosevelt to join with a U.S. “peacekeeping” intervention in the Dominican
Republic, and in 1909 he gave sanctuary to the nationalist José Santos Zelaya, deposed
from the Nicaraguan presidency by a U.S.-backed coup.47 From 1898, when Díaz
favored Britain’s Weetman Pearson over the Americans with a major railroad contract,
there were signs of Mexican-U.S. tension in the economic sphere as well. Some in the
cabinet fretted the U.S. presence was growing too fast, but such hesitations did not
prevent the United States from overtaking Britain as top investor in the country.48
As concern about Yankee imperialism mounted, Latin America’s elites grew wary
of the United States as an antagonistic and antithetical culture. This concern gained
eloquent voice in Ariel (1900). Penned by the Uruguayan journalist José Enrique Rodó,
the essay used characters from Shakespeare’s play The Tempest as contrasting metaphors
for the United States, drawn as a materialistic, pragmatic, and unrefined Caliban, and
Latin America: the spiritual, idealistic and cultivated Ariel. The work achieved enormous
regional influence and fostered a judgmental dichotomizing of “Anglo” and “Latin”
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societies.49 Alfonso Reyes, a rich young Mexican who would become one of the
Revolution’s leading intellectuals, had this to say about Ariel: “our first reading of Rodó
made some of us understand that there is a mission of solidarity among the peoples. … In
his awakening of our conscience, some of us owe him the exact notion of [Latin]
American fraternity.” Reyes quoted several of Rodó’s exhortations, among them: “Don’t
lose heart in preaching … the Gospel of disinterest to the Phoenicians,” a reference to the
people of the United States, who in the thinking of Rodó were as enslaved by trade and
profit as the ancient merchants of the Mediterranean.50 Mexican intellectuals who had
travelled in the United States, such as Justo Sierra, contributed to this dichotomized kind
of thinking.51
In sum, Ariel and writing like it gave an intellectual respectability to what
remained a phobia, albeit one substantiated by past territorial mutilation. Caliban was a
misshapen ogre of murderous designs, an image that dovetailed well with Mexico’s
nightmare scenario. Paul Garner has put the matter neatly: “The constant fear expressed
by many of the Porfirian political elite … was the same fear articulated by Mexican
conservatives throughout the nineteenth century – that Mexico was in danger of being
swallowed by the monstrous ‘Caliban’ of the USA, devouring the patria in the name of
Anglo-Saxon, Protestant and materialist imperialism.”52
With the Revolution, came infamous instances of U.S. threat and intervention. In
1914, its navy bombarded and occupied Veracruz to prevent arms from reaching Huerta,
at the cost of 200 Mexican lives. In 1916, John Pershing led a brigade across the Rio
Grande to begin a futile pursuit of Pancho Villa. At such times, generals tried to stir
patriotic fervor as a recruiting tool, spuriously claiming that rival factions were allies of
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the Yankees. As Knight finds: “when ample opportunities presented themselves and
when competitive bidding for political support was intense, the gringo smear was used
repeatedly.” But to little lasting effect.53 In 1919, with the Jenkins jailing, the threat of
full-scale intervention reached a peak, but Carranza was unable to make enough political
mileage out of the affair to alter Bonillas’ prospects in the 1920 election. Each instance
revealed the limited emotive power and public reach of political gringophobia.
Afterwards the U.S. threat receded, though not without hiccups. Tensions would
rise again in 1926, largely over oil, but worsened by policy collision over the Nicaraguan
Civil War and the agitations of a hawkish ambassador, James Sheffield.54 Subsequent
envoys would do much to smoothen relations, especially Dwight Morrow, who drew
close to Calles and negotiated an end to the Cristero War, and the congenial Josephus
Daniels, who got along well with Cárdenas and admitted Mexico’s right to control its
oil.55 After 1927, the threat of intervention would never resurface, and in the view of
U.S. Secretary of State Frank Kellogg, “the word ‘Mexico’ came to represent a neighbor
nation and not a recurring problem.”56 By then, however, the gringophobic animal had
long since changed it spots.

“Gringos, raw and also roasted”: Pernicious Businessmen
As throughout Latin America, Mexico’s suspicions of the United States
underwent an early twentieth-century sea change, switching focus from political to
economic imperialism. For most of the region, the pivotal era was the late 1920s and
early 1930s, when Presidents Herbert Hoover and Franklin Roosevelt inaugurated a Good
Neighbor Policy, withdrew U.S. Marines from the Caribbean and Nicaragua, and agreed
with Cuba to nullify the Platt Amendment, the clause that had allowed for U.S.
53

Knight, U.S.-Mexican Relations, 32; Mexican Revolution, II:159f.
Sheffield (Oct. 1924 to July 1927) is remembered as a bigoted, unpopular emissary; John W.F. Dulles,
Yesterday in Mexico: A Chronicle of the Revolution, 1919-1936 (Austin: Univ. of Texas Press, 1972), chap.
36.
55
Dulles, Yesterday in Mexico, chaps. 37 and 63. Robert Pastor and Jorge Castañeda claim that Daniels
(1933-42) is “acknowledged in both countries as the best U.S. ambassador to have served in Mexico”; The
Limits to Friendship: The United States and Mexico (New York: Vintage, 1989), 52.
56
David Bryn-Jones, Frank B. Kellogg: A Biography (New York, 1937), 184, quoted in Knight, U.S.Mexico Relations, 2.

54

112

intervention in the island’s affairs. Given such policy changes, notes John Reid, attacks
against U.S. expansionism “began to look archaic; the newer emphasis was on the evils
of foreign economic penetration.”57 With the Depression, regimes toppled to military
coups in no fewer than eleven countries, from Guatemala to Chile. The governments that
replaced them embraced economic nationalism, spurred by rising U.S. and British tariffs
and by a heightened sense of their nations having been subjugated by overseas business
interests.58
In Mexico, the only Latin American country facing a Great Power across its
border, the shift occurred earlier, in the 1910s; political détente and economic depression
only cemented it. Even before the Revolution, seeds of economic nationalism were being
sewn. The Porfirian policy-making clique known as the “científicos” developed plans
that, while welcoming foreign investors with open arms, desired Mexicanization of the
economy in the long run. Hence the development from 1890 of a concerted industrial
policy that included selective tariffs, patent law reform, and an infant industries program.
Hence the 1908 creation of Ferrocarriles Nacionales de México, which brought a
majority of the country’s railroads under governmental control.59 Such moves failed to
stop foreigner investors from far outpacing Mexico’s own capitalists, but criticism
focused more on political implications than on the presence of foreign investment per se.
Particularly at issue was sovereignty over company towns, such as Cananea in Sonora,
where Arizona Rangers infamously crossed the border to help break the miners’ strike of
1906.60
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Following Díaz’ ouster, the moderate economic nationalism of the Porfirians was
eclipsed by ideas more radical and more visceral. From 1913 to 1920 there was a fairly
constant criticism of U.S. business activity – at least among revolutionary elites.
Newspapers sprang to life around the country and criticized the Porfirian order of things,
like industrialization that seemed to benefit foreigners first.61 The propaganda of
presidents and generals evinced a growing economic focus. In mid-1914, a desperate
Huerta – whose anti-Americanism was already overt, in the tradition of Catholic
conservatism – deplored the U.S. oil companies (which had once supported him) for
resisting higher taxes.62 In 1917, radical delegates at the Constitutional Convention
helped forge a charter whose Article 27 threatened to seize mines and oil fields.
President Carranza, too fiscally vulnerable and politically constrained to do curb the
dominance of Anglo-Saxon industrialists, proceeded to resort to “nationalistic
bombast.”63 U.S. entry into World War I exacerbated the gringophobia of two of the
capital’s three main papers. The conservative Excélsior and pro-government El
Demócrata assumed a stridently anti-Anglo tone, a bias the U.S. embassy linked to their
subsidies from the German government.64
How much the reaction against U.S. capital was shared by the population, and
how far the Revolution was fought for economic independence, have been much debated.
John Hart has defined the rebellion as a war of national liberation. He grounds his
argument in extensive evidence of closeness between the Díaz regime and the United
States, in trade, investment, and personal financial ties.65 He cites protest among
intellectuals against Porfirian-U.S. cronyism.66 He reports popular outrage in such
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contact zones as Cananea, and he records how the 15,000 U.S. colonists who bought land
titles tended to expel local peasants, thus laying the groundwork “for the nationwide [sic]
campesino violence that exploded across the countryside beginning in 1909, devastating
American properties and estates.”67 Hart set a new standard for quantifying economic
penetration with his painstaking calculation that thirty-five percent of Mexico’s surface
area was foreign-owned by 1910, Americans taking three-quarters of that total.68 But the
very effort it took for Hart to establish such a degree of ownership ironically points to a
flaw in his logic: U.S. possession of land was often covert. Absentee landlordism at the
larger ranches was rife, and many estates were registered to companies with Spanish
names, leased to local farmers, or run by Mexican managers who kept their bosses’
identities secret.69 In such cases, insurgent ranchers like those aligned with Pancho Villa,
seeking to appropriate some large estate, would have had little idea of the owner’s
nationality.
Alan Knight has persuasively countered that evidence for rebel targeting of U.S.
colonists is slight; as far as can be told, victims of assault and murder were attacked as
landowners, not as Americans. Knight adds that Spaniards suffered far more – arrests,
beatings, theft, execution – than did Americans. During the Revolution, as during the
War of Independence, popular xenophobia showed a primarily Iberian hue. AntiAmerican demonstrations, of which there were a number, “tended to be short-lived,
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somewhat contrived, and eminently survivable.”70 This was Jenkins’ experience too. In
his 1915 account of arrest by Carrancistas, there is no hint that he was targeted or insulted
as an American, even though he flew Old Glory outside his home. Two months earlier,
by contrast, he reported the sacking of Spanish factories outside Puebla City and the
refusal of Coss, an evident hispanophobe, to do anything about it. (Coss told several
Spaniards who went to see him that he was “glad to know that their factory was being
burned, as they had not favored him for Governor.”)71 As Knight summarizes, the war’s
impact on Americans was “remarkably limited, macho assertions of mayhem
notwithstanding,” and its impact on their business interests was small; economic
nationalism was a minority concern, and U.S. trade and investment were stronger after
the Revolution than before.72
Convincing though Knight’s arguments are, he does not address depiction of
foreigners in the press and popular culture. Had he done so he might have found a new
strain of xenophobia – a dialectic blend of elite and popular styles, originating during the
war and flourishing after it – that would prove long-lasting: the vilification of
businessmen, particularly Americans. He might have tempered his deduction that
“popular xenophobia rarely if ever consorted with economic nationalism” and so
modified his claim (which he admits is contentious) that the economic nationalism that
culminated in the 1938 oil nationalization involved “no direct, popular familiarity with
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foreign economic interests, no popular evaluation of their detrimental impact on the
Mexican economy.”73
Widespread ill-will towards U.S. capitalists owed to the contrasting expectations
and disappointments conjured by the Revolution. Insurgent demands about access to
land, rights of labor, and national ownership of subsoil deposits were addressed in the
new Constitution. As the smoke cleared and the economy began to recover, Mexicans
anticipated the charter’s fulfillment, a tough line with the oil interests, and reward for
their efforts in combat – expectations cultivated by the rhetoric of new leaders and the
voice of new periodicals. But years passed and key clauses barely began to be fulfilled.
Redistribution of hacienda land was proceeding at a snail’s pace, and while the
Constitution had promised to return natural resources to the nation, foreign oilmen were
clinging to their wells and seeking property safeguards as a precondition of U.S.
diplomatic recognition. The angering gap between hopes and outcomes, in the aftermath
of years of war and sacrifice, was fertile ground for economic gringophobia.
Many of the generals thrown up by the Revolution sought self-reinvention as
politicians, a transformation expedited through nationalist rhetoric. The nationalism they
espoused, along with that of teachers, writers, and artists, was not necessarily anti-U.S.
In the 1920s, those in the pay of the government tended to transmit a state-sponsored
nationalism little concerned with confrontation; despite everything, the Colossus of the
North was needed as a source of imports, investment, and, in order to access international
loans, diplomatic recognition. Official policy, such as that of the Ministry of Public
Education (SEP), was to celebrate “lo mexicano” – that which is Mexican – in all its
ethnically and geographically variegated forms, with special attention to indigenous
heritage.74 Still, that a revolutionary rhetoric about exploitative gringos was permeating
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the public mind after 1917 is seen in proliferating examples from popular media –
literature, muralist art, motion pictures, and corridos – and in the emergence of
gringophobia in popular protest. The vehemence with which U.S. businessmen and
managers were disparaged reveals a surging discontent with American economic muscle
and the perceived arrogance and insensitivity of its agents.
Protest novels criticizing the greed of businessmen and their links with a corrupt
state, which had a bestselling forebear in Heriberto Frías’ Tomochic (1893), became a
popular genre during the final decade of the Porfiriato. Soon, the villains featured were
often cold and calculating foreigners.75 Juan A. Mateos’ 1911 novel La majestad caída
includes a U.S. financier called Mr. Williams, who is so obsessed with money that when
his wife and son perish in a shipwreck he can only think of the financial loss that the
demise of the ship causes him. The era’s foremost novelist, Mariano Azuela, introduced
readers to the maxim “business is business” in Los caciques (1917), and the saying –
Hispanicized as business es business – eventually entered the popular lexicon as an
evocation of an amoral, U.S.-style mindset.76
After the Revolution, a literary excoriation of U.S. business activity proliferated
in Mexico, as throughout Latin America, with economic liberalism going out of fashion
and governments embracing populism and economic nationalism. Surveying twentyeight prominent Spanish-American novels with anti-U.S. themes, published between
1899 and 1956, John Reid notes that from the late 1920s the subject matter was almost
always commercial rather than political, with oil, mining, and fruit plantation companies
the favorite targets. Unlike ordinary U.S. citizens, whom novelists often specifically
absolved, businessmen were stereotyped as cold, racist, immoral, sometimes lustful,
colluding with politicians and exploiting workers. In Mexico the favorite target was the
oil industry, given the fact that for the ten years through to 1923 the United States largely
refused to recognize Mexico’s government due to the legal concerns of the petroleum
companies. Literature may be considered an elitist niche in any majority-illiterate
75

Hart, Empire and Revolution, 176, and Revolutionary Mexico, 89, 92, 95.
David Wilt, “Stereotyped Images of United States Citizens in Mexican Cinema, 1930-1990” (Ph.D. diss.,
Univ. of Maryland, College Park, 1991), 292f.

76

118

country, but middle-class opinion was aroused to the extent that novels and plays about
exploitative oilmen became common and endured for decades.77
Most influential of all, however, was a work not of fiction but of meditation,
José Vasconcelos’ La raza cósmica (1925). This forty-page essay adopted the
“Anglo/Latin” dichotomy popularized among the Spanish American elite by Rodó’s
Ariel. Celebrating the “cosmic race” that had resulted from the fusion of Iberian and
indigenous peoples, Vasconcelos stamped the spiritual superiority of Hispanic Americans
over materialistic Anglo-Americans firmly and lastingly into his country’s public
consciousness.78
Within the visual arts, 1920s gave rise to politically-charged murals, fostered by
again by Vasconcelos, who as Calles’ Education Minister (1921-24) sought zealously to
preach revolutionary values to the masses through public art. Prominent public display of
the vast and often multi-part murals – round the inner courtyards of government
buildings, on the walls of covered markets, colleges, and theaters – gave them an instant
mass audience, and their reproduction in pictorial magazines, leftwing newspapers, and
eventually school textbooks brought them further popularity.79 Each of the three leading
muralists, Diego Rivera, David Alfaro Siqueiros and José Clemente Orozco, held a
disdain for international capitalism, if to differing degrees, and some of their best-known
works directly satirized U.S. captains of industry. Within the celebrated series of several
hundred frescoes that Rivera painted at the Ministry of Public Education between 1923
and 1928, a number of panels provocatively contrast revolutionary ideals with some of
their most famous detractors, including John D. Rockefeller, J.P. Morgan (by now
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deceased), and Henry Ford, who had recently built an assembly plant in Mexico City.
Rivera depicted the three men as wizened fiends, sipping champagne and dining on stock
market ticker-tape, in what a U.S. Consul General called a “‘hymn of hate’ against
capitalists … marked by a virulent and blatant hatred of the United States.”80 The fact
that, not long after, Rivera worked on commission both for Ford and for Rockefeller’s
grandson Nelson may have made him a hypocrite (the ardently leftist Siqueiros certainly
thought so), but it did not detract from the power of his images to shape everyday
attitudes towards wealthy gringos.
As for the burgeoning medium of motion pictures, its role in shaping perception
of U.S. businessmen was modest to begin with. Mexico’s cinematic output in the 1920s
was minimal, and attainment of a near-industrial level of production by 1936, when
twenty-four features were made, coincided with a conservative turn in filmmaking that
saw directors abandon themes of social relevance and the Revolution for the escapism of
musical comedies. However, a thorough study of anti-Americanism in Mexican cinema
by David Wilt, surveying close to half of Mexico’s total film output between 1930 and
1990, found that the male “Exploiter,” typically a businessman, was one of four U.S.
stereotypes to appear most frequently and was already evident in films of the 1930s. In
what Wilt persuasively interprets as a reflection of public tastes, there would be a
successive increase in cinematic depictions of the U.S. Exploiter in all but one of the
subsequent decades.81
Most popularly-conceived of all, the genre of the corrido was a folk ballad made
up of four-line verses that had been a vehicle for lament, critique, mockery, and
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celebration since at least the mid-nineteenth century. Corridos that gained popularity did
not necessarily represent a lower-class consensus, for their diffusion often involved the
distortions of transcribers and the selectivity of publishers, but they did help to mold and
articulate popular ideas of resistance and justice.82 After the Revolution, corridos
composed in California and Texas lamented the lot of the migrant worker, exploited by
U.S. fruit farmers, building site foremen, and restaurant managers. South of the border,
U.S.-themed corridos composed between the end of the Revolution and 1942, when
Mexico became a wartime U.S. ally, were almost universally resentful or sneering in
tone. Americans, typically styled “gringos” or “patones” (“big-feet”), were mocked for
their lack of courage and manliness, their greed and cruelty, and their contempt for
Mexican workers. A “Miner’s Corrido” referred to U.S. bosses as animals, while
according to a balladeer of the 1920s, “the gringo is very despicable / and our eternal
enemy.”83
The oil companies were a favorite target, and while in reality several were Britishowned, such ditties were mostly directed at “el gringo.” Such corridos were rife with
fear-mongering. One claimed that the gringos wished to exploit all things Mexican, from
oil and silver to “the country’s beautiful women.” Another alleged that the U.S. oil firms
plotted President Obregón’s downfall by hiring corrupt generals to rebel; still another
said they had a hand in Obregón’s 1924 imposition of his successor Calles. According to
one song, unemployed Tampico oil workers were so angry, “they only want to eat
gringos, raw and also roasted.”84 Almost inevitably, given a public profile that more or
less grew by the decade, someone with an axe to grind would eventually compose a
corrido attacking William Jenkins: “The Mexican Cinema Corrido.”85
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Americans were not the only foreigners accused of being exploitative. The
charge frequently leveled at non-native undesirables was “extranjero pernicioso”
(pernicious foreigner), a catch-all phrase lobbed not only at Americans but also other
distrusted immigrants: Spaniards, Chinese, and Lebanese. The words derived from
Article 33 of the 1857 Constitution, which allowed the state to expel foreigners who
failed to pay taxes, obey laws, respect authorities, or observe legal rulings.86 Awareness
of the Article and usage of the phrase, long confined to urban elites, became widespread
after the Revolution. Peasant groups cited “el 33” when denouncing foreigners who
resisted their efforts to gain land, and their petitions often included “pernicioso” or
similar epithets.87 Campesinos made such appeals even when the pretext for expulsion
had nothing to do with land issues, as Jenkins himself would experience; in other words,
“extranjero pernicioso” became a standard rhetorical device, a stereotype.88 Ironically,
the phrase did not reappear in the 1917 Constitution.89 That its retraction had no bearing
on its popularity affirms its innate xenophobic appeal. Surely, the double hiss involved in
the articulation of “pernicioso” gave great satisfaction to whomever pronounced it, with
contempt, out loud.
So the Americans were not the only perniciosos, and yet, as European influenced
weakened in the wake of 1914, they gradually became the usual suspects, the habitual
“others.” Before the Revolution they were the largest investors in Mexico, but closely
rivaled by the British; afterwards, they assumed an overall majority position. Before,
they held minor cultural influence, overshadowed by that of the French; after, with the
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rise of Hollywood, Tin Pan Alley, Detroit, and Madison Avenue, U.S. films, music, and
consumer products all combined in an unprecedented cultural avalanche. Once they were
a distant second to the Spaniards as the foreigners most widely distrusted and reviled;
now they began to close the gap. As the stock Spanish figures of the hated hacienda
administrator and the racist mill manager gradually receded into the past, in part through
displacement by Mexicans and in part through the process of urbanization, the profile of
the cold and calculating U.S. capitalist loomed ever larger. That profile would be
tempered by wartime cultural détente in the 1940s, but by the 1950s it was preeminent.
And no extranjero was deemed as pernicioso – as often, or for as long – as
Jenkins. Of course, Jenkins was by no means the first foreign businessman to enter
Mexican consciousness. During the late Porfiriato and the Revolution various
entrepreneurs operated prominently in the country, chief among them the U.S. oil baron
Edward Doheny and the British contractor Weetman Pearson. But these men and others
of their ilk (William F. Buckley, William Randolph Hearst) were temporary residents or
occasional visitors, influential at a time when channels of critique were few and often
blocked. In the 1920s, their influence abated, as divestments were made and
expropriations took their toll, and the buyers of their assets were the faceless
multinationals of the managerial era: Standard Oil, Royal Dutch Shell.90 Jenkins, by
contrast, made Mexico his permanent home. Having arrived in 1901, he would remain in
Mexico – except for return visits of rarely longer than a week – until his death six
decades later. For much of that time, his financial and political muscle, along with the
controversy he generated, continued to expand.
The popularization of the “extranjero pernicioso” and U.S. exploiter stereotypes,
and the proliferation of the economic xenophobia that fed them, may have been gradual
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or erratic at first. Although it is hard to identify the moment at which the disparate
negative portrayals of U.S. capital reached a critical mass of conventional acceptance, the
wild popularity of the 1938 oil expropriation suggests that the economic nationalism
espoused in the Constitution had by now reached a widespread level of visceral approval.
Still, during the intervening decades the stereotype was always present, ready for
adoption by discontented parties whenever its use might seem advantageous. Then, after
World War II, an era of greater press freedom and political polarization, the image would
come to fruition, with Jenkins leading the pack of foreign businessmen that Mexican
leftists and nationalists loved to loathe.
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Chapter 4: The Sugar Empire of Atencingo

“…in this country the passion for making money has preceded the knowing how
to spend it, and the American man lavishes fortune on his wife because he
doesn’t know what else to do with it… Where does the real life of most
American men lie? In some woman’s drawing-room or in their offices? … In
America the real crime passionnel is a ‘big steal’…”
Edith Wharton, The Custom of the Country (1913)

A New Interdependence
In July 1919, three months before his kidnapping, Jenkins traveled with his wife
to Los Angeles, where they hoped to find a new home.1 Eighteen years of working in
Mexico had given him the fortune he had always sought, through his successful hosiery
business and his doubly successful property speculation. Now he was starting to sell off
his assets, count his profits, and consider his pledge to Mary, who had never really
warmed to Mexico, and make plans for the family’s return to the United States. West of
what then was the compact city of Los Angeles, for most of a fifteen mile stretch to the
Pacific Ocean, the terrain was criss-crossed by occasional roads but remained a country
landscape. Along Wilshire Boulevard, a road that led out from the city and across the
fields to the sea at Santa Monica, Mr. and Mrs. Jenkins settled on a plot of land at the
corner of Irving. The place, they felt, was sufficiently far from Los Angeles’ hustle and
bustle. Already home to half a million people, the city had grown so quickly since the
turn of the century, quintupling in population, there would surely follow an era of
stability before it expanded further. After all, the war in Europe and a consequent boom
in the U.S. economy were both over. William and Mary hired an established local
architect, T. Beverly Keim, who set about designing an elaborate Italianate mansion.
In the early autumn of 1920, Mary left Puebla for good, or so she assumed.
Moving to California with her were 13-year old Margaret and 4-year old Jane, and
1
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joining them there was her eldest, Elizabeth, recently graduated from the elite
Marlborough School. Ensconced in Los Angeles with her girls, Mary could put the
unpleasantness of the past decade behind her: the constant threat of Zapatista incursions,
her husband’s brush with the firing squad, his kidnapping and jailing and all the attendant
accusations, the recurrent worry every time William or her brother Donald left Puebla on
business. Mary’s tubercular condition tended to worsen under emotional stress, and at
one point she had suffered a lung hemorrhage. After the firing squad incident, she had
spent several years in California, staying with in-laws in Hanford and giving birth to Jane
in San Francisco, and she determined that the Golden State, agreeably free of the
humidity that aggravated her condition, was where she wished to live. In Los Angeles,
whose boomtown economy must have appealed to William, she began to supervise the
building of their home. She may not have imagined it would take another four years to
complete.
Back in Puebla, Jenkins prioritized the liquidation of properties and the recovery
of debts. But his assets were many and manifold – hosiery mills, buildings in Puebla and
Mexico City, loans made to numerous farmers and merchants, haciendas of thousands of
acres across several states – and circumstances were not propitious. This was a time at
which buyers were scarce, for bank loans were practically unobtainable and few had the
cash to make grand purchases. Meanwhile, empowered legions of campesinos
(subsistence farmers and other rural poor) were targeting haciendas for seizure by means
both fair and foul, threatening their resale value.2 Complicating matters further, the state
of Puebla, where most of Jenkins’ wealth was invested, was in a state of postrevolutionary chaos, insolvency, and chronic violence from which it would not even
begin to emerge for another seven years.
To an entrepreneur, however, these problems were opportunities. The fact that
buyers were few put one in a strong position with anyone wishing to sell. The fact that
most banks were still shuttered elicited openings for stake-holdings in textile mills that
might see better days. The rise of campesino activism meant that landowners reluctant to
2
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part with their estates might soon be intimidated into doing so, or duped into doing so by
means of an investor’s predatory loan-making. And the dire position of the state of
Puebla suggested that its governors needed friends of means: people with cash and a
willingness to lend it. Such a willingness might be traded for favors – particularly, in
these times of radical political programs, protection against strikes and the confiscation of
land. Throughout the 1920s and well into the 1930s, the weakness of many Porfirian
landowners and industrialists, the militancy of campesinos, and the bankruptcy of the
Puebla government would combine to afford unusual openings for entrepreneurs.
Provided, that is, they were not unnerved by the sight of blood.
So was Jenkins less than sincere in his assurances to his wife that he would soon
be joining her? At the very least, it suited him well that his Los Angeles architect was
going to take several years to finish the family home.

More than anything, what would explain Jenkins’ extraordinary rise to
prominence as a landowner in Mexico were the relationships he developed with
authorities, at both provincial and federal levels. These arrangements illustrated a new
interdependence between state and capital in the wake of a cataclysm that was meant to
have swept away the old order, with its cozy-crony relations between business and
political elites. Such a change was the aim of the Revolution’s heroes, whether radicals
like Zapata and Pancho Villa or moderates like Madero, Carranza, and Obregón, and such
was the conclusion of the Revolution’s “official history,” the works of chroniclers and
historians that proliferated until the 1960s, feting its socially progressive gains.3
But as histories since the 1970s have argued in increasing detail, much of the
Porfirian order survived, if not always the families, certainly the features.4 Recent works
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show how one of those features, state-capital interdependence, forcefully re-emerged in
the 1920s as central to the way the country was run. Noel Maurer has demonstrated how
Finance Minister Alberto Pani and other technocrats resurrected the mutually supportive
bond between the Ministry and private bankers that existed before the Revolution.
Obregón and Calles, both entrusting the Ministry to Pani, were forced into
accommodation, and to similar dealings with the manufacturing elite (permitting
monopolies and tariff-protected markets), as they needed to prioritize reviving the
economy. The egalitarian promises of the Revolution could hardly be fulfilled if, as was
the case in 1920, the industrial tax base remained meager and the few remaining banks
were barely lending; not only social policy but political stability was at stake. Revival
necessitated restoring the confidence of investors, badly shaken by the plunder of bank
reserves and frantic printing of money the decade before. Pani responded with a charm
offensive. He allowed Mexico’s bankers to benefit from high barriers to entry,
minimizing competition; he let them write their own regulating legislation; and he invited
them to participate in the creation of a central bank, the Banco de México.5 Pani’s
concessions also owed to the fact that it was the bankers – notably Agustín Legorreta,
president of the Banco Nacional de México and a good English speaker – who had the
connections and rapport with international creditors. Restructuring of existing debt and
obtaining of new foreign loans were deemed vital to a speedy recovery.6
Interdependence looms yet larger in the analysis of Sylvia Maxfield, who argued
that top financier-industrialists and the Pani circle together built a neo-Porfirian “bankers’
alliance,” which despite challenges from a “Cárdenas coalition” of statist ideologues and
activists would generally dominate economic policy until the bank nationalization of
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1982.7 As Stephen Haber has noted, reflecting on the rapid industrialization pursued
before and after the Revolution: “Mexico’s governments … needed the nation’s
industrialists as much as the industrialists needed the state. After all, the nation’s
manufacturers tended also to be the nation’s financiers and as such were one of the
essential bulwarks of support for whatever government came to power.”8
Similar relationships of mutual need and benefit existed in the provinces.9 In
Puebla, Jenkins cultivated interdependence, and protection for his assets, by arguing his
worth as an entrepreneur to the federal government and by making loans to the state
treasury that made successive governors ever more indebted. In the early years, when the
government of Puebla was especially fractious and unpredictable, it was Jenkins’ bond
with President Obregón – a kindred spirit, of sorts – that proved the more useful. After
Obregón’s departure, Jenkins compensated by drawing gradually closer to Puebla’s
governors, particularly the conservatives, and due in great part to the support of Jenkins
and other wealthy Pueblans, conservative governors were able to hold onto office for
longer than their radical counterparts. All the while, Jenkins complemented his political
strategy by ingratiating himself with further, more localized power brokers: military
chiefs, archbishops, and rural bosses.

Buying Atencingo, Selling La Corona
Jenkins’ biggest outstanding credit was the 1.2 million-peso loan granted to the
Díaz Rubíns, to help them revive their Atencingo sugar estate, and the prospects for its
swift redemption were feeble. The Díaz Rubín siblings were young and inexperienced,
and due to the association of their forebears with the old Porfirian order, they were
politically vulnerable. They faced prolific challenges in trying to rebuild a devastated
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mill, replace machinery, and revive a burned-to-the-ground plantation, with its complex
network of irrigation ditches, now clogged, and a crop that took up to two years to grow.
Whatever the charms his Los Angeles mansion might hold, whatever the
prospects offered by that burgeoning metropolis, the Hacienda San José Atencingo must
have fired William Jenkins’ imagination. Nestled in Puebla’s southwestern Matamoros
Valley, the state’s chief sugar-growing region, Atencingo was one of eleven large
haciendas whose cane fields basked in the hot lowland sun, their thirst satisfied by a web
of rivers streaming down from the mountains to the north, the majestic twin volcanoes of
Popocatepetl and Ixtacihuatl. Atencingo encompassed roughly 16,000 acres, close to half
of that irrigable flat land, and the Inter-Oceanic Railroad ran conveniently through it.10 In
the vicinity were further sugar estates, most of them equally laid to waste by the
Revolution, equally awaiting repair. Like the Díaz Rubíns, the Porfirian elites that owned
them – some of recent European stock, others old-money Mexicans – were finding postrevolutionary life tough. One day, they might be persuaded to sell.
The Matamoros Valley was more than the former Shelbyville farm boy could
resist. By mid-1920, he must have felt drawn by an irresistible vortex of opportunities.
Some were sentimental: to become a farmer in his own right, to prove to his Tennessee
in-laws that he too could run a plantation, to divest Puebla’s high-society Spaniards of
their haciendas and show them who was who. In a material fashion too, circumstances
favored his seizure of Atencingo. That May, President Carranza had boarded his last
train, and Gov. Cabrera had fled into exile; with these foes of his gone, the state judiciary
would soon be replaced by a governor with no axe to grind over Jenkins’ kidnapping, in
turn reducing legal obstacles to his foreclosure upon the estate. Álvaro Obregón would
be Mexico’s next president; he was much less anti-American than Carranza, and Jenkins
had the advantage of having met him, in January 1915. Global conditions were also
enticing. In January, the U.S. and U.K. governments had lifted wartime price controls on
10
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sugar, causing a sudden, speculative spiral in world markets. By May, the price in New
York reached an unheard-of 23.5 cents per pound. Fortunes were made in a matter of
weeks, in what was tagged “the Dance of the Millions.” Even though the price tumbled
to 4.6 cents by December, it would remain substantially above its pre-war level of 2.5
cents.11 And there was another lure, an intriguing one: in January, the United States had
begun to enforce the 18th Amendment. Prohibition meant there was now developing a
covert but highly lucrative demand for liquor produced in Mexico, and alcohol was a
natural side-product for any sugar plantation.12
On October 7, 1920, responding to reports that he was selling out and leaving
Mexico, Jenkins announced that, on the contrary, he was staying and investing further.
That very day, he said, he had closed a deal to buy the Atencingo estate, paying one
million pesos, and he would invest another million to modernize it.13 His uncharacteristic
announcement, one of the very few times he would speak to the media after the
kidnapping scandal, was something of a statement of defiance. It was as if to say that
whatever the Carrancistas had thrown at him, whatever bad press he had endured, he was
confident that Mexico would do right by him, clearing him from having arranged his own
abduction and rewarding his faith as an investor in the country, as an agent of
modernization. (Indeed, exoneration in the kidnapping case would follow less than two
months later.) For good measure, he added that he was also seeking to buy land and
factories on behalf of interested U.S. bankers.14
In fact, the Atencingo deal was not yet closed. Owing to protracted negotiations
with the Díaz Rubíns – for Atencingo was worth much more than the 1.2 million pesos
lent, and Jenkins wanted to make up the difference by trading smaller properties rather
11
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than paying cash – the foreclosure would not reach its legal conclusion for another year
or so.15 Jenkins did not wait for the legal niceties to be tied up before setting his shoulder
to the arduous but exciting task of revitalizing the estate. During 1921, he worked in
tandem with the Díaz Rubín family, which used its connections with the Spanish
Ambassador to lobby for the protection of part of Atencingo’s water supply when, in a
foretaste of the battles to come, the nearby village of Ahuehuetzingo threatened to reduce
it.16 At the end of the year, the Díaz Rubíns were forced by a court ruling to agree a trade
that ceded Atencingo to Jenkins, along with a large annex called Lagunillas; in exchange
they gained the cancellation of the debt, three houses in Puebla City, and three small
haciendas in the San Martín Valley wheat lands on the Puebla-Tlaxcala border.17
What Jenkins needed first was professional assistance. He persuaded his tractorimporting partner, Diego Kennedy, to come down to Atencingo and temporarily
administer the estate. Kennedy knew how to keep agrarian activists at bay, and it was
evidently he who advised Jenkins how to hire pistoleros to defend the boundaries of his
property, as he himself had done in Tlaxcala.18 But Kennedy was a wheat farmer, and
sugar required a special expertise. Soon Jenkins employed a Spanish sugar agronomist,
Manuel Pérez, whose role in the development of Atencingo would prove crucial.
What Jenkins needed second was money. He had announced he would invest
another million pesos in resuscitating Atencingo, and since his wealth was largely tied up
in property and mills, he had to find buyers. Among the first assets on the block were La
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Corona and its sister mill in Querétaro, La Bonetera Queretana. Jenkins found a willing
customer in his chum the British Consul, William Hardaker, who ran a firm importing
textile machinery from England. Initially, Hardaker and his son Leonard entered La
Corona S.A. as Jenkins’ partners and company managers. Jenkins stayed on for a while
as company president, but he ceased to oversee the mill and he moved from the house
opposite into a new home in the city center.19 He cannot have parted lightly with La
Corona, which he had spent fifteen years cultivating, nor with its workforce of 400, who
were not only his employees but his neighbors.
Still, in what became something of a career hallmark, Jenkins chose a good time
to sell. Labor had begun to flex its muscles with unprecedented national cohesion,
energized by strikes during the Revolution, emboldened by the Constitution’s Article 123
and close relations with Obregón. Arguably the world’s most radical worker charter at
the time, Article 123 fixed the workday at eight hours and guaranteed the right to strike.
In 1918, delegates from the capital and seventeen states founded the powerful Mexican
Regional Worker Confederation, known by its acronym CROM. Led by the portly and
nattily attired Luis Napoleón Morones, who had a talent for radical rhetoric and a taste
for high living, the CROM came to be seen as a corrupt, corporatist machine in the
service of the state.20 But in its early years its impact upon the textile workforce was
truly invigorating. The six functioning mills in Atlixco, for example, were organized and
united within a local, CROM-associated federation within two months in 1919. Strikes
proliferated across Puebla and Tlaxcala, as did bloody clashes between union and non-
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union workers. For most of the next five years, the region’s textile sector was in
turmoil.21
Jenkins met the new militancy first hand in November 1920, when he called a halt
to production, citing both a cotton shortage and an excess of unsold product. Some at La
Corona accused him of using the halt as a pretext for culling workers newly unionized by
the Sindicalist Confederation of the State of Puebla (CSEP), a CROM affiliate.22 The
claim rang true: Jenkins had preferred a majority-female workforce, believing women to
be more docile, and had shown his intolerance of worker activism during the strike of
1912. Further, shut-downs were now a proven bartering mechanism used by mill owners
to expel activist ringleaders; Atlixco’s giant Metepec mill had used the ploy to some
success that September.23 When Jenkins’ manager, an experienced Canadian named J.C.
Riach, reopened La Corona after a few days, he allowed only fifty workers back inside,
all of them “free” (non-unionized); a clash broke out between workers entering the mill
and CSEP members trying to stop them. Riach was pelted with stones and four others
were wounded. In contrast to 1912, those involved were mostly women – a good number
of Jenkins’ “docile” charges were no longer willing to be deferential. In response to the
riot and petitions by the CSEP, the Labor Department began to mediate. His hand forced,
Jenkins gradually rehired most of the eighty or so unionized workers. By year’s end, all
but eight or ten, presumably the “trouble makers,” were back at their machines.24
The radical genie was now out of the bottle. Newly empowered, La Corona’s
women petitioned the state arbitration board for a pay raise; Jenkins agreed to ten
percent. With the CSEP, they also militated for the reinstatement of the remaining union
members.25 On February 1, the CSEP organized a city-wide mill strike in their support,
yet this action showed the limits to the confederation’s power. Mill owners, claiming
21
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they had been unable to work a full week in six months due to constant agitation,
threatened to close their factories. Within three hours, the state government forced the
CSEP to back down.26 Despite the promises of Article 123, protection for Puebla’s
unions had not quite arrived. Later in 1921, the state enacted a Labor Code that
guaranteed their rights, but mill owners obtained injunctions, delaying its enforcement for
five years.27 There was a lot at stake. No matter what gains La Corona’s unionization
brought, the gulf between blue-collar workers (obreros) and white-collar employees
(empleados) remained huge. Answering an Industry Ministry questionnaire in 1922,
Hardaker stated that La Corona’s 334 women earned an average 1.28 pesos per day
(about 64¢) and its seventy male workers an average 2.25 pesos; some men and women
earned as little as one peso. Hardaker’s trio of back-room staff, by contrast, earned an
average 158 pesos, and his superintendents, both foreigners (one his 23-year old son
Leonard), each took daily salaries of 350 pesos.28
The owner-worker balance of power would shift more decisively in 1925, when
CROM influence reached its zenith. The CROM had organized most of the textile
industry, along with other sectors, and Morones now doubled as Industry Minister.
Morones brought owners and unions together in a nationwide Textile Convention (192527), which spent eighteen months hammering out an industry détente that gave workers
various protections, along with a minimum wage of two pesos, and granted owners a less
conflictive environment. The days of 100-percent profit margins were over, noted the
leftist observer Ernest Gruening; optimistic owners foresaw forty percent profits and
pessimists none at all. Worse, the sector’s inefficiencies and reluctance to modernize
would render it vulnerable to recessions until the boom of World War II.29
Jenkins’ activities did not entirely match his master plan, even in the troubled
textile sector. Far from selling up and getting out, Jenkins forged new ties, although
26
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often his hand was somewhat forced, as loans turned bad and he felt he had no option but
to foreclose. By 1923, he was owner or co-owner of another three Puebla City mills: Los
Ángeles, La Paz, San Joaquín. Each was small but represented a useful connection. Los
Ángeles was a finishing plant for the sizeable La Trinidad mill in Tlaxcala, whose
owners, the Manuel M. Conde Co., had come to him for a 300,000-peso loan during the
Revolution. Jenkins probably assumed Los Ángeles as collateral; certainly the Conde
Co. had trouble repaying him, for in 1935 he would take over La Trinidad as well.30 La
Paz he leased to several operators, one of whom, Miguel Abed, became the most
powerful man in Puebla’s burgeoning Lebanese enclave in the 1930s.31 San Joaquín he
obtained from Amado Afif, another Lebanese, one of the first to gain local prominence.
Afif was a clothier who had apparently obtained San Joaquín through a foreclosure of his
own, so Jenkins likely did him a favor by taking it off his hands. If so, Afif would soon
return the favor by helping Jenkins set up three strategically important companies.32
Jenkins’ presence in the textile sector, like the growing role of the Lebanese, was
an irony typical of an era in which increasing foreign or immigrant ownership of industry
belied nationalist government rhetoric. By 1930, per one estimate, only 75 of Mexico’s
205 mills were wholly Mexican-owned.33 Of course, many of the “non-Mexicans” were
immigrants who were now citizens; at the very least, like Jenkins, they did not repatriate
profits. But the Revolution heightened ethnic sensitivities. Enclaves were considered
“foreign”: respected for their business abilities, suspected for their differences.34
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The malleability of Jenkins’ promise to his wife was no more evident than in mid1921, when he wrote to the young Hollywood company United Artists, seeking a
distribution franchise.35 Formed two years earlier, by Douglas Fairbanks, Mary Pickford,
Charlie Chaplin, and D.W. Griffith, United Artists preferred to set up its own distributor
rather than using a contractor, so it turned down Jenkins’ request. But his inquiry is
curiously prophetic of his interests two decades later. Already he sensed that motion
pictures were a business of the future and that post-revolutionary Mexico was fertile
ground for this most urban of entertainments.

President Obregón Lends a Hand
If Jenkins’ 1920 declaration that he was staying in Mexico was a gamble, that
despite the nationalism of the Constitution the incoming president would honor a
foreigner’s commitment to helping revive the sugar sector, his bet paid off handsomely.
In January 1922, a month after closing upon Atencingo, Jenkins wrote at length to
Obregón, requesting protection for the estate from the designs of campesinos.36 Claiming
the promise of the Revolution, enshrined in Article 27 of the Constitution, that land
would be redistributed from haciendas to create or enlarge communal farms, the town of
Chietla had requested and provisionally obtained tracts from Atencingo. Jenkins
therefore sought guarantees for the plantation’s sugar-growing core. As things turned
out, his appeal marked the opening shot in a battle that would pit him for more than two
decades against the region’s agraristas, the name given to – and proudly worn by – those
campesinos who favored land redistribution by any means necessary, legal or
otherwise.37 For Jenkins, it was a battle fought in the name of private property, social
order, and material progress, values that the Porfirian leadership had held sacred and that
the post-revolutionary state, despite its socialist rhetoric, would find hard to renounce.
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For the agraristas of Chietla and elsewhere, it was a battle fought in the name of “Land
and Liberty,” as the Zapatista slogan put it, whereby Land often meant the fields out of
which their forefathers had been cheated by Porfirian elites, and Liberty meant release
from the dominion of oppressive landlords and freedom to govern their pueblos with
autonomy from federal and state governments.
Jenkins began by informing Obregón of Atencingo’s economic potential. It was
an estate that once produced 20 to 25 million pounds of sugar per year and generated
significant taxes. Now it was starting to yield its first harvest since its destruction in
1914. To date he had spent 1.5 million pesos on its reconstruction and he intended to
spend more to restore it to its prior level.38 The problem was with the people of Chietla.
They had requested land from Atencingo, yet they were failing even to cultivate their
own. He was in favor of redistribution in principle, as way of creating a middle class; he
had voluntarily divided up two of his estates between villages and given up parts of other
properties. He had never before petitioned the government for a legal exemption, but he
was requesting one for Atencingo, given his large investment in the estate, its dependence
on the integrity of its cane fields, and the need to raise further capital to complete the
project. Besides, there was much abandoned land elsewhere in the area. He denied he
was engaging in special pleading as foreigner, or that he had made claims for damages
sustained during the Revolution. He was asking for the same protection that Obregón
had afforded the Hacienda El Potrero, a heavily-capitalized plantation in Veracruz,
owned by U.S. investors.39 The very life of Mexico’s great sugar industry was in the
President’s hands.
It is tempting to read Jenkins’ letter as an exercise in half-truths and provocative
lobbying. Any voluntary redistribution – as he had indeed undertaken, albeit under
duress, in the San Martín Valley – was entirely rooted in pragmatism: giving away land
of his own choosing, or declining to litigate against its expropriation, was a strategy for
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fending off agrarista designs upon more fertile, irrigated land.40 The availability of
abandoned land was a sly reference to the Matamoros Valley’s other sugar estates, whose
owners generally lacked the capital to revive them; if further weakened by agrarista
incursions, they might well decide to sell out. As for his declining to claim damages, this
might have been true regarding real estate, but he was still seeking recompense for
Pancho Villa’s theft of fifteen wagon-loads of cotton and for the 357,000-peso loss
incurred due to his kidnapping.41 However, it is also fair to view the letter as constrained
by its author’s capitalistic mindset, and so not entirely deceptive in intent. When he
claimed that the Chietla townsfolk were not even cultivating their own land, he meant
something more than subsistence farming; to him, “cultivation” meant farming to
generate a surplus and thereby accumulate capital. As for favoring the “principle” of
redistribution, a broader middle class was the sole justification he could find. He was
blind to the bond between communal landholding and personal integrity among Mexico’s
country folk. He could not envisage any peasant wishing to remain one.
As well as making his case in writing, Jenkins asked his lawyer Eduardo Mestre
to visit the President and plead his case. Obregón’s response was emphatic: “I wish that
all the things we burned down while fighting each other could be rebuilt. Certainly I’ll
give him my approval.” The twin approach, a sign of obeisance, did the trick. Within a
couple of days, Jenkins secured an audience. Obregón gave him his personal assurances
that Atencingo would be protected, adding that new regulations would soon formalize the
rights of large landowners.42 Obregón’s actions were not entirely a matter of personal
favor, for Carranza had already established the norm of preserving sugar estates from
40
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division.43 Yet the President’s personal attention to Jenkins gave the American the
confidence to carry on investing in Atencingo and it surely sent a message of caution to
Puebla’s governor, the radical agrarian sympathizer Gen. José María Sánchez, who by
this time was making provisional awards of hacienda land to communal farmers
elsewhere in the Matamoros Valley.44 Five months later, the official protection of
Atencingo became public knowledge, when the Mexico City press reported that Jenkins,
before buying and installing 500,000 pesos’ worth of new machinery, had secured
Obregón’s word that the hacienda would not be invaded by agraristas.45
Jenkins’ alliance with Obregón was built on ideological compatibility,
pragmatism, and sheer luck. It was by coincidence that the future president had been in
Puebla on January 6, 1915, the day Jenkins faced the Carrancista firing squad, from
which Obregón then helped to save him. It was fortuitous that his kidnapping occurred
not long before Obregón began to seek recognition from the U.S. government, an arduous
task that would not be aided were Puebla’s famous consular agent to suffer further
deprivation.46 It was also by chance that Jenkins had a pal in the affable and respected
Mestre, who befriended Obregón during the Revolution, served him by mediating in
labor disputes during his presidency, and acted as his American friend’s informal
advocate in the capital.47 Yet all this happenstance would have counted for little were not
Obregón a political realist and a firm believer in private agro-industry. He was an
agricultural businessman himself, having made a small fortune growing chickpeas in his
native Sonora. In a congressional debate a month before his inauguration, he had made
his position quite clear: division of hacienda land among campesinos was a noble goal,
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and he would sanction it to a point, but carried to the extreme advocated by Antonio Díaz
Soto y Gama, the leading Zapatista congressman, it would result in the destruction of
agricultural credit, a great loss of taxes, the risk of famine, and the flight of foreign
capital, “which at this moment we need more than ever.” No, the agrarian reform that
Mexico required most was technical advancement and increased productivity. Other
countries had seen such changes, eliciting higher agricultural wages and a lowered price
of food. He cited the example of the United States.48
There was another connection: Jenkins and Obregón had a lot in common.
Whether or not they spent enough time together to discover how much, both were the
sons of farmers, fallen on hard times; both were raised between small towns and the
country; both had toiled in various manual jobs – Obregón as a carpenter, mechanic, and
by coincidence at a sugar mill. Alan Knight’s description of Obregón as a “‘self-made
man’: practical, mobile, opportunist, endowed with an eye for the main chance … and a
readiness to use both personal talents and social connections in the cause of selfadvancement” might equally apply to Jenkins. To Jean Meyer, Obregón was both “a
nationalist and an americanophile … and he was to run the country like a big business.”49
Finally, Obregón’s leadership style was personalistic, a continuity between pre- and postrevolutionary politics. It mattered much that Jenkins made an effort to see him, using
both correspondence and an emissary. Doing so implied deference, and the audience
itself was a chance to establish a clientelistic bond. By no means was a bond guaranteed:
fellow Puebla landowner Rosalie Evans, stubborn as ever in her sense of entitlement,
failed so badly to forge a rapport in audience with Obregón, he effectively withdrew an
earlier pledge of protection for her agrarista-besieged hacienda.50 Nor was Jenkins’
citizenship a decisive factor. Throughout his presidency, Obregón targeted a number of
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large U.S.-owned estates for expropriation, including several owned by such high-profile
interests as the Cargill Lumber Company.51
Alliance is not too strong a term for a relationship that was interdependent.
Though not an interdependence of equals, Jenkins represented the kind of businessman
that Obregón wished to encourage. He was an entrepreneur, prepared to risk his capital
and invest his energy, and he proposed an ambitious scheme to help revive a vital sector
and create jobs. Jenkins was not only deferential; he offered something the President
wanted.52 Throughout his four-year presidency, Obregón showed his appreciation by
being attentive to Jenkins’ needs.
In 1921, when Jenkins complained that villagers had invaded his Hacienda Santa
Ana Portales in Tlaxcala, taking more than their allotted share of redistributed land,
Obregón pressed the state’s governor and chief justice for details. After further
discussion, state troops evicted the peasants.53 More remarkable is the case of Jenkins’
Hacienda Pozo de Acuña in San Luis Potosí, which that state’s military strongman, Gen.
Saturnino Cedillo, had expropriated to give to some of his troops. Evaluations by the
War Ministry (1921) and the Agriculture Ministry (1922) both offered 300,000 pesos in
compensation. Jenkins felt it was worth more, and in 1923 he and Mestre asked the
President to adjudicate. Obregón dispatched a third agricultural expert, who produced an
estimate of 325,000 pesos. Jenkins countered that 340,000 pesos would be more just,
offering several arguments. Obregón at once replied that he agreed and instructed
payment for that amount. Ingeniously, Jenkins had requested to be paid not in
government bonds, the usual and little-desired compensation for expropriated land, but
with the right to assume a mortgage held by a state bank, the Caja de Préstamos, upon the
51
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Hacienda Tatetla in Puebla’s Matamoros Valley. So Obregón and Jenkins did each other
a favor. The state was now rid of a loan it might well have had difficulty in collecting,
while Jenkins became creditor of another sugar-growing hacienda, close to Atencingo,
which put him in prime position to take it over.54
While he was haggling with Obregón, Jenkins was sufficiently confident to ask
him for a more important favor. Despite the President’s pledge of protection the year
before, agraristas from Chietla were continuing to agitate for Atencingo land, at times
violently. In July 1922, a dispute over a fifty-acre tract produced a confrontation that left
three of Jenkins’ men dead.55 In December, it transpired that Puebla’s Local Agrarian
Commission might recommend for expropriation some Atencingo land that included cane
fields.56 Following these episodes, Jenkins informed Obregón of his petition before the
National Agrarian Commission (CNA) to have Atencingo declared an AgriculturalIndustrial Unit, which would legally exempt its cane fields from expropriation. Citing a
need for peace of mind and a wish to dedicate himself “with greater zeal” to the
development of the hacienda, he asked the President to influence the CNA into
expediting the certification. Obregón telegrammed the CNA’s president the very next
day. Within weeks, agraristas were complaining about Atencingo’s newly exempt
status: it ignored the government’s “obligation to give land to Mexicans before gringos.”
Obregón testily replied that the law respected rights, regardless of nationality.57
Other Puebla landlords were more at the mercy of agraristas. Spaniards, victims
of the worst xenophobia, were most vulnerable. The Díaz Rubíns, having forfeited
Atencingo, suffered further bad luck with the San Martín Valley farms they received
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from Jenkins. This trio of haciendas, totaling 3,385 acres, was gradually eroded by
redistribution, leaving the family suspicious that Jenkins had duped them into accepting
properties slated for seizure.58 In fact, almost any hacienda in Mexico was vulnerable.
Prior to the trade, Jenkins got an injunction so that a pending confiscation of 467 acres
would minimize the damage to Xoxtla, the largest of the three; two years later, the CNA
overturned it, citing the public interest.59 The bigger problem was the Díaz Rubíns’
naivety in accepting the trade, for agrarista activism in the Valley was widely known.60
Pedro Díaz Rubín, in his mid-20s and now the family patriarch, possessed neither the
political connections of Jenkins nor the Machiavellian savvy of Marcelino Presno, a
Spanish multi-industrialist who was the Valley’s largest landowner and one of the
wealthiest in the state. Presno used all manner of ploys to ward off expropriation:
transferring estates to family members; selling plots on credit to villagers, who
effectively became sharecroppers; spreading rumors that agrarian reform was a scam and
anyone falling for it would “suffer disastrous consequences.” Like Diego Kennedy,
though in this case via a proxy, he armed employees at his Hacienda Polaxtla,
encouraging them to expel agraristas and scare off government surveyors. He also
struck a deal with the commander of the San Martín garrison. In a 1921 clash, its troops
fired upon agraristas, leaving six dead and many more wounded.61
Especially vulnerable were the owners of Puebla’s sugar plantations, and not just
the Díaz Rubíns. Many had suffered the destruction of their mills during the Revolution,
and since most of their property lay unfarmed, agraristas could make claim to fields
citing a 1921 statute, the Law of Idle Lands. They had few allies in the region, having
largely neglected to cultivate relationships with local politicians, lawyers, or village
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leaders who might have helped safeguard their properties in their absence.62 Some could
not even trust their own peons, since numbers of them had joined the Zapatista
insurgency.63 At the same time, they were faced with unforgiving estate taxes. For two
well-endowed widows, Herlinda Llera de la Hidalga and Angela Conde de Conde, losses
mounted to the point that they risked losing their haciendas.
During the Porfiriato, the De la Hidalga family had become the most prominent
landlords of the Matamoros Valley. They controlled three important haciendas, the
aggregate dimensions of which, at their height, would reach 87,000 acres: Colón, whose
mill sat right by the railroad; Rijo, adjacent to Izúcar; and, northwest towards the
mountains, the vast estate of Matlala. Like the sugar planters of Morelos state, Vicente
de la Hidalga and his neighboring landlords enlarged their domains through foul play as
well as fair, increased their control over the region’s rivers, kept their cane-cutters in the
virtual slavery of debt peonage, and altered the Valley’s demographics by attracting
additional labor from elsewhere; all these moves inadvertently helped to foster the varied
resentments that would explode, in 1911, in the Zapatista rebellion.64 For all its
association with Morelos, Zapata’s movement was as much at home in southwestern
Puebla: as a recruiting area and battleground, as a frequent sanctuary and base of
operations, and as the place where Zapata both penned his first list of demands and
finalized his famous manifesto, the Plan de Ayala.65 Just as befell the sugar mills of
Morelos, so the De la Hidalga mills met the wrath of the Zapatistas.
By 1922, Doña Herlinda Llera de la Hidalga was in a fix. Village mayors were
encouraging agraristas to occupy her estates, on the basis of the Law of Idle Lands. José
María Sánchez, the radical leftwing governor, sanctioned such moves and made
provisional grants of the land they seized, to which Obregón gave his consent. Allegedly,
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the beneficiaries were then exceeding the portions to which they were entitled.
According to a lawyer who represented Doña Herlinda and other hacienda owners, and
who during Sánchez’ tenure sent Obregón a flurry of petitions, seven of Puebla’s sugar
estates were suffering illegal agrarista “land invasions,” but the region’s military chief
was protecting only one of them, Atencingo. He also claimed that agraristas were
burning down the houses of peons loyal to the landowners and even murdering them.
Obdulio Meré, the Spanish administrator of Hacienda Colón, added that eight pueblos
bordering Doña Herlinda’s estates were cutting their water supply, while a group of 500,
armed with Mauser rifles, were threatening any hacienda peons who refused to down
tools and join them. Agraristas later counter-lobbied, accusing Meré of using federal
troops to shoot at the villagers of Tilapa, murdering the president of its Agrarista Club.66
Matters improved little under Sánchez’ successor, the moderate Froylán
Manjarrez. He partitioned more of Doña Herlinda’s land among nearby pueblos, which
also took much of the water supply. Meanwhile, an appeal to the government for 5
million pesos in damages, owing to the sacking of her estates during the Revolution,
yielded only 1 million. Worse, the Finance Ministry informed her that the value of her
land was now insufficient to cover her tax debts. In October 1924, with creditors at her
heels and four children to care for, Doña Herlinda turned to a capable-seeming man who
agreed to lease the estates: William Jenkins. Two months later, however, the young
widow remained distraught, enumerating her woes to the President. The deal with
Jenkins meant forfeiting much of her profits. Many of her sharecroppers were not
working, due to death threats from agraristas. The land risked total abandonment and, in
consequence, legal seizure. It seemed ever more likely she would have to sell.67
Angela Conde de Conde, who epitomized the clannishness of Puebla’s Spanish
coterie in having married her cousin, was Herlinda Llera’s Matamoros Valley neighbor –
or rather she would have been had either of them lived there. (Doña Herlinda woefully
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lobbied the President, in a five-page telegram that made none of the standard
economizing uses of ellipsis, from an address on Reforma Avenue, the Champs-Élysées
of Mexico City.) Doña Angela owned the sugar estates Espíritu Santo Tatetla and San
José Teruel. Through her eponymous holding company, Viuda de Francisco M. Conde,
she also owned stakes in at least six other haciendas, various urban properties, two large
textile factories – including La Constancia, Puebla’s oldest mill – and much else. In
1922, the conglomerate’s assets were valued at 10 million pesos ($5 million), making it
perhaps the largest locally-owned concern in the state.68 So it caused a sensation in June
of that year when it ceased making payments to creditors. Beset by market contraction in
the textile sector, the destruction of its sugar mills, and land expropriations throughout its
estates, the holding company was bankrupt. A two-year liquidation of its assets resulted
in a settlement with 131 creditors, collectively owed more than 5.3 million pesos.69
One of those creditors was Jenkins, thanks to his deal with Obregón after his San
Luis Potosí estate was seized. The mortgage he held against Tatetla was insufficiently
large for him to foreclose, and besides, Angela Conde only co-owned the hacienda.
Tatetla was in fact one of a minority of assets in which Doña Angela retained an interest,
but in 1927 this too would go on the block, for 890,000 pesos, after failing to cover a debt
with a bank.70 As for Teruel, another Spaniard took temporary charge when bankruptcy
was declared. As receiver of Doña Angela’s businesses, he continued the hacienda’s
restoration. He managed to get the mill working again, but his was an uphill battle. In
January 1923, at the start of the annual sugar harvest, agraristas stormed the fields and
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burned the cane. Reportedly, their aim was to clear the land so they could claim that it
was empty, and then invoke the Law of Idle Lands to petition its expropriation.71
By 1924, the only Matamoros Valley mills to have succeeded in reviving
production were the Maurer family’s Raboso and Jenkins’ Atencingo. The latter was
much the most impressive, producing 6,500 metric tonnes of sugar, more than triple
Raboso’s output and well above the 4,000-tonne peak under the Díaz Rubíns.72 The
improvement owed not only to a greater area cultivated but also to higher productivity.
That year, Atencingo yielded 78 tonnes of cane per hectare, a significant gain upon the
64-tonne average before the war.73 The people of Puebla began to question Jenkins’
success. Had he struck a deal with the state government too, even with the agraristas?74

After several years of alliance with Obregón, Jenkins needed to reevaluate his
strategy. The President’s tenure was due to end in December 1924, and as of mid-1923 it
was obvious that his successor would be his Interior Minister, Plutarco Elías Calles.75
Jenkins did not know Calles, and his friend and fixer Eduardo Mestre found the stern,
atheistic heir apparent a good deal less approachable than the incumbent.76 Whatever
protections Obregón had afforded, including Atencingo’s status as an AgriculturalIndustrial Unit, the state of Puebla was still in turmoil and federal authority over it, as for
most of the provinces, remained tenuous. Jenkins would have to rely more upon alliances
at the state and local level if he were to retain the integrity of his cane fields – even more
so if he were to extend his domain by buying out his neighbors, and they, despite all that
fate could throw at them, were tenacious in clinging to their precious plantations. What
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he had achieved so far was significant, restoring Atencingo’s productivity to beyond prewar levels. Perhaps, after all, it was time to sell out and leave.
In 1924, the Jenkins family home was at last finished. Numbered 641 Irving
Boulevard, the mansion offered space and tranquility, although beyond its garden walls
were indications that Los Angeles had far from called a halt to its rapid expansion. Over
the five years since William and Mary had bought their plot of land, others had begun to
build homes nearby. Thanks in large part to a recently-secured water supply, real estate
developments were proliferating throughout the warm coastal plain. At gaps between the
trees, one could look north to the hills where, one year earlier, realtors with a genius for
marketing had erected a sign in bold white letters, 50 feet high, and illuminated at night
by 4,000 bulbs. The letters spelled HOLLYWOODLAND.77
Jenkins’ mansion was equally reflective of the extravagant optimism of 1920s Los
Angeles. More than a home, it was a statement of success, a neo-Renaissance
announcement of fortune rapidly gained. Surrounded by high walls that enclosed two
acres of landscaped gardens, the palatial residence boasted fourteen rooms and six
bathrooms, each designed in its own unique shape. There was a spacious entrance hall
into which descended a wide, curved staircase. There was a conservatory and there was a
ballroom. The house’s walls were of solid concrete, the floors of mosaic oak, the
paneling of walnut. Imported tile covered the bathrooms from floor to ceiling. Grillwork
of hand-wrought iron covered the bookcases. Determined to provide Mary with the
queenly lifestyle he had always promised her, Jenkins spent some $250,000 on the
place.78 He would never live in it.

Puebla’s Decade of Chaos
“The fecund State of Puebla has been ruined by a succession of atrocious
governors – murderers, thieves, or drunkards.” So wrote Ernest Gruening, in his classic
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analysis Mexico and Its Heritage.79 Between 1922 and 1927, the one-time editor of
leftwing weekly The Nation spent 18 months in Mexico, anxious to correct the negative
view that Americans commonly held of their southern neighbors. With credential letters
from Obregón and Calles, he interviewed politicians, intellectuals, businessman, and
union leaders, learning about Mexico’s history, the Revolution, land and labor issues, the
Church, and the army. Visiting twenty-four of the country’s states, he paid special
attention to their political processes. He recorded all manner of fraud and foul play:
impositions of governors by departing incumbents, meddling by the federal government,
looting of state treasuries, polling-day violence, and assassination.80 Puebla was
prodigiousness in its political dysfunction; Gruening’s summary continued:
Since 1920 but for a brief interlude – the administration of the young intellectual Lombardo
Toledano – the governorship has been going from worse to still worse: General José María
Sánchez, author of the attempted assassination of Morones in the chamber of deputies in
November, 1924, in which affray an innocent bystander of a deputy was killed; Froylán
Manjarrez, who after looting the state joined the de la Huertista rebellion in search of still
more loot; Alberto Guerrero, a drunkard; Claudio N. Tirado, who stole at least a million
pesos by the simple device of paying no one and keeping the state revenues, seeking
immortality by cutting his name on every new stone erected in the state during his term; and
General Manuel P. Montes, the agrarian agitator. In March, 1927, intoxicated, he entered the
Palacio de Cristal, and began to quarrel boisterously with political enemies dining there.
When he drew his pistol they retired, but not to be denied his fun the governor shot up the
mirrors which gave the restaurant its name. Still feeling thwarted he ordered his opponents
pursued and arrested [and beaten up] … one died shortly after.81

Despite its satirical tone, Gruening’s sketch neatly captured the state of play in
Puebla, and indeed for much of 1920s Mexico, especially the more populous states of the
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center.82 While federal government was orderly (until the assassination of the newlyreelected Obregón in 1928), the vast majority of state governors failed to finish their
four-year terms. In this respect, Jenkins’ home state proved most dysfunctional of all.
During the 1920s, Puebla was overseen by sixteen governors, more than any other state,
and some in power for mere days.83 By the time Gruening’s book appeared, Montes was
not only deposed but dead, his murder attributed to his federally-imposed successor, Gen.
Donato Bravo Izquierdo, a man “renowned for brutality.”84 Only in 1929 did electoral
stability arrive, with the accession of Leonides Andreu Almazán, who would remain in
power until 1933. But even he would be ousted, just before his term was up.
It is worth dwelling a while on the chaos befalling Puebla – its extent and its
causes – because it was through this maelstrom, more than anything, that Jenkins rose to
substantial fortune and power. To start, the disorder heightened the vulnerability of much
of Puebla’s Porfirian elite. At the same time, it increased the state government’s financial
dependence upon the business sector, especially those up-and-comers whose revenues
were multiplying. It also made for an environment in which industrial progress
demanded toughness, guile, and at times – to the thinking of those who lived through it –
a willingness to meet violence, or the threat of it, with violence. Puebla in the 1920s was
a landscape ripe for business, but by no means business as usual.85
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Although the gubernatorial corruption and incompetence observed by Gruening
certainly played their part, Puebla’s chronic political disorder owed chiefly to factors
more fundamental. To begin, the years 1920 to 1933 were characterized by a factiondriven power struggle, in broadest terms between educated urban elites, most of them
moderate reformers in the tradition of Madero and Carranza, and the agrarista forces
unleashed by the Revolution, which were themselves fragmented by regional allegiances.
Second, governors were vulnerable to the interventions of the federal state, as Obregón
and Calles either bolstered their regional support in order to manipulate presidential
elections, or tried to impose order when gubernatorial authority waned. There also
endured a chronic condition of bankruptcy, owing to the state’s inability to collect taxes,
maintain an effective bureaucracy, and increase public spending in fulfillment of
revolutionary pledges. Finally, and aggravating each of the previous factors, Puebla was
riddled by constant violence, from prolific banditry to uprisings to aggressions between
landed and landless. Puebla’s state government was caught in a vicious circle: almost
every governor inherited an empty treasury, struggled to administer effectually, failed to
reward or buy the loyalty of sufficient supporters, and, succumbing to rivals who craved
power for themselves or their proxies, often departed taking the contents of the treasury
with them. Those who did so no doubt told themselves that, far from stealing from the
people they represented, they were holding the public purse in safekeeping for when they
might reclaim power. Had not Carranza done the same in 1920, taking 11 million gold
pesos with him as he fled Mexico City for Veracruz?86
Agraristas found champions in such men as José María Sánchez and Manuel P.
Montes, power brokers from rural communities – commonly referred to as caciques –
who had risen to the rank of general during the Revolution. The agrarista holy grail of
land redistribution had been a central promise of the Revolution since the Carranza Law
of January 1915, but in the short term little acreage had legally changed hands; neither
Carranza nor Obregón believed in land-tenure reform, except as a political tool, and they
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respectively redistributed only 400,000 and 2.7 million acres, together less than one
percent of Mexico’s surface area.87 Becoming governor of Puebla offered Sánchez and
Montes the chance to accelerate redistribution and garner greater autonomy for their
homelands. While both had become generals during the Revolution and retained loyal
militia afterwards, their bases were geographically limited and their allies politically
fickle. Clumsy attempts to enforce radical policy met concerted and often violent
resistance, especially their tendency to approve agrarista land invasions, rather than steer
peasant petitions through the official channels.88 Landowners such as Jenkins used
injunctions, political lobbying, payments to the military, and their own pistoleros to
reclaim their fields. Beset by limitations, the radical governors’ grip on authority
loosened. Sánchez lasted from June 1921 to March 1922, when complicity in two
political murders hastened his ouster. Following a pilgrimage to Soviet Russia, his
attempt in late 1924 to reassert himself as governor failed within a few weeks. Montes
fared no better, lasting from November 1926 to July 1927.89
Equally tenuous was the hold of elites. The first post-Carranza governor, Gen.
Rafael Rojas, scion of a wealthy Porfirian family, fell victim to the electoral
machinations of Obregón within two months. Replacing him, the radical lawyer Luis
Sánchez Pontón lasted until the following April, before himself being switched for a third
interim man.90 Froylán Manjarrez, a journalist-politician and a moderate who managed
to last twenty-one months, was ousted by Obregón in December 1923 for sympathizing
with a revolt against the federal government led by Adolfo de la Huerta. The political
hold of Manjarrez’ successor, the patrician but radical labor leader Vicente Lombardo
Toledano, was insufficiently strong to prevent a rival claimant from setting up a parallel,
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pro-De la Huerta government in the Sierra city of Teziutlán.91 Even presidential backing
afforded no guarantee of durability: Lombardo Toledano was imposed by Obregón but
removed after four months due to local resistance; Claudio Tirado (1925-26), though
supported by Calles, lacked enough popularity to resist the machinations of Gen. Montes,
who conspired in his ouster to attain the seat for himself.92
As the abrupt swings between moderates, urban radicals, and agrarian caciques
indicate, Puebla’s governors could not build enough of a coalition, or retain enough
presidential backing, to resist an unscheduled exit.93 As well as the limits of their
personal bases, they had to contend with constituencies newly empowered, and armed:
campesinos clamoring for land and autonomy; textile workers striking for better wages
and emboldened by the rise of the CROM; even the federal army. Generals stationed in
the major cities, purportedly keeping the peace, cultivated an autonomy of their own at
which Obregón and other federal authorities, anxious to retain loyalties in a time of
recurrent rebellion, tended to wink. Generals forged alliances with caciques and
landowners, acquired estates of their own, and created fiefdoms for profiteering.94
Both factor and consequence of this fragmentation was a debilitating dearth of
cash. The Carrancistas, after nearly six years of state government, bequeathed financial
chaos to future regimes – a barren treasury, debts, and a creaky tax-gathering apparatus –
which put any new governor at once in a fragile position.95 Efforts to raise revenue were
hampered by all manner of obstacles. To begin, the Puebla government barely had the
physical wherewithal to administer taxation. Its finance ministry lacked qualified
accountants and remained consistently eight-to-ten years behind in the inspection of its
own books. Records were incomplete, many papers having been destroyed to cover up
fraud. Not until the 1930s was its central office equipped with typewriters and
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calculating machines. The ministry employed just twenty-one tax collectors to traverse a
hilly state where highways were few and the population a million strong. The pitiful pay
accorded these men, as low as two pesos per day, out of which they had to pay their
expenses and feed their mules, left plenty of incentive to embezzle or take kickbacks.96
Efforts were further hindered by each governor’s suspect legitimacy, since most
were not elected and none, until Almazán in 1929, had a wide base of support. As they
came and went, Pueblans withheld their taxes. The prospect that a regime might not
survive was a disincentive to pay even among its supporters.97 A string of new
incumbents inadvertently stoked this disinclination by announcing that their predecessors
had left little in state coffers, with public employee salaries well in arrears.98 A taxpayer
might well conclude that governors routinely plundered the treasury as much as they
could in the little time they had. Allegations of embezzlement, like those repeated by
Gruening, were fuelled by spectacles of new wealth. Unfortunately for the peasantry,
whose interests they represented, agrarista governors were among the worst culprits –
although it might be fairer to say that, with fewer friends in the business community, they
were merely the least sophisticated in disguising their booty.99 Sánchez, just after his
second stint in office, was accused with unusual directness of taking 72,000 pesos home
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with him. Certainly he soon obtained several choices properties: one a former hacienda
of Marcelino Presno’s, another a ranch along the San Francisco River, on the
southeastern flank of Puebla City.100 Montes staffed his executive with friends, who all
acquired new automobiles; he himself bought a 240,000-peso hacienda in the San Martín
Valley, and on departing stole the treasury books to cover his tracks.101
Evasion took many forms: some hid their farm animals as tax inspectors
approached; agraristas claimed exemption since by the logic of the Revolution the land
should be free; many folk simply could not afford the new rates.102 As for those that
could, they often procrastinated in the hope that the governor would fall and his successor
prove more agreeable. In January 1922, a month after Jenkins took Atencingo from the
Díaz Rubíns, it emerged that a 43,000-peso tax on the purchase had failed to reach the
treasury;103 seven weeks later, Gov. Sánchez indeed resigned. All told, Puebla’s average
annual tax haul by the mid-1920s was a measly 2.5 million pesos – about a dollar per
head. By 1935, the sum was scarcely more respectable, at 4.1 million pesos, which given
devaluation of the currency still meant little more than $1 million.104
The fundamental problem was that the tax base was woefully inadequate. The
largest sources of potential revenue – liquor, textiles, property, and sugar – were stifled
one way or another. Valuations of real estate, for example, were either way out of date or
routinely underestimated. Continuing practices standard in the Porfiriato, haciendas were
assessed at a third or even a tenth of their value.105 In the case of sugar, since most mills
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were destroyed during the Revolution, several years passed before the sector returned as a
major tax source.106 When it started to do so, from 1923, governors were torn between
cultivating its fiscal potential – doubly attractive, since the mills produced alcohol as a
side-product – and satisfying the demands of agraristas for tracts of the plantations’
fertile flatlands. They had to weigh concerns about the productivity of ejidos, the partial
substitution of cane for subsistence crops like corn, and the likely decline in tax liability
that went with ejido status. Then again, there was substantial political capital to be
reaped, literal and symbolic, from awarding hacienda land to the generals and soldiers of
Emiliano Zapata; many of the campesinos of Puebla’s sugar region had joined his armies.
And there was peace and stability to be gained, for the Zapatistas were given to land
invasions and their frustrations fueled rural violence. Further, the fiscal consequences
were not as serious as they might be for a wheat hacienda or cattle ranch: since cane
needed to be milled and refined, requiring machinery beyond the purse of most farmers,
ejidos would sell their crop to existing mills, and it was there, on the end product, that the
state collected most of its tax. Such was the calculus facing Puebla’s governors as they
considered shaving swaths of land from Jenkins’ sugar kingdom. Such was the need for
Jenkins, for whom productivity levels and cane acreage were sacrosanct, to sway the
governors in their decision making.
Violence, finally, took multiple forms – a fractious context to be borne in mind
when pondering the bloodshed that stained the sugar zone during Jenkins’ lordship over
it. By no means was all the killing attributable to his actions or his minions, as some
have alleged or implied.107 State-wide, there was violence between caciques, which
earned them the label “lords of the noose and knife.”108 There was violence between
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rival unions, with mills as battlegrounds.109 There were inter-village feuds with ancient
origins that the Revolution merely revived. There were assaults by bandits on travelers,
and by suspicious villagers on well-meaning visitors. There was violence experienced as
part of larger conflagrations; the De la Huerta and Cristero rebellions, in particular,
counted numerous adherents in the state.110 Amid all this occurred the clashes between
landlords and agraristas. Owners like Presno, Kennedy, and Jenkins defended their
properties by arming employees, creating private militia, even summoning detachments
of federal troops, while former Zapatista generals and other caciques goaded armed
campesinos into claiming their prize by invading desirable fields.111
Some of the hostility had Porfirian origins. As entrenched resentment against the
haciendas met with emancipation from the old forms of deference, some campesinos took
revenge upon landowners as they returned to rebuild their estates. One summer day in
1925, Roberto Maurer was killed in cold blood by agraristas.112 Maurer was one of six
sons of a French immigrant who owned the sugar-producing Hacienda Raboso, not far
from Jenkins’ Atencingo, and his murder caused a heated debate in Congress. The
respected radical Antonio Díaz Soto y Gama defended the killing, which some attributed
to Gen. Fortino Ayaquica, the Zapatista cacique of Tochimilco, near Atlixco. The
Maurers had exploited and terrorized the Atlixco region for generations, he claimed; the
man’s death was an act of divine justice. When Puebla deputy Mariano Pérez
condemned Soto y Gama’s attitude and proceeded to criticize the incendiary actions of
such “false agraristas” as Manuel P. Montes and Francisco Barbosa, another Pueblan,
Wenceslao Macip, interrupted him and accused him of taking money from Barbosa.
Countered Pérez: “I do not argue with individuals of dubious sexuality!” Later that day,
Macip repaid the insult by shooting his colleague to death in the street. Soto y Gama,
however, was more concerned with the fact that he had lost the debate; against his
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wishes, Congress approved a committee to investigate Maurer’s murder. During a
banquet that night at the Soviet Embassy, which he attended as guest of honor, Soto y
Gama told President Calles of his firm desire to protect Ayaquica: “My General, I’d
rather our balls be cut off than we let our brother be punished.”113
Elsewhere the violence was rooted in a clash of ideals. Villagers sought to
preserve or revive traditions: communal landholding, local autonomy, priest-led
education. The federal state sought to centralize power and modernize the nation. Some
pueblos, already unhinged by the experience of a ten-year war, dealt harshly with
outsiders who would interfere. Tax collectors were attacked and sometimes killed. A
popular fallacy held that Madero had abolished taxes, and then there were those who
wrongly believed that ejidos were automatically exempt.114
Given the chronic unrest pervading Puebla, especially the agricultural zones
surrounding the capital and along the Atlixco-Matamoros corridor, landowners felt
justified in arming themselves. Wealthy foreigners were often targets: Maurer, various
Spaniards, and most notoriously the combative widow Rosalie Evans, who died in a hail
of agrarista bullets in 1924. Considering this, along with the inclination of radical
politicians to justify such crimes and exonerate the killers, Jenkins had ample cause to
carry a gun.115 But he never did, even on his weekly trips to Atencingo when he carried
113
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sacks of cash for the payroll, an amount worth more than $100,000 in today’s currency.
It was a point of pride, even a conscious projection of his untouchability, that he would
not be cowed into carrying a weapon by the threat of sundry peasants, bearing machetes
and a grudge.116
Atencingo itself was well fortified. The manager and sub-managers were always
armed, and for most of the Jenkins era a batch of federal troops was garrisoned at the
mill. Atencingo also employed full-time gunmen to patrol the fields, ensuring against
sabotage and land invasions.117 Ironically, such private militia, common during and after
the Revolution, often included former agraristas. Their reputation for vigilante violence,
and their obvious challenge to the competence of the state to maintain order, led
governors and other authorities to make repeated, and unconvincing, denials of their
existence.118
In the absence of a caudillo, the kind of military strongman who rose to stamp
order on other states in the 1920s, Puebla’s violence and governmental disarray drove the
business elite to seek political influence.119 Craving a return to Porfirian “order and
progress,” old-money Pueblans and climbers such as Jenkins sought to shape a revived
conservatism. What they desired above all was an iron hand in the governor’s office,
clamping down on bandits, radical unions, and agraristas alike, creating conditions
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propitious for commerce. The political class, meanwhile, needed to supplement the
state’s perennially deficient revenues, to be able to enact policy and consolidate their
power. Conditions were ripe for interdependence.

More Friends in High Places
Back on May 8, 1920, ten days after Gov. Alfonso Cabrera fled Puebla City, the
press had announced that the state coffers were virtually empty. Cabrera and his fellow
Carrancista bureaucrats had fled with the contents of the state treasury and in the quixotic
hope of a return to power vainly tried to set up a temporary state capital in the Sierra.
The news was an ominous welcome for Gen. Rafael Rojas, who took over as interim
governor the day the bankruptcy was reported. Nonetheless, after seven weeks, Rojas
was able to chalk up a surplus of 70,000 pesos, and on his leaving office on July 16 the
ledger remained well in the black.120 What seems, above all, to have made the healthy
balance possible was his successful appeal to the business elite to advance their tax
payments, including at least 1,000 pesos from William Jenkins.121
Unlike the Carrancista governors, all outsiders of one kind or another, Rojas was
a known quantity in Puebla City circles, a local businessman and revolutionary moderate
who came from a Porfirian-allied family.122 Politically and militarily experienced, Rojas
showed himself capable. He cemented the trust of the elites by settling strikes, returning
confiscated Church property and cutting superfluous costs. At the same time, he included
liberals within his ruling clique, raised teachers’ salaries, and sped up land transfers to
campesinos. As it turned out, the general’s conservative background would be used
against him in a power play by Obregón, who wished to ensure that personal allies were
emplaced in state governments ahead of the September 5 presidential election, ready to
rig results where necessary.123 But Rojas’s short tenure established a crucial precedent:
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incumbents could attain at least a modicum of stability by acting with moderation
towards the local elite and obtaining credit from its businessmen, including a U.S.
resident whom the Revolution had blessed with a rare quantity of liquid capital.124
Puebla’s governors looked frequently to the business elite for aid. Faced with a
vicious circle of financial and political weakness, as well as the demands of campesinos
and workers that the social promises of the Constitution be kept, they surely felt they had
little alternative. The state’s paltry $1 million-per-year tax haul faced disproportionate
demands. Bureaucracy consumed most of the budget, and further amounts needed to be
apportioned for the local upkeep of federal troops.125 This left little for fulfilling the
state’s mantra of modernization: laying highways, paving city streets, providing
sanitation and drinking water, and, above all, building and staffing schools. No statistic
better captured the gargantuan nature of the task than Puebla’s 82-percent rate of
illiteracy.126 The business class, in response, gave financial support to conservative
incumbents, reached compromises with moderates, and (we may assume) withheld aid
from radicals. It also contributed directly to the modernization project by building roads
and schools, making charitable donations, and serving on state-appointed committees to
oversee street paving and other pressing tasks. In doing so, it contributed to a gradual
improvement in the length of gubernatorial tenure; from 1927, conservative and
accommodationist governors, enjoying ever-greater support from the private sector,
found themselves better able to meet Puebla’s needs.
Jenkins would be a leading participant – eventually the leading participant – in all
such respects. Although altruism and religious impulse played a role in loan-making and
works of charity, the business elite was fundamentally acting out of anxious self-interest:
the Revolution had left it vulnerable to workplace strikes, land seizures, and higher taxes.

124

Jenkins, who in retrospect would calculate his Dec. 1917 worth at about US$5 million, was probably not
yet the richest man in Puebla, but few other businessman likely enjoyed his ready access to cash. Many
wealthy families were saddled with ruined haciendas and late-Porfiriato investments (in the retail sector,
especially) that were far from profitable. In some cases, Jenkins made loans to these families; Jenkins to
Stanford, Mary Street Jenkins Foundation, 13.
125
The 1928 budget, for example, allocated P1.2 million of a total P2.6 million to the state executive and a
further 200,000 to the state legislature; Periódico Oficial, 24 Dec. 1927, pp.53-74.
126
M. Barrientos, report, 31 Dec. 1922, ACEP, Libro CCXXIV-1, Exp. 452.

162

To support the state government was to gain protection from the radical clauses of the
Constitution and the fervor of newly-organized workers and radicalized campesinos.

Deals between politicians and businessmen are little known because they were for
the most part covert. In Puebla, as elsewhere, they usually went uninvestigated by a
timid press, and as noted, the archives of the Puebla executive were mostly pulped.127 So
the evidence for such transactions is fragmentary and in some cases only came to light
decades later. We know of Rojas’ borrowing from the private sector because Jenkins
mentioned it in a dispatch to the U.S. chargé d’affaires, part of a document series not
declassified until 1959.128 We gain another glimpse from an interview with Vicente
Lombardo Toledano in the 1960s: recounting his short spell as governor in 1923-24, the
veteran labor leader told of how, as a young idealist, he had been determined to kick-start
agrarian reform in Puebla but found his path obstructed by Jenkins. The problem was
that the state had become beholden to the gringo because he had been lending it money.
While this assessment of the American’s political sway was an exaggeration (he
had no cause to oppose land grants beyond his own estates and those of his friends), the
manner of their meeting showed that Jenkins already considered himself on equal terms
with any governor. One day, Lombardo recalled, he was working in his office when the
door opened wide and a stranger walked in. “I am William Jenkins,” he announced.
“Who gave you permission to enter?,” said Lombardo, incredulous.
“For me the door is always open in the government of Puebla,” Jenkins replied.
“It was. Today that’s not possible. I can’t receive you without an appointment.”
Lombardo pressed a bell to summon an assistant. “Get this man out of here.”
Although the bravado of the 29-year old radical – if a tad embellished in the
retelling – carried the day in his encounter with the 45-year old American, the forces of
conservatism were marshalling against him. Not four months after taking office,
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obstructed from carrying out land, labor, and school reforms by a combination of federal
congressmen, the Spanish textile elite, and above all Jenkins, Lombardo quit his post.129
As for Jenkins’ arrogance towards Puebla’s rulers, it was more a reflection of his
feelings about politics in general than an expression of racial elitism. He never cared for
politicos, Mexican or American. The close proximity to governors that he would develop
from the 1930s he put down to necessity. The friendships with powerful men that he
retained or cultivated in the United States were limited to businessmen and educators.130
At the same time, he cannot have failed to notice how, just as he was dealing with
Lombardo, his interventionist acquaintance Albert Fall, former Secretary of the Interior
in the cabinet of President Harding, was deeply mired in the Teapot Dome scandal.
Teapot Dome was a messy saga of big oil and bribery, which would result in Fall’s
imprisonment for influence-peddling in 1929.131 According to prominent social critics, in
the sea of U.S. politics Fall was only the tip of a tawdry iceberg. Not long before Teapot
Dome erupted, the eminent essayist H.L. Mencken had this to say about the average U.S.
congressman: “he is incompetent and imbecile, and not only incompetent and imbecile,
but also incurably dishonest… It is almost impossible to imagine a man of genuine selfrespect and dignity offering himself as a candidate for the lower house – or … for the
upper house – in the average American constituency.”132
Despite all discretion, private sector support for the Puebla treasury occasionally
surfaced in the press.133 In early 1921, sugar producers were said to be making advance
tax payments; the sector’s recovery was barely underway, so these sums must have been
token, but the transaction set a precedent.134 In 1925, shortly after his inauguration,
129

James Wilkie and Edna Monzón de Wilkie, México visto en el siglo XX: Entrevistas de historia oral
(Mexico City: Instituto Mexicano de Investigaciones Económicas, 1969), 266-9 (the interview is dated 13
May 1964); Lomelí, Breve historia, 342.
130
Interview with William A. Jenkins, Puebla, 11 Nov. 2005.
131
Senate hearings on the scandal dominated the New York Times front page from 20 Jan. to 18 Apr. 1924.
For a recent examination of the scandal, reassessing the extent of political corruption involved, see Laton
McCartney, The Teapot Dome Scandal (New York: Random House, 2008).
132
Mencken, “Politics,” in Civilization in the United States, ed. H. Stearns (New York: Harcourt, Brace,
1922), 23f.
133
Save for state government bulletin the Periódico Oficial, the Puebla newspaper archive (Hemeroteca)
contains no comprehensive collections of local newspapers for the period Feb. 1922 to Dec. 1927.
134
El Monitor, 13 Feb. 1921, p.2.

164

Claudio Tirado managed to secure a 300,000-peso tax advance from Puebla industrialists,
equivalent to twelve percent of the budget.135 Four months later, Jenkins reportedly
saved the state university (El Colegio de Puebla) from closing; in relocating one of his
business to Puebla, he ensured that the annual 30,000 pesos due upon it in taxes would
allow the state to cover the professors’ salaries.136 In 1927, aiming to halt the misuse of
public funds for the paving of Puebla’s potholed streets, Donato Bravo Izquierdo created
a committee of “distinguished citizens” to handle the project. This Paving Board
included Jenkins, chamber of commerce chiefs, a former Porfirian mayor, and several
other foreign consuls, who together proposed a special tax on businesses to support the
work. A year later, business leaders praised Bravo for the Board – and for putting its
budget, now a healthy 100,000 pesos, beyond the reach of state officials.137 Bravo also
requested that sugar and alcohol producers, among whom Jenkins was now by far the
leader, make half of their annual tax payment each preceding autumn.138 By the
standards of the decade, Tirado and Bravo, both conservatives, lasted in office for quite
some time: 22 and 19 months respectively, roughly three times a Puebla governor’s
average tenure.139
Jenkins gained further leverage with acts of civic-minded charity. Two came to
light in December 1929, when Jenkins helped pay for a guard house to prevent theft and
disorder at the city’s Cristóbal Colón Park and contributed to the efforts of a grouping of
trade associations that was organizing Puebla’s 400th anniversary celebration for 1931.140
In all likelihood, such reports only scrape the surface of Jenkins’ charitable activities. A
year earlier, after recording how Jenkins helped a store-workers’ association buy a
mansion for its headquarters by persuading the bank that owned it to lower the price, a
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local paper claimed that Jenkins “is always hunting down good works, to carry them out
with his powerful business influence, without making any show of it at all”.141 The
hyperbole aside, his low-profile approach rings true. Jenkins did not speak to the press
and appeared only rarely in public, at school inaugurations or other newsworthy events,
preferring to send one of his daughters or lieutenants as a stand-in. Unlike his fast-rising
Lebanese peer Miguel Abed, who made gifts of cloth to his mill workers, gave handouts
to the unemployed, and even took his workers and their families by train to the beach, in
each case ensuring that the press gave his largesse ample coverage, Jenkins cared little
what public opinion made of him.142 What mattered was that he fulfill noblesse oblige –
the social obligations incumbent upon him as a moneyed Anglo-Saxon Protestant, such as
Carnegie and Rockefeller had demonstrated – and that the authorities were on his side.
What Jenkins and his fellow businessmen gained in return for such loans and
favors unlikely involved a direct quid pro quo, though there was a clear example of that
in the 1925 arrangement with Gov. Tirado, who in exchange for the business elite’s
collective 300,000-peso tax advance promised to issue edicts against agraristas. In most
cases, the dealings probably generated an abiding anticipation of favoritism, a common
understanding that when the state wrote laws or issued a ruling, the interests of business
would be borne foremost in mind. Given a widespread new sense of entitlement and
empowerment among campesinos and workers, Puebla’s industrialists and landowners
needed less to secure guarantees from a particular governor about the solving of a
specific strike or land invasion – after all, that governor might be gone within a couple of
months – than to cultivate a climate of reciprocal obligation between the business elite
and the state as a whole, a climate transcending changes in the governor’s seat.
First as a creditor, then as a landowner, and later as a multi-sector industrialist,
Jenkins needed to secure the protection of the Puebla judiciary and the state’s other
dependencies, all of them typically under the thumb of the governor, from the slew of
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problems to which wealth, property, and investment made him vulnerable. He needed the
terms of his loans to be enforced when his debtors defaulted, so he could foreclose on
their properties without a long legal wrangle. He needed campesinos to be ousted from
the parts of his haciendas that they had occupied during the Revolution. He needed his
estates to be safeguarded from the designs of the leftist idealists that gravitated to
Puebla’s Agrarian Commission; in the 1920s, with the federal government slow to
consolidate its hold over the provinces, local politicians and bureaucrats tended to wield
greater influence over redistribution than their Mexico City counterparts.143 As violence
and property disputes continued to flare, he needed his lands and his personnel shielded
from agrarista invaders, insurrectionaries, and bandits. And from the mid-1930s, as he
diversified by reinvesting in the textile sector and allotting venture capital elsewhere,
such as in cement manufacture and automobile assembly, he needed favorable rulings
from the state’s Conciliation and Arbitration Board at times of labor unrest.
Most of the time, Jenkins did obtain such protections, though naturally, dealings
with governors were made behind closed doors. Seldom if ever were Jenkins’
foreclosures reported in the press, but the secondary accounts of his property
accumulation mention no legal battles whatsoever, which may well suggest the
complicity of local judges.144 (Although this might also imply a resignation to the
inevitability of Jenkins’ territorial advance, moneyed families attached such prestige to
owning plantations they unlikely surrendered them without a fight.) Of course, if judges
did side with Jenkins in debt disputes, they may well have been predisposed less by
143
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gubernatorial pressure or a client’s bribe than by ties between the beleaguered debtors
and the reactionary rulers of the Porfiriato. Former Atencingo owners the Díaz Rubín
family, like many Spanish textile barons, had enjoyed warm relations with the now
discredited Mucio Martínez; the Governor had pampered investors and repressed their
workers.145 Martínez had also shared in the Spaniards’ creation of wealth: four other
families – including the De la Hidalgas, owners of Atencingo’s neighboring estates Rijo,
Colón and Matlala – partnered with Martínez in the Calipam sugar plantation, a halfmillion peso operation in Puebla’s southeast.146
Official actions against agraristas were more blatant. Whenever peasant farmers
took over fields belonging to Atencingo or a sister property without due process,
governors dispatched officials and troops to evict them. Froylán Manjarrez in July 1922,
Alberto Guerrero in June 1924, and Enrique Moreno in January 1925, all intervened with
force to reverse agrarista encroachments on Jenkins’ land, to cite only those occasions
reported in the press.147

Concentric Rings of Protection
As well as the governor, Jenkins took care to foster harmonious relations with
Puebla’s next most powerful men: the military chief and the archbishop. Military chiefs
were the generals placed in charge of the zones into which Carranza had divided the
country in 1917, in order to secure the victory; subsequent presidents retained and refined
the zones in order to secure the peace.148 Jenkins’ relationship with Puebla’s military
chief – or the Chief of Operations of the 19th Military Zone, to give him his formal title –
is difficult to quantify with precision, partly because of the unpublicized nature of any
such links and partly because the post was rotated almost every year.149 On the other
hand, many if not most of these men shared a belief that the Revolution had granted them
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certain privileges and economic opportunities, and they tended also to be ideologically
conservative. Two military chiefs from the northern state of Coahuila, Cesáreo Castro
(1917-19) and Fortunato Maycotte (1920-21), rather set the tone for the decades that
followed, spending their terms acquiring haciendas, raising cattle, and, at least in Castro’s
case, producing liquor.150 They were men with whom one could do business.
Particularly telling is the fact that a batch of federal troops were permanently
stationed at Atencingo, housed within the sugar mill compound.151 It is also telling that
many other haciendas tried but failed to secure similar services. Given the deficiency of
the army’s budget, an on-site company of federal soldiers could often be secured with the
offer of a billet, tortillas, and beans; garrison commanders willingly accepted in order to
cut costs. However, the chronic condition of rural violence meant that there were never
sufficient troops to protect all the haciendas that wanted them. What could make the
difference was a landowner’s willingness to pay cash for protection.152 Evidently,
Jenkins paid well. Of course, the expanse that he controlled in the mid-1920s, up to
200,000 acres along a twenty-five-mile axis, meant he could not rely on a single small
posse. At times, federal reinforcements under the military chief and “regionales” under
the governor played a supplementary role, while on a day-to-day basis Jenkins and his
manager also deployed their private vigilante force.
With the archbishop, Jenkins built upon the rapport he had established during
Sánchez y Paredes’ visit to La Corona in October 1919. The following September, just
before his Atencingo purchase confirmed his decision to stay in Mexico, Jenkins offered
to contribute whatever sum was necessary to complete the renovation of the Archbishop’s
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Palace, insisting that no expense was spared. The Catholic Ladies Union, in charge of the
fundraising, gleefully released the news to the Puebla and Mexico City press.153
After Sánchez y Paredes died in 1923, the Jenkins family befriended his
successor, Pedro Vera y Zuria. The new archbishop would preside over the Puebla
archdiocese during two periods of religious persecution, the Cristero War of 1926-1929
and a more legalistic repression during the mid-1930s, both the upshot of a marked anticlericalism within the nation’s political elite, to whom the Church was a foe of the
Revolution and inhibitor of social progress. In 1927, when tensions between the federal
government and the Catholic Church were at their peak, Vera was forced into exile in the
United States, and before long several Church dependencies were shut down, including
the Puebla City orphanage.154 Having returned from Los Angeles, Mary came to the
rescue, taking in many of the orphans at the spacious house that the Jenkins now
occupied at 2 Poniente 106 – one of the stately, balconied mansions of downtown Puebla
– and finding homes for the others. Among the girls she took in was Amelia García,
known as Mia, who joined the home permanently as a maid, becoming in turn a nanny, a
cook, and eventually the anchor of the Jenkins household.155 William played his part
during the second period of repression by paying for young men from Puebla’s
Palafoxian Seminary to continue their studies in the United States.156
Despite the rise of anti-clericalism and bouts of persecution, in the pious city of
Puebla the Catholic Church remained a revered symbol and potent social force. This is
what prompted Calles, on his presidential campaign tour, to criticize the city as “levítica”
(churchy), and popular piety was well evident on the eve of Vera’s investiture, when
crowds of thousands greeted his train and escorted him from the station to the cathedral,
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prompting El Universal to comment on the city’s “profound Catholicism.”157 The help
that his American Protestant family afforded the Church during its times of trial was a
signal that, whatever his differences of background and faith, Jenkins was taking
seriously his social responsibilities as a wealthy Pueblan. In Pedro Vera y Zuria, Jenkins
had the most eminent of advocates, the kind who might convince a Spanish widow that
this American would make a trustworthy creditor, who might inform a left-leaning
governor that, contrary to reputation, this landowner actually showed a real concern for
the poor – look at his support for orphanages, churches, and country schools – and so
should not be singled out for tax reassessment or land confiscation.

Jenkins developed concentric rings of protection around Atencingo. Some of
them involved tangible muscle, not only the governor, with his judiciary, troops, and
police, but also the federal military chiefs and the plantation’s private militia. Some were
institutional safeguards, such as Atencingo’s protected status (from 1923) as an
Agricultural-Industrial Unit and its legal identity (from 1926) as a limited-liability
company. Some involved “soft power,” such as friendship with archbishops, donations
to charity, and erection of rural schools. There was the Local Agrarian Commision,
whose surveyors were usually more sympathetic to agraristas than their federal
counterparts on the National Commission but were also susceptible to bribery.158 There
were prominent local caciques, political heirs of Zapata and proconsuls of agrarian
reform, who nonetheless might prove willing to compromise. And there was the physical
ring of hills and rain-fed land that enclosed the sugar-growing flatlands, a large quantity
of peripheral terrain that could be surrendered piecemeal as a way of appeasing
agraristas.159 Jenkins’ ability to protect the heart of Atencingo no doubt owed something
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to the stop-start pace of agrarian reform during the 1920s, but he would continue to
successfully shield it in the 1930s, when more radical leadership – first at the state level,
later in the presidency – took and redistributed private land to campesinos with truly
revolutionary fervor. Fundamentally, it was Jenkins’ multipart strategy, a reliance upon
an entire gamut of mutually-beneficial relations and hegemonic practices, that explains
how an American succeeded in developing an unusually large and productive plantation
during an era in which large numbers of landowners, especially foreigners, were seeing
their rural assets diminish.
Jenkins’ successful politicking contrasted starkly with the fate of many wealthy
families whose perceived identity as Porfirian elites, and in many cases as Spaniards, was
a liability and indeed had been so since 1911. Their estates were targeted by Zapatistas
during the Revolution; afterwards, they were marked by agraristas, radical governors,
and tax assessors. With the textile sector also sluggish, their debts mounted. Their social
prestige counted for little in the new political order. The unfortunate Díaz Rubín family,
robbed of two heads of family in the space of five years and led by a young Cambridge
graduate who was alien to the new political terrain, could not prevent agrarian reform
from eroding the three San Martín Valley estates they had received in part-exchange for
Atencingo. By the early 1930s, they were left with nothing but the haciendas’ main
houses.160 In many cases, bankruptcies ensued, affecting some of the most prominent
families of the late Porfirian era. As we have seen, the holding company of the Conde y
Conde family went bust in 1922. Headed by the widowed Spanish matriarch Angela,
owners of twenty haciendas and ranches, and possibly the wealthiest family in the state,
the Condes possessed a portfolio so extensive that their crash would reverberate well into
the next decade, when the manager of one of its creditor banks was forced to quit after
writing off a 1.5 million-peso Conde loan.161 Even the wily Marcelino Presno, primary
landlord of the San Martín Valley, found that his Spanish-accented, Porfirian-stained
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vulnerability caught with him eventually. In 1932 he was forced to sell his luxurious
home, half a block from Puebla City’s central plaza, to cover his mounting debts.162
Jenkins’ rise also contrasted with the decline of families whose fortunes were
city-based. In 1921, the Spanish widow Adela Méndez de Gavito, owner of three textile
mills, declared bankruptcy.163 In 1924 the Matienzo family, prominent Pueblans since
the colonial era, lost their storied mill El Patriotismo to the Lebanese up-and-comer
Miguel Abed, who was aided by a loan from Jenkins.164 Owing to another bankruptcy,
Jenkins claimed the crown jewel of Puebla’s retail outlets, La Ciudad de México.
A short step from the central plaza, this French immigrant-owned department
store was the epitome of Porfirian opulence and Europhilia, the very essence of
modernité. Sixteen years in the planning, and built with wrought-iron stanchions
imported from Paris, La Ciudad de México encompassed two spacious floors, linked by a
grand, bifurcated staircase. The store was bedecked with French and British fashions,
accessories, and shoes, along with beauty products, household goods, furniture, and
oriental rugs. Le tout Puebla came there to shop. Unfortunately for its backers, this retail
palace opened its doors in the inauspicious year of 1910. In 1911, spooked by war, most
investors dropped out. Adrian Reynaud was left to hold the fort. Reynaud was a very
wealthy man, but he still needed a partner.165 Leon Signoret, one of the country’s richest
Frenchmen, came to the rescue first, but after seven years of losses he bailed out too.
With few banks operating and none willing to lend, Reynaud turned to Jenkins, who in
1919 loaned 500,000 pesos in cash. The hapless Reynaud later fell victim to
embezzlement by a fellow Frenchman, and in 1927, bankrupt, he had to close the store
and relinquish the building. Jenkins eventually leased the space to another clothier, and
so it became known as Las Fábricas de Francia. Already, however, Jenkins had
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registered the holding company under a different name, the self-assurance of which
cannot have been lost upon old-money Pueblans each time it was mentioned in the press:
Imperial Building, Inc.166

The Empire of Atencingo
The years 1924-25 signaled a crossroads for Jenkins. On one hand, his mansion
in Los Angeles was finally completed and his protector Obregón was stepping down. On
the other, Atencingo was starting to fulfill its potential, and the rings of protection woven
around it now seemed strong enough to defend against radical politicians and militant
agraristas. Some of that protection depended on personal relationships and debts, but
there was much that was set in stone, most importantly the estate’s status as an
Agricultural-Industrial Unit, which shielded its irrigated heartland from expropriation.
So, if Jenkins was still sincere about selling up and rejoining Mary in Los Angeles, this
was the time to do it. He did try hard to find buyers, or so he later claimed, but evidently
he found no takers at a price he thought just. By the end of 1925 he had invested $5
million in the enterprise, so presumably he wanted at least that in return.167 Exactly who,
beyond the government or a foreign investor, had sufficient capital for such a purchase is
unclear. Entrepreneurial generals like Aarón Sáenz and Abelardo Rodríguez might have
shown an interest – they could have bought using inside access to private or public
finance – but Puebla’s volatile politics and agrarista activism were no doubt off-putting.
An equally likely obstacle to Jenkins’ selling out was that things were simply
going too well. Output and productivity were soaring, and Atencingo had overtaken
Calipam, once the pride of the last Porfirian governor, to become the top sugar producer
in Puebla. Jenkins was a farmer at heart, or liked to think of himself that way, and the
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growth of Atencingo, in both size and yield, must have thrilled him.168 Doubly so, for his
success was a vindication, made all the sweeter by the fact that his old-money neighbors
were now starting to quit.
One by one, undone by agraristas, bankruptcy, and competition from Atencingo,
the Spanish grandees of Puebla (or more often their widows) surrendered to the American
their Matamoros Valley estates. William and Mary would later tell their daughters that
there was justice in all this, as these were the same snobbish families who had once
snubbed them.169 From southwest to northeast up the wide valley, Jenkins came to own
Lagunillas, a sister estate of Atencingo, acquired at the same time; Atencingo itself; and
San Guillermo Jaltepec, bought in 1924 from José Peláez y de Teresa, a Spaniard who
lost interest after seven villages were provisionally awarded pieces of it. In fact, Jaltepec
was emblematic of the new fluidity in the real estate market: Peláez had only acquired it
the year before, foreclosing on the aristocratic Francisco de Velasco y Almendaro,
Puebla’s last Porfirian mayor and the proud descendent of two Spanish viceroys.170
Proceeding northeast from Jaltepec lay Colón and then Rijo, leased from the De la
Hidalga widow in 1924 and purchased some years later.171 Beyond Rijo were Tatetla and
Teruel, which Jenkins would soon obtain from the widowed and bankrupt Angela Conde
de Conde.172 Due west of Jaltepec lay two further targets, to round out the nine chief
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estates that the Atencingo System, as it was known, would eventually comprise. The
nearest was San Nicolás Tolentino, whose owner Sebastián Benito de Mier, a Porfirian
diplomat and businessman, died in Parisian exile during the Revolution, leaving the estate
to his wife.173 Beyond it lay San Juan Bautista Raboso, which the French immigrant
Maurer family bought, at less than half-price, in 1915. They would lose it twenty years
later when Jenkins, once again, foreclosed upon a loan.174
How large an area Jenkins controlled is hard to define. Since he gave up swaths
of some estates before he took over others, the Atencingo System never reached the
much-cited 300,000 acres reported by David Ronfeldt, which is anyway inflated.175
Francisco Gómez tabulated the estates’ size as of 1921, and while his figures omit two
estates and parts of two others, adding those pieces and factoring smaller ranches that
Jenkins also acquired yields an estimate of 220,000 acres, owned or leased at one time or
another.176 Of that, 37,000 acres were irrigated cane fields, which left a very large
amount of rain-fed land that Jenkins could surrender piece-meal, in negotiations with
agraristas, with little loss to the economic integrity of the plantation. Ronfeldt’s claim
that the Atencingo System represented “the greatest concentration of land under a single
owner in the history of Puebla” is untested, but it rings true.177
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With his politicking and his predatory lending, Jenkins may have had
monopolistic instincts, but his efforts at farming were decidedly entrepreneurial and
required years of hard work. In light of the destruction of mills and neglect of fields
wrought by the Revolution and the sheer size of the combined estate, Jenkins and his
manager Manuel Pérez performed a Herculean labor. To begin, instead of rebuilding all
of the mills the Zapatistas had destroyed, they concentrated the milling and refining
process at Atencingo, salvaging what machinery they could from the likes of Rijo to
augment the central mill, and selling the rest as scrap iron.178 To ferry the cane from the
annexes to the mill at Atencingo, they built a narrow-gauge railroad. The private line ran
more or less parallel to the Morelos-to-Puebla branch of the Interoceanic Railroad and
connected with it, but having their own railroad cut costs: they bought the locomotives
and rolling stock second-hand, they controlled the schedules, and they no longer had to
pay bribes to station masters to secure wagons when needed.179
Some of Jenkins’ investments in other sectors proved useful. His farm implement
joint venture with Diego Kennedy gave him cut-rate access to Emerson-Brantingham
steam tractors and other machines.180 He bought a substantial stake in the Puebla Light
and Power Company, which likely gave Atencingo favorable electricity rates. This
company had a side business selling irrigation pumps, which would have sold them to
Jenkins at a discount – if nothing else, due to the bulk quantity he needed.181 Jenkins’
accumulation of estates made for economies of scale on multiple levels. He was said to
buy fertilizer, nitrates from Chile, by the boatload.182
Of all the assets that Jenkins applied to the resurrection and expansion of
Atencingo, the most important was Manuel Pérez, who doubled as manager and chief
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agronomist. Born in Spain, Pérez had sailed for Cuba as a young man and worked in the
island’s thriving sugar industry. Drafted into the Spanish army during the Cuban War of
Independence and forced to leave afterwards, Pérez then worked at several Mexican
plantations, including Tilapa in the southeast of the state.183 Jenkins’ partnership with
Pérez, begun in around 1921, was a match that would prove decisive to Atencingo’s
phenomenal long-term growth, to the employment of most of the valley’s workforce, and,
it would transpire, to the repression of that workforce and the suppression of the area’s
agraristas.
The expertise that Pérez brought, along with his rigorous – some say despotic –
work ethic, earned him a reputation as Mexico’s best cane agronomist. Right away, he
knew what needed to be done. To help him revive the mill and its fields, and later the
land that Jenkins annexed from his neighbors, Pérez hired away from the Tilapa and
Calipam estates a band of trusted mechanics, smiths, and carpenters. Jenkins brought
down a group of Cajun sugar technicians from Louisiana for each five-month harvest
season, and Pérez employed various foreigners full-time: an American and a Briton to
help rebuild the refinery, a Canadian sugar chemist, a Belgian to run the locomotives,
several Spaniards as annex administrators, another Spaniard as the mill’s chief mechanic,
and a German, who “drank beer like water,” to supervise the tractors.184 Over time, these
technicians would train Mexicans as apprentices and, on retiring, leave them in charge; in
1938, Jenkins would claim there were only three foreigners besides Pérez on the
payroll.185
Pérez repaired the estates’ irrigation systems, supplied by rivers and wells, and
expanded them by building new aqueducts and small dams. Other fields, too swampy for
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use in the past, he drained by cutting trenches with mechanical diggers; still others,
strewn with volcanic rocks from ancient eruptions, he cleared and irrigated for usage. He
experimented with species of cane to draw the best per-acre yield, which depended both
on factors he could not control, such as regularity of rainfall and the chemical balance of
the soil, and on those he could, like irrigation, fertilizers, and pest control. He imported
superior varieties untried in Mexico, from Indonesia, Hawaii, India, and the Philippines;
Jenkins paid for him to visit such places, to learn of new developments and fetch the best
seed. His massive use of nitrate fertilizers was unprecedented in Mexico and helped
achieve spectacular results. By the early 1930s, he was harvesting 120 tonnes per
hectare, double the yield before the Revolution. Manager of the Atencingo System for
twenty-five years, Pérez turned its mill into the most productive refinery in Mexico and
its fields into what was reputed to be the highest-yield plantation in Latin America.186
Jenkins frequently accompanied Pérez as the Spaniard revamped the mill and
improved the fields. Unlike many a Porfirian landowner who had gone before, he was
not inclined to leave all the work to his manager, relaxing at his haciendas when it
pleased him. In the early years he was often at Atencingo for days on end. One Saturday
in 1922, in letter to her Los Angeles housekeeper, Mary bewailed his regular absences:
“Mr. Jenkins is down on that pesky old sugar farm – in fact he is either there or in
Mexico City so much of the time that I had almost as well be in L.A.”187 Even in the
1930s, when he visited only weekly, after delivering the moneybags to the paymaster and
conferring with Pérez in his office, he would spend the rest of the day, accompanied by
one or other of the annex managers, riding on horseback round the fields and tramping
along the irrigation ditches.188
Jenkins’ forte, however, was applying his initiative, in Puebla City and the
nation’s capital, to assembling political protection for his estates and to obtaining finance
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for their development. The funding of Atencingo’s initial resuscitation depended on the
cash Jenkins raised by disposing of other estates, urban properties, and La Corona and its
Querétaro sister mill. But while Atencingo was probably generating a profit as of 1924,
the new challenges posed by reviving Jaltepec, Rijo, and Colón, consolidating them
within the Atencingo System, and perhaps acquiring further estates, would all require
considerable new sums. Fortunately for Jenkins, his need to borrow coincided with a big
improvement in Mexico’s financial landscape, owing inter alia to U.S. diplomatic
recognition and the establishment of a central bank. During the 1920s, the number of
private banks rose from ten or so to fifty, including half-a-dozen foreign institutions,
among them the Bank of Montreal (which established an office in Puebla), National City
Bank, and Chase Bank. The painfully high interest rates of 24 to 36 percent that
prevailed until 1925 started to fall, reaching 12 percent by 1928.189 To take advantage of
the new availability of credit, Jenkins transformed his plantation from a privately-owned
business to a joint-stock partnership, whose shares (issued “to the bearer”) could be
deposited as collateral for loans. On January 2, 1926, his various Matamoros Valley
investments – the central mill, the estates, and an alcohol factory – became the Atencingo
Civil & Industrial Company, with a shareholders’ equity of 10 million pesos.190
As a partnership, the Atencingo Company was also a safeguard. Jenkins was
suspicious of Calles. Writing to an old Vanderbilt chum the year before, he voiced his
concern about the President: “It is quite true that the present tendencies here are very
strongly radical, and while some pretend to see in the new Government a certain reaction
against these principles, I can’t say that I do.”191 Calles’ support for labor and repression
of the Church aside, his radicalism was more in the bark than the bite, but Jenkins was
not the only U.S. observer to mistake the President’s nationalist rhetoric for policy
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goals.192 At any rate, rolling his business into a partnership gave it a legal foundation as a
Mexican enterprise, which could prove useful were the Atencingo System to prick the
interest of one of Calles’ leftwing agrarian bureaucrats. The partnership was a safeguard
in a second sense, too – it protected Jenkins’ profits from the gaze of Uncle Sam. Until
the Internal Revenue Service finally demanded some answers in 1939, Jenkins, though he
remained a U.S. citizen, paid no U.S. taxes on his Mexican income. The partnership gave
him a ready pretext: he could argue that he reinvested all of its profits in the business, that
it never paid a dividend, and that the net value of the company was actually in constant
decline due to governmental expropriations of tracts of his land.193
A year later Jenkins made another wily move, setting up a corporation to handle
most of his other activities: the Investments of Puebla Company, S.A. Started up with a
relatively modest 1 million pesos, Investments of Puebla would function as Jenkins’ real
estate and venture capital vehicle for the rest of his life. It would enter a host of sectors,
from urban development to Mexico’s fledgling chemical industry. It also held properties
in California: the mansion he had built for Mary, apartment buildings in downtown Los
Angeles (which Elizabeth managed when she came of age), and the fruit ranch in
Hanford he had bought for his father. Since the ranch lost money and the L.A. properties
could be amortized over time, and since some of the corporation’s Mexican investments
were funded by loans, Jenkins could claim that Investments of Puebla was not in a
condition to yield dividends, and hence not in a position to pay taxes.194
On the sales side, Jenkins saw that instability in prices – subject to fluctuations in
global markets and the local uncertainties of weather and rival product from other states –
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could be tempered via a regional trust. In 1926 he joined with Harold Skipsey, an
English planter in Veracruz, to form a cartel for both states, the Agencia de Ventas de
Azúcar del Sur, S.A. Though Skipsey was president, Jenkins dominated. The need for
coordination was pressing, as sugar was now in the middle of a three-year glut and the
southern mills faced cut-rate rivalry from planters in the north and west. 195 The agency
was not a great success, as the emergence of separate regional cartels tended to foment
competition between them, driving industry-wide prices lower. Still, Atencingo more
than made up for price oscillations with its soaring output.196
Under Jenkins, the Atencingo System became the largest industrial enterprise in
Puebla, measured by its investment, $5 million, and by its workforce.197 By 1927,
Jenkins had a payroll of around 3,500: overseers, technicians, mill workers, and, much
the most numerous, the cane-cutters, who sweated hacking stalks with their machetes for
five months then helped with irrigation and maintenance during the off-season.198 In
1928, Atencingo became the second-largest sugar producer in Mexico, outranked only by
Los Mochis of Sinaloa, the property of another tough American, B.F. Johnston. Output
was now 12,000 tonnes, having more than doubled in five years, and successive harvests
continued to surge: 17,000… 22,000… and 29,000 tonnes in 1931.199 The larger and
more efficient the Jenkins-Pérez operation grew, the harder it was for neighbors to
compete. So the Maurer family found, committed though they were to investing in their
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plantation. When they sold Raboso in 1935, their capitulation signaled the end of the
Matamoros Valley’s independent mills.200 The sugar empire of Atencingo was complete.

Beyond all of the hard work, vision, and tenacity involved, beyond all of Jenkins’
savvy dealings with Obregón and calibrated arrangements with governors and military
chiefs, there was an extra ingredient in Atencingo’s success: the threat and perpetration of
violence. At the very least, it involved a willingness on the part of Jenkins, Pérez, and
their dependents to meet guns with guns. At worst, it involved premeditated killing.
Almost no-one writing about Atencingo – historian, sociologist, anthropologist, journalist
– has omitted to relay accusations, gleaned through interviews, of threats, assaults, and
murder instigated by Jenkins or Pérez. The violence, perpetrated by private militia
(guardias blancas), hired assassins, even co-opted Zapatistas, is said to have served two
basic purposes. The first was to goad or force landowners into selling their property to
Jenkins.201 The second was to intimidate or eliminate trouble-makers: agrarista activists,
union organizers, or campesinos who refused to fall in line.202
What is clear from the evidence of newspaper reports and archival records is that,
during the 1920s and 1930s and beyond, a large number of people were killed in the
Matamoros Valley and that the vast majority of them were poor or of modest means. It is
also clear that Jenkins had something to gain from many of these killings. But it is
equally true that, after his kidnapping, Jenkins was the subject of an ever-more elaborate
black legend, which led some to suspect him of complicity whenever a murder was
committed, whatever the evidence might suggest. It is also true that, during the same
period, the Atencingo region like much of the rest of Puebla was bristling with firearms
and echoing with violence: uprisings, banditry, xenophobic assaults; feuds ancient and
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modern over land and water; and the everyday forms of murder that people anywhere
commit, spawned of jealousy, adultery, drunkenness, insult.
What is not clear is how much of the violence is actually attributable to Jenkins.
The archival record of accusations is much slighter than one would expect for a man of
such ill repute. Nor is it clear, where violence occurred to the benefit of the Atencingo
Company, who exactly was responsible, where in the chain of command the orders
originated, whether or not the killing was a speculative action committed in hope of
currying favor. Nor indeed – contrary to the assumptions of most accounts of this era – is
it clear that a campesino riddled with bullets was always and only a victim. Violence was
common currency in the Matamoros Valley. Country folk were divided among
themselves along all sorts of lines: hacienda worker or leaseholder versus agrarista,
garrisoned soldier versus villager, loyalist of one general versus loyalist of a rival,
member of one union versus member of another. Decades after Jenkins was gone, a 90year old former peon recalled: “Hubo harta matazón. Estábamos bien divididos.”203
There was plenty of killing. We were thoroughly divided.
To attempt to distinguish fact from fiction, or at least the probable from the
improbable, we have to go back to the beginning.
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Chapter 5: Resistance at Atencingo
I am resolved to struggle against everything and everybody…
Emiliano Zapata, Letter to Gildardo Magaña, 19111
Don Manuel: “And the 11,000 arrobas of sugar, my lord Count? I’ll have to
whip them harder. I’ll have to put many blacks in the stocks.”
The Count: “Why tell me that? It’s your business – you’re the overseer!”
Tomás Gutiérrez Alea, La Última Cena

Blood in the Sugar Fields
One summer’s day in 1922, some six months after completing his purchase of
Atencingo, William Jenkins saw three of his employees shot to death by agraristas.2 The
trouble started in early June, when peasant farmers from the hamlet of Lagunillas took
possession of a fifty-acre tract of Atencingo land, after the mayor of Chietla had issued an
edict deeming it to be fallow. Under Obregón’s 1921 Law of Idle Lands, such fields
were a legitimate target for seizure and redistribution among campesinos. But the Law
also provided safeguards for landowners and protection for fields deliberately left to
recuperate between plantings, so its application was replete with gray areas, and petitions
for such land had to proceed through state and federal channels. Jenkins appealed against
the Chietla edict, and Gov. Froylán Manjarrez, intent on maintaining due process, ordered
the Lagunillas villagers to leave his land. The campesinos refused and carried on
planting their corn. After a month of stalemate, Manjarrez dispatched his brother David
to try to solve the problem.3
On July 3, David Manjarrez arrived at the disputed fields with what must have
struck the campesinos working there as an unpromising and intimidating entourage.
With him were Jenkins, the Atencingo manager Diego Kennedy, various employees
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bearing arms, and several others driving tractors. Manjarrez announced that he had come
to put a stop to the field work, and Jenkins’ men began to measure the area already
planted so the campesinos might receive compensation; later, his tractors ploughed up the
fields to destroy the seedlings. Among the Lagunillas villagers present that day was
Celestino Espinosa, a rancher from Chietla who had earned a reputation as a defender of
campesino rights.4 He and two others, Margarito Rodríguez and José Campos, had often
dealt with the state’s land-granting Agrarian Commission and the three of them tried to
argue the villagers’ case, but Manjarrez was adamant. There then arrived a former
Zapatista general, Gil Vega. Claiming to be Lagunillas’ chief representative, Vega joined
the argument, but Manjarrez reproached him and refused to recognize his authority.
Stung by Manjarrez’ rebuke – and, according to one newspaper, stirred by drink –
Vega drew his gun, and Rodríguez and Campos drew theirs. They began shooting at
Jenkins’ men and gave chase to Diego Kennedy.5 When the smoke had cleared, one of
Jenkins’ men was dead, two were fatally wounded, and the assailants had fled for refuge
in Chietla. Initial rumors claimed that Jenkins too was hit, but these proved false.
Whether or not Jenkins’ men returned fire is unclear, but no news report
mentioned further casualties. Nor did Vega. What is most compelling about this incident
– besides refuting traditional assumptions that Jenkins’ pistoleros were always the
aggressors – is the fact that the most detailed account of it comes from Vega himself.
Nine days later, having returned home to Lagunillas, Vega wrote to his former
commander, Gen. Francisco Mendoza Palma, requesting he plead his case before
President Obregón. Mendoza was a reputable man, formerly one of Zapata’s senior
officer, now a Divisional General in the federal army.6 In soliciting such a man’s help,
honesty was the best policy, so Vega gave a remarkably candid version of events. He
took responsibility for the three deaths. He also acknowledged Manjarrez’ intent to
4
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compensate the ousted campesinos; he even admitted that the ruling on idle lands came
from no higher authority than the mayor of Chietla. Mendoza in turn portrayed Vega as
an honorable man who had fought well under his command during the Revolution.
Obregón replied that he could not pardon Vega, adding that it would set a bad precedent
to decree impunity to those who considered legal procedures inferior to the use of force.7
But neither, apparently, did the President insist the former Zapatista be brought to justice.
Fourteen years later, Vega would be mayor of Chietla.
Tensions persisted, and on various sides. The campesinos of Lagunillas
continued to target the fallow land, though now through formal channels. Then there
were campesinos who occupied land close to the mill, having arrived during the war
when Atencingo was in ruins and moved into huts built for its workers. Jenkins wanted
to clear the huts to expand the sugar fields, but by the autumn he found Manjarrez, an
unusually fair-minded governor who considered the interests of all sectors, less disposed
to help him.8 He also suffered a setback when the state legislature approved Lagunillas’
petition for “pueblo” status, a political upgrade that would give it a much firmer legal
basis for seeking grants of hacienda land.9
Soon enough, blood was spilled on the other side of the ledger. In November, an
agrarian activist called Ramón Ariza was murdered. Ariza had helped represent
campesinos in the Atencingo-Chietla region in their efforts to secure hacienda land, and
he was said to have bad relations with Jenkins. His killer was an Atencingo peon.10 Had
Diego Kennedy or the new manager, Manuel Pérez, dispatched the laborer to do the
deed? Or was he acting on his own initiative, seeking to ingratiate himself with his
bosses? Maybe he acted out of a wider self-interest, fearful that seizure of part of the
7
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Atencingo estate would deprive him and his friends of jobs and homes. Whatever the
trigger – and any of these answers are feasible – Ariza’s killing was but an early
indication of the series of political murders to come, in and around the sugar fields of
Jenkins’ Atencingo empire.

During the 1920s and 1930s, in his quest for growth and profits, Jenkins met
resistance on all sides. Campesinos, often moved by resentments dating from the
previous century, sought the redistribution of his land; the Revolution had given them
both the legal tools to make such requests – the Carranza Law of 1915 and its various
improvements, the creation of Agrarian Commissions, the Law of Idle Lands of 1921 –
and a sense of empowerment that came with fighting under Zapata, sacking haciendas,
and occupying, if only briefly, the capital cities of the nation and the state.
Agraristas, as the more ardent campesinos were known, also sought Jenkins’ land
but had limited patience with legal channels; usually led by former Zapatista generals,
they responded to the lethargy of agrarian reform as “land invaders,” occupying fields by
stealth or force of arms.11 Jenkins, holding property rights sacred, considered such moves
to be outrages. But agrarista leaders – some having borne the disappointment of seizing
estates during the war only to be evicted by the federal army – tended to be good
tacticians. Rarely indiscriminate, they preferred those fields already under review at the
state’s Agrarian Commission, hoping that seizing them might expedite or circumvent a
bureaucratic process that could take up to five or ten years. Sometimes the governor
would turf them out, but often both he and the military chief lacked the resources or the
will to do so. So a land invasion was effectively a gambit, especially in the early years,
before Jenkins had consolidated his properties and Pérez had fully marshaled his militia.
If not evicted, agraristas could use physical possession as a bargaining chip with Jenkins.
11
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Since the agraristas were legion, and since, in Obregón’s famous phrase, there was no
general who could resist a cannonball of 50,000 pesos, bargaining is what Jenkins did.12
As the years passed and Mexico’s union movement coalesced as a mighty force,
first under Luis Napoleón Morones and next under Vicente Lombardo Toledano, Jenkins
faced the additional resistance of labor activists. Some being local idealists, inspired by
the writings of Marx or the anarchist Bakunin, others forged by battles to unionize textile
mills in Atlixco, these men – and one remarkable woman – sought to organize both mill
workers and field hands, preferably in a single union. In a revolutionary climate in which
labor’s wages, workplace conditions, and political skills were improving by the year,
Jenkins could not hold back the tide altogether, even in an agricultural setting that much
resembled a feudal fiefdom. Again, he was forced to negotiate.
Jenkins also met resistance at senior levels, from radical governors such as José
María Sánchez and Manuel P. Montes, to leftist-populists, notably the four-year governor
Leonides Andreu Almazán (1929-33). Radicals were the kind to wink at land invasions,
for they favored the rural base from which they came and they hated the landowning elite
as much as they were hated by them. Populists were friends of the campesinos too:
nothing improved a governor’s popular standing like the mass redistribution of land. But
given Puebla’s fiscal penury, they recognized their need for friendship, or at least
tolerance, from the private sector. Almazán was an exceptionally savvy operator, in
whom Jenkins, though 22 years his senior, would more or less meet his match.
Finally, in the 1930s, by which time Jenkins’ wealth had become nationally
conspicuous even as his personal habits remained thrifty, the American faced opposition
from two of Mexico’s presidents: Abelardo Rodríguez and Lázaro Cárdenas. The former
confronted him over contraband alcohol production, and Jenkins’ penchant for tax
evasion got him into serious trouble. Cárdenas provided the biggest test of all,
threatening to expropriate the entire Atencingo System. This was a test that would prove
12
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quite emphatically the value of Jenkins’ carefully nurtured symbiosis with the state
government and, as coincidence would have it, with the most venal, egotistical, and
murderous governor in Puebla’s bloody history.
The cover that Jenkins gained through his interdependent relationships – with
Obregón, Puebla’s governors, its military commanders and archbishops – does much to
explain his success in consolidating the Atencingo System and retaining its sugargrowing core. But such protections only account in small part for the highly profitable
running of Atencingo on a day-to-day basis, the company’s capacity to keep order over
employees and neutralize labor organizers, and its ability to expand its cane fields at the
expense of Porfirian landowners and also, in some cases, smaller-scale ranchers and
campesinos. These achievements and acquisitions depended on finely-balanced practices
of discipline, negotiation, charity, and intimidation. This is the story of what happened
on the ground.

Zapatistas and their Power Brokers
The country folk of the Matamoros Valley frequently styled themselves
Zapatistas. Many of them had indeed fought under Zapata, or under local leaders
affiliated with him, but the grievances that motivated their activism had roots stretching
back three or four generations. Traditional readings of the nineteenth century and its
relationship to the Revolution place the origins of widespread rural unrest with the Lerdo
Law of 1856. Authored by treasury minister Miguel Lerdo de Tejada and supported by
future president Benito Juárez, both committed liberals, the Lerdo Law was an attempt to
modernize agriculture by privatizing corporately-held land, specifically the holdings of
the Catholic Church and farmland owned communally by thousands of indigenous
villages. The liberals’ hope was that by bringing vast amounts of arable land into the
market economy and encouraging campesinos to farm for surplus rather than subsistence
the country’s agricultural output would increase, supporting an economic growth that had
eluded the war-ravaged nation since independence. They also hoped to turn communal
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campesinos into U.S.-style yeoman farmers, who would not only produce a surplus for
profit but use that revenue to enter the consumer economy.
In practice, the Lerdo Law was doubly flawed. First, it sought to dismantle a
landholding system common to Mexico’s indigenous peoples since before the Spanish
conquest; communal ownership, like other collective practices such as religious festivals,
was central to campesino culture and identity. “Modernization,” effectively an elite
project to reform Mexico’s economy in the image of the United States, France, or Britain,
was not an aim shared by most campesinos. Second, the Law came to be exploited by
landed elites and foreign investors, who through purchase or predatory lending, and often
with the aid of a venal judiciary, obtained vast amounts of land. Such exploitation
reached its peak during the dictatorship of Porfirio Díaz. By one estimate, communal
villages retained just two percent of Mexico’s arable land by 1900, down from twentyfive percent in 1850.13
Historians have traditionally attributed the mass participation of Mexico’s
peasantry in the Revolution, above all, to resentments fuelled by land losses and the state
of debt peonage in which many campesinos soon found themselves. But as Mauricio
Tenorio and Aurora Gómez have recently argued, many long-standing assumptions about
the Porfiriato lack a sturdy foundation in scholarship.14 Much of what we think we know
about Díaz’ 35-year reign owes directly or indirectly to “official” histories, which for
decades described the Revolution as an inevitable and commonly-shared response to
political centralization, economic liberalism, alienation of the poor, and dictatorship.15
There remains, for example, little study of how exactly the Lerdo Law was exploited to
the detriment of campesinos and, in the populous center and south of Mexico, how much
land was taken.16 This is certainly the case for southwest Puebla – including its
Matamoros Valley sugar region – whose Porfirian history lacks a comprehensive study.
13
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There is now a scholarly consensus that reasons for joining the Revolution were in most
cases profoundly local and hence diverse; in some cases, autonomy was more pressing an
issue than land.17 On the other hand, the evidence that emerges about haciendas owned
by Jenkins suggests that Matamoros-area villages harbored resentments over land and
water rights that indeed fit the traditional story of Porfirian dispossession.18
The hamlet of Lagunillas, whose quest for a fifty-acre tract of Atencingo resulted
in the bloody confrontation of 1922, had been seeking this particular plot since before the
Revolution, when it belonged to Ángel Díaz Rubín; evidently Díaz Rubín had obtained it
from their forebears by duplicitous means.19 The Matamoros Valley’s most powerful
landlords, Vicente and Agustín de la Hidalga, similarly took advantage of the Lerdo Law
to enlarge their Haciendas Colón, Rijo, and Matlala. They also gained control over
several of the Valley’s rivers and ensured their peons were bound to their estates by
debt.20 In 1923, the village of San Nicolás Tenexcalco gained the restitution of 1,000
acres of land once taken from it by the Hacienda Jaltepec.21
The most detailed analysis of the sugar zone’s history, Francisco Gómez’
anthropological study Gente de azúcar y agua, unearths numerous records of landlords
buying tracts from smallholders and acquiring water rights from indigenous communities
between 1882 and 1910.22 As to the legality or ethics of such moves, the paper trail is
mostly suggestive rather than conclusive. Gómez speculates, for example, that Agustín
de la Hidalga was able to buy river water rights from three pueblos in quick succession
because the state government forced the village leaders’ hands. In light of De la
17
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Hidalga’s friendship with Gov. Mucio Martínez, for they were co-investors in the
Calipam plantation, such speculation is feasible.23 The only alternative explanation, and
one supported by the generosity of the contracts’ terms (at least two of them surrendered
river access not in part but in full), is that certain leaders overrode community interests in
exchange for a personal pay-off.24 Similarly, the frequent purchase of pueblo or barrio
land by middle-class townspeople in Izúcar or Chietla, who in turn sold their tracts to
landlords like Sebastian Mier, reveals speculation that, while not illegal, deprived
campesinos of a fair price for their properties;25 in fact, these speculators may well have
been predatory lenders. The Díaz Rubíns were another family that exploited the Lerdo
Law. Before acquiring Hacienda Atencingo, Ángel’s elder brother José bought a slew of
fields and orchards from two indigenous pueblos, which Gómez persuasively interprets as
speculative moves.26
Occasionally the evidence of abuse is more concrete and more damning. In one
1896 case, confirmed by the federal government, Hacienda Raboso illicitly altered the
flow of a river to increase its share of water at the expense of barrio-dwellers on the edge
of Izúcar. In 1912, Hacienda San Nicolás Tolentino cut off much of the water of the
villagers of Tatetla, merely because its manager considered their supply to exceed their
needs.27 Even when the poor managed to recover their rights, as they did in the Izúcar
case, such episodes can only have sewn distrust and hatred between haciendas and
neighboring communities.28 From William Jenkins’ perspective, of course, the history of
the land and its water rights was irrelevant. He paid good money for his properties, he
had the legal documents to prove his ownership, and if there was any trouble he had
many a senior authority on his side.
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After Zapata rose up in late 1910, many of the villagers of the Matamoros Valley
joined his movement. Their resentments were similar to those of their Morelos
neighbors: loss of land to the sugar haciendas, infringement upon water rights, and
erosion of their time-honored autonomy by the political machine of the Díaz dictatorship.
Their goals were similar too: recovery of lost assets, vengeance upon the haciendas where
many had been forced by deprivation or debt to work, and a restoration of village selfrule.29 But in their warring there was an important difference. Zapata may have flirted
with a national program, notably when his forces joined Pancho Villa’s in taking Mexico
City in 1914, but at heart his goals were tied to his home state.30 This strategy left his
Pueblan allies in political limbo; they would have to forge “Land and Freedom” for
themselves, with little hope of doing so through formal government.
The problem for Puebla’s Zapatistas was that theirs was a much larger state than
Morelos, its economy more diverse, its terrain more fragmented. Northern sierras, central
plains, southern hill country, and the sugar zone that was the local Zapatista base all
threw up leaders disjointed by geography as well as ideology. None, including the
Carrancista government in Puebla City, gained a following broad enough to achieve
overall prominence, and due to local resistance to orders from Morelos, Zapata had been
unable to appoint a Puebla field marshal.31 Since no leader commanded much allegiance
beyond a day’s horse ride, the post-revolutionary political map that emerged in the
southwest comprised dozens of well-armed fiefdoms, some no bigger than a village and
its surrounding fields. Most were run by a “general” – Zapata had awarded the rank so
liberally the new regime often refused to recognize it – whose power rested as much upon
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his social status before the war as his achievements in it and whose loyalties were local.
These men were known as caciques.32
Once a Caribbean Arawak term, cacique was applied by conquistadors to any
indigenous chieftain or nobleman in the Viceroyalty of New Spain; some intermarried
with Spaniards, giving their line the distinction of lighter skin.33 With independence in
1821, when towns and villages began to elect mayors, cacique evolved into broader label
for local power brokers; they occasionally held office but generally persisted as informal
bosses who controlled the vote. Relatively rich, and often holding private land, they
bequeathed their status as well as their wealth to their sons. After 1910, the more
ambitious caciques took the Revolution and the power vacuum of its aftermath as an
opportunity to expand their domains across swaths of their respective states, at first
militarily and later at the ballot box, in elections for state congress, federal congress, or
even the governor’s seat. To what extent their motives consisted of Zapata-style altruism
versus dreams of power and self-enrichment is often hard to gauge and certainly varied
according to the leader, but no cacique could hope to get very far without delivering land
to his base communities, at the very least to his retinue of campesinos-turned-soldiers.34
Most caciques started out as agraristas; over time, many allowed their ideals to slide and
their assets to rise.35 Whether great or modest in might, they reaped and retained support
through a mix of tangible gains, coercion, and populism – land invasions, given their soso rate of success, were populist gestures as much as tactical ploys.
As coercive populists who appointed mayors and enriched themselves but still
delivered material benefit to their constituencies, caciques were little different from the
political bosses of many a U.S. city. Jenkins, with his general disdain for politicians,
32
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surely recognized the type. His home state of Tennessee boasted two of the most
eminent: Edward Crump of Memphis and Hilary Howse of Nashville.36 The main
contrast, aside from the smaller populations of their domains, was that Mexico’s bosses
were hardened by battle and not squeamish about personal involvement in violence.
Among the Zapatista caciques of southwestern Puebla, a handful stood out as able
to project power beyond their home towns. Foremost of these was Gen. Sabino P.
Burgos of Chietla, the town nearest the heart of the Atencingo System; his sphere of
influence extended to Izúcar. They also included Gen. Ricardo Reyes Márquez of
Acatlán, forty miles southeast of Atencingo; and to the north near Atlixco, Gen. Fortino
Ayaquica (he of whom the legislator Soto y Gama had said he would rather be shorn of
his testicles than see him punished for a landowner’s murder).37 More locally-confined
caciques whose activism had a bearing on Atencingo included Gen. Gil Vega of
Lagunillas, the trigger-happy leader of the skirmish of 1922.38 Then there were men
who, though neither generals nor caciques, were prominent community leaders in the
struggle for land, notably Celestino Espinosa and his wife Dolores Campos, in Chietla.39
All these people had reason to loathe Jenkins. The gringo represented a persistence of
foreign-born landowning elites: he had friends in high places, he engaged aggressively in
commercial agriculture, and he resisted agrarista designs on land and water. Not all
these people, however, remained pure in their antipathy.
Ayaquica, a former Atlixco textile worker who had distinguished himself under
Zapata, seemed to stay steadfastly revolutionary. The federal government tried to buy his
cooperation – he retained 150 agraristas under his command and the state helped pay for
their upkeep – but his apparent sponsorship of the Roberto Maurer killing in 1925
36
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showed he wanted no compromise with landowners, and in 1930 he was said still to be
stirring up agrarista activism around Atlixco.40 Yet with his core constituency merely
bordering Jenkins’ northernmost estate, Ayaquica’s bearing upon the Atencingo System
was only incidental. In 1924, a group of armed agraristas backed by both Ayaquica and
the mayor of Chietla invaded Atencingo, interrupting the harvest and scaring the peons
into downing their tools. After two weeks Jenkins was able to oust them, but it took a
combination of carrot and stick. A police force dispatched by the Governor came to his
aid, yet Jenkins also gave the invaders some land and even a little money.41 Again, a
well-planned land invasion could prove a useful bargaining position, at least in these
early years before Atencingo was better guarded. Thereafter, perhaps because it was
better guarded, Ayaquica left Jenkins alone.
Reyes Márquez’ home base of Acatlán was further away, but his ambitions were
greater. In politics, he became a federal congressman. In business, he accrued an
estimated fortune of a quarter of a million dollars (accrued rather than earned, for his
favored method was theft: cattle, houses, sugar estates – where he put his soldiers to work
– and even a power plant). In time of war, Reyes switched sides as it suited him. During
the Revolution, he only allied his troops with Zapata in October 1914, when the
Zapatistas were at the peak of their power; earlier he had supported the reactionary
Huerta, and in late 1915 he jumped ship again and joined Carranza. During the De la
Huerta revolt of 1923-24, no lesser an accuser than Ayaquica claimed that Reyes had
recruited soldiers in the name of the federal government and then fought for the rebels.
After another month, Reyes was back on the federal side.42
40
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Jenkins was observing Reyes and knew he could be bought; in a consular dispatch
he confirmed the cacique had joined the De la Huerta revolt. He was also aware that this
grasping general deemed Atencingo within his zone of influence. Reyes had held an
army posting that included the Matamoros Valley in 1921; three years later he was
recruiting troops in Izúcar.43 The fact that, for all his muscle-flexing and acquisitiveness,
there are no reports of Reyes moving upon any of Jenkins’ property strongly suggests that
they came to an arrangement. That was easily done, for Reyes’ ownership of sugar
properties meant that Jenkins was in a position to do him favors: through his distribution
cartel, he could handle the sale of Reyes’ product. More concretely, a 7,000-acre
hacienda near Acatlán that Jenkins acquired in the early 1920s soon came into the hands
of Reyes. In addition, Reyes managed another estate that belonged to the Artasánchez
family. But the Artasánchez interests were textile mills and their home base was Puebla
City; how did they connect with Reyes down in Acatlán? Jenkins supplies the link: Juan
Artasánchez’ son Luis was one of his tennis partners at the Club Alpha.44
Most crucial of all was Jenkins’ relationship with the local bigwig, Sabino P.
Burgos, who from his base in Chietla dominated the Matamoros Valley between Izúcar
and the Morelos border. Compared to Ayaquica, a recurrent actor in John Womack’s
famous biography of Zapata, and Reyes Márquez, whose Defense Ministry file is stacked
with complaints, little is known about Burgos’ revolutionary career. He is barely
mentioned by Womack and his Defense file is missing. But he did fight under Zapata,
gained the rank of general, and then returned to Chietla, where some of his land bordered
Jenkins’ Hacienda Jaltepec. After the Revolution the federal budget was too stretched to
maintain a full-strength army, so Obregón let a number of caciques retain personal posses
that might be called upon in time of need, simultaneously hoping to retain their loyalty.
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Burgos was one such beneficiary, permitted to keep fifty men under arms.45 By 1927 he
was in the federal congress as alternate deputy to none other than Soto y Gama, the great
Zapatista ideologue, and in 1928 he was named in an Interior Ministry memo as one of
seven eminent caciques in the state. That same year, press reports said that Burgos had
long controlled Chietla’s town council, that his fifty soldiers terrorized the populace, and
that he charged bribes for everything.46 Evidently, Burgos was a man worth befriending.
In 1925, after yet another land invasion, Jenkins told President Calles he had
decided to surrender 42,000 acres from the Atencingo and Jaltepec estates, giving the
terrain to campesinos of the Chietla area to be farmed communally. Having rejected such
overtures in the past, the agraristas involved soon let it be known they accepted Jenkins’
offer and would now respect his cane fields.47 Even though his action was in part a
decision not to contest a series of grants, it was a highly unusual move, for the general
record shows Jenkins making an issue of every acre. It was unlikely a straightforward
tactic to get agraristas off his back: such a generous deal would set a bad precedent, there
would be no guarantee that as sons came of age the campesinos would not demand more,
and anyway the land he was surrendering included none of the fertile irrigated tracts the
agraristas most desired.48 A 2,600-acre section apportioned to San Nicolás Tenexcalco
included just 235 acres of arable terrain, the rest being hills and scrubland.49
Jenkins’ decision involved a deal with Burgos. The American could respond to
land invasions by summoning troops and making piecemeal donations, but it was much
better to prevent them from happening in the first place, and if anyone could control the
agraristas it was the neighborhood cacique. At the time, Jenkins’ chief protector,
Obregón, had just departed the presidency and the Puebla governorship was still a
45
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revolving door, so a well-armed local ally was crucial. And allies they became. Land
invasions at Jenkins’ sugar estates more or less ceased.50 During the 1927 GómezSerrano rebellion, when discontented officers rose up against Calles and the fighting
spilled over into Puebla, it was Burgos who defended Atencingo against possible ransack
by rebels.51 Most tellingly of all, Burgos tried to further his power in 1933 by founding a
Puebla-wide Campesino Social Union, which critics derided as an effort to undermine the
state’s Campesino Confederation, a more radical body; a leftwing newsweekly published
a copy of the lease for the Burgos union’s Puebla offices, and there at the foot of the
contract, signing as the guarantor, was one William O. Jenkins.52 The accompanying
article accused Jenkins of having given Chietla’s campesinos nothing but hills and barren
ground and Burgos of having betrayed the agrarian cause by accepting Jenkins’ bribes
and fronting an association that served his purposes of political division. Burgos, it said,
possessed “the grim face of Judas.”
Cooperative caciques like Burgos may well have afforded Jenkins further uses.
In later years it was claimed that Jenkins had stirred agraristas against his neighboring
landowners, exacerbating their economic crises, from which he would then offer himself
as a rescuer. In borrowing funds from him, the old elite unwittingly set up their
haciendas for future foreclosure.53 There is no concrete evidence of such plotting, nor is
there any record of allegations against Jenkins by disaffected former plantation owners,
but circumstantial evidence is suggestive. One may recall the plight of the widow De la
Hidalga, who amid constant agrarista aggressions leased Jenkins the Haciendas Colón

50

One exception was a brief invasion in 1929 of La Magdalena, a ranch annexed to La Galarza; located
north of Izúcar, the area was less under Burgos’ influence; El Universal, 2 Dec. 1929, p.1.
51
La Opinión, 8 Oct. 1942, p.2.
52
Burgos to Rodríguez, Puebla, 22 Mar. 1933, AGN, Presidential files of Abelardo L. Rodríguez (hereafter,
AGN ALR), Exp. 08/102; Miguel Hidalgo Salazar to Rodríguez, Puebla, 12 July 1933, ibid.; Ixtahuac (n.d.
[1934]), pp.71f, AGN, Presidential files of Lázaro Cárdenas (hereafter, AGN LC), Exp. 544.4/227.
53
Ronfeldt, Atencingo, 10; Crespo, Historia del azúcar, II:828f.

200

and Rijo in 1924.54 In fact, Burgos was but one of four or five leading Zapatistas of the
Matamoros Valley who sooner or later collaborated with Jenkins.55

Celestino and Doña Lola
Jenkins’ alliances with caciques distinguished his reign in the Matamoros Valley
from the era of the Porfirians, ensconced as they were in Puebla City. A lack of interest
in such politicking helps explain why the estates of the Díaz Rubíns, Condes, and De la
Hidalgas were so vulnerable to destruction during the Revolution.56 Jenkins’ local
strategy nicely complemented his relationships with state and federal governments; it
formed the innermost of the concentric rings of protection that he span around Atencingo.
However, Jenkins’ accommodations with ex-Zapatistas put an end neither to agrarista
designs on his property nor to conflicts with his neighbors. As was true of rural Mexico
in general, the local campesinos were by no means of a single mind. Nor were they
sheep willing to be goaded by whichever gun-toting cacique happened to hold sway over
their municipality. In the Matamoros Valley, many were unsubmissive to Burgos and his
ilk. They were not content with farming land that, if not entirely barren, was merely rainfed, when 35,000 lush acres of cane fields remained tantalizingly within their view.
Chietla was a hot-bed of unrest and factionalism. During the 1920s, two of its
police chiefs were murdered, and when a third was gravely assaulted the attackers were
said to be nephews of Burgos; in all three cases no-one was caught.57 Some agraristas
(whether Burgos cronies or independent operators, the record does not say) threatened
those peasants that resisted their calls to join land invasions. At one point, Chietla’s
mayor tried to hit a number of Atencingo peons with fifty-peso fines; they had refused to
take part in political agitation, including what they termed a scheme by the mayor to sew
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division among campesinos.58 Of course, division was already sewn by the mere
existence of the Atencingo System. Much of the population of the Chietla municipality
lived not in the town but in settlements upon the estates where they worked: Atencingo,
Lagunillas, Jaltepec. These “peones acasillados” (literally, hut-dwelling peons) could
vote for Chietla’s mayor but could not, by law, petition for hacienda land, so naturally
their loyalties tended to cleave to their source of wage and shelter.59
Prominent among Chietla’s true believers was Celestino Espinosa.60 Celestino
was a successful middle-aged livestock rancher, radicalized by his experiences of the
Revolution into support for the cause of the landless. This was an unusual stand, for
Mexico’s small and upwardly-mobile class of ranchers rarely sided with impoverished
campesinos – who were vastly the rural majority – in their quest for communal land.61
When Huerta seized the presidency in 1913, he retaliated against the Zapatistas by
ordering the burning partisan villages. Celestino, his property damaged by Huerta’s
scorched-earth tactics, only grew more resolute in his Zapatista sympathies. Moving his
livestock into the hills, he continued to supply Zapata’s local forces, and after the
Revolution he was encouraged by Soto y Gama to help campesinos in and around Chietla
lobby for land redistribution. In some 20 villages and hamlets, he and his supporters
managed to organize groups that would petition for grants of hacienda land. How much
Celestino worked in tandem with other agrarista leaders is not clear; even Burgos, at this
early stage, may yet to have opted for compromise.62 What is apparent is that Celestino,
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though a radical, was no hot head; in the Lagunillas skirmish of 1922 he was the only one
of the four agrarista leaders who did not draw his gun on Jenkins’ men.
As remarkable and as radical as Espinosa was his wife, Dolores Campos, whose
name – quite aptly given the road she was to travel – might be translated as Sorrows of
the Fields. Dolores had learned her “three Rs” from a kindly woman whom she served as
a maid when young. Able then to help her father, who rented out horses, she traveled
with him throughout southwestern Puebla and learned how to handle a gun to fend off
bandits. Married in 1895, she raised a son, Rafael, and during the Revolution served as
secretary to Celestino, who like the vast majority of rural Pueblans remained illiterate but
wished to support Zapata’s troops further with inspirational letters. Her secretarial skills
were put to yet greater use within Celestino’s organizing campaign, as she studied the
new agrarian laws and helped draw up the documents with which hacienda-based hamlets
(rancherías) like Lagunillas could attain consideration for land grants by first gaining
recognition as villages (pueblos). The villagers’ descendants would claim that neither
Dolores nor Celestino charged them for their help.
Celestino’s work as an agrarista became more official when many communities
named him as their representative before the state’s Agrarian Commission, which was
now under the thumb of the sympathetic Gov. Froylán Manjarrez. In late 1923 he took
time off to lead 300 men in helping put down the De la Huerta rebellion, which earned
him the favor of President Obregón. By 1924, despite resistance, personal death threats,
and the murder of several activists and agrarian officials, he had managed to obtain a
number of land grants on his clients’ behalf.63 Presumably, his success was a factor
behind Jenkins’ decision to surrender the 42,000 acres. But Celestino’s efforts were
interrupted late that year when the rancher died from an illness; had he lived, Chietla’s
campesinos might not have had to settle for grants of so much barren terrain and hillside.
It fell to his wife and son to continue his work.
Rafael Espinosa, now 28, inherited his father’s mantle and the enmity of the
hacienda managers. Jenkins’ right-hand man, Manuel Pérez, had emerged as the most
63

The murders included that of Ramón Ariza in Nov. 1922, noted above. The grants likely included the
2,600 acres awarded to San Nicolás Tenexcalco, also noted above.

203

powerful and feared. According to local lore, Pérez first tried to win Rafael over with
bribery, next hired a pistolero to kill him – a plot that failed when Rafael killed the
assassin – and then arranged to have the young man jailed. Dolores, very ill at the time,
refused Pérez’ offer to secure Rafael’s release in exchange for her cooperation. In 1929,
Rafael was gunned down in a Chietla street by killers in the hire of Sabino P. Burgos.64
Dolores was wounded in the same attack, but she remained undaunted. Aided by her
daughter, she pursued the campesino struggle for farmable land and later helped establish
a union at the Atencingo mill, the Karl Marx Syndicate. The name mirrored Dolores’
deepening convictions, for both she and her daughter were covert members of the
Mexican Communist Party.65 As her ideology took shape, so it seems did her willingness
to meet fire with fire. One year she tried to rig the Chietla mayoral election; months later
she was accused of arranging the murder of a councilor.66 By now her fame transcended
the Matamoros Valley, and country folk referred to her with affection as Doña Lola.67
Doña Lola had an important ally in her struggle, the hardened agrarista who had
been quick to draw his gun at Lagunillas: Gil Vega. As cacique of that village, Vega had
much smaller a power base than Chietla’s landowner-friendly Burgos, but consistently he
proved himself a thorn in Jenkins’ side. He instigated a number of Atencingo land
invasions, and he and his followers clashed frequently with Jenkins’ employees and
armed guards. His reputation for violent confrontation would grow further in 1930, when
members of a political party opposed to the agraristas claimed that Vega had burned
down the house of one of its members and murdered another.68
By that date, Vega himself was lucky to be alive, for a year earlier Burgos had
plotted to kill him. In April 1929, the cacique traveled to Cuautla in Morelos to meet a
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man he thought he could trust, one S.M. Bonilla.69 Burgos boasted of his success in
planning the murder of Rafael Espinosa. He then asked Bonilla to kill Vega and several
others; the job was worth 500 pesos. To show he meant business, Burgos handed him a
letter of introduction to Crescenciano López, a crony of his a few miles from Vega’s
home, who would pay Bonilla once the deed was done. The letter also instructed López
to talk with either Pérez or Jenkins, to claim the 1,500 pesos that “he (sic) offered” to
whomever took charge of eliminating the area’s chief agraristas. It ended by claiming
that in their endeavors they had the support of the President.70 (Whether the “he” refers
to Pérez or Jenkins is unclear. Burgos was likely thinking of Pérez, who handled
Atencingo’s day-to-day running, but included Jenkins’ name to give his note greater
weight, for which reason he also added the dubious reference to the President.)
Burgos badly misjudged Bonilla. Some days later – having mulled the cost of
defying the cacique – Bonilla wrote to Vega and told him of the plot. He said he would
never betray a former friend and colleague, the latter term suggesting they had fought
together as Zapatistas. He enclosed Burgos’ letter as evidence and warned him to beware
of López, along with another local bigwig who had tried to persuade Bonilla to do the
same deed, offering him 200 pesos and a horse. Unhinged by his encounter with Burgos,
Bonilla planned to leave at once for the state of Guerrero; his mother had already
departed, locking the family home and taking the key. In 1934, Vega would hand the
letters to local political activists, to bolster their complaints to President-elect Cárdenas
against Burgos and Jenkins.71 Whether or not their lobbying had much effect, one year
later Vega managed to get himself fairly elected as mayor of Chietla.
This electoral triumph for the agraristas, a joy shared by stalwart campaigner
Doña Lola, would mark a major victory for the campesinos and mill workers of the
Atencingo region. That is, until Jenkins co-opted Vega too.
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Iron Hand: La Avispa
By 1930 or so, when the Atencingo System had incorporated most of the
haciendas that it would subsume and was setting national records for productivity,
Jenkins was spending less time in the Matamoros Valley. Mexico was in the grip of
depression, and the greater challenge for sugar planters was no longer production but
sales, for demand was stagnating just as output was spiraling. Then, once the production
glut subsided, Jenkins turned his attention to diversifying his investments. So instead of
being present at Atencingo for days on end, he made a custom of coming down from
Puebla City once a week, personally carrying the 40,000-peso payroll and sometimes
bringing his daughters with him.72 More than ever, the Atencingo System was the
domain of its permanent overseer, Manuel Pérez.
Jenkins was typically in a good mood when he visited. Ten years of hard work
were paying off handsomely. He had proved to himself, Mary, and her family that he
could build and run a successful plantation. On the train from Puebla City, once it passed
through Atlixco and made the shallow descent into the Matamoros Valley, he was lord of
almost all he surveyed. Lush expanses of sugar cane, up to three meters high, stretched
out to the hills on either side of the Interoceanic Railroad. He was practically lord of the
rails, as well. Sugar made up almost half of all the freight loaded onto trains in Puebla,
and three-quarters of that quantity originated at Jenkins’ mill.73 On one occasion, a guest
of Jenkins at Atencingo overheard a subordinate telling him there were no freight trains
available that day. “For me, there is a train,” he replied. On another, as Jenkins and his
daughters rode down to the plantation, one of the girls accidentally dropped her rag doll
out of the carriage window. The passenger train was promptly brought to a halt, so that
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some unfortunate ticket inspector could descend to the track and run back along it to find
and fetch the doll.74
Atencingo was an adventure playground for the children. Jane, now in her early
teens, and the two youngest, Mary and Tita (born in 1924 and 1925), spent their visits
being driven around on tractors, playing in the old plantation house, or learning to ride
horses. They developed fond memories of Manuel Pérez, who at times attended to them
personally, giving them riding lessons.
Mill workers and campesinos saw another side of Pérez. He was, above all, a
man of mano dura – iron hand. Tall, thin, with piercing eyes, prominent eyebrows, and
swept-back hair, he had the aspect of a gaunt eagle. His unmistakable, Iberian bark
struck the fear of God into his subjects. He was a stickler for order, quick to anger, and
he suffered neither fools nor drunks. The workers’ children were taught to cower before
him; if playing in the street when Pérez approached, they had to stop their game and
stand to attention until he passed. No father risked displeasing the boss, for in these times
before unionization Pérez fired workers and cane-cutters and ran them out of their homes
at will. If they were especially troublesome – trying to organize a union, campaigning for
an agrarista candidate for mayor – they might disappear altogether. No-one saw Pérez
kill a man; that is, no-one ever claimed to have done so. But from time to time pairs of
strangers were seen in Atencingo, men from Morelos it was said, and their arrival would
coincide with the disappearance of someone who had defied the administrator. Years
after the Pérez regime had passed, workers laying foundations for an extension at the rear
of the mill discovered a series of skeletons, the remains of the missing. Owing to his
fearsome demeanor, fierce temper, and his habit of carrying his pistol tucked into the
back of his pants, Pérez earned the nickname La Avispa: The Wasp.75
Even Pérez’ family was afraid of him. While he lived at Atencingo, he made his
wife reside in Puebla City with the children. This arrangement had two advantages: it
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kept his four sons from under his feet until old enough to work for him as managers of
the System’s haciendas; it also allowed him to keep a local mistress at Atencingo, with
whom he raised a second family. At weekends, Pérez would travel up to Puebla City to
visit his wife, but these were seldom happy reunions. He applied discipline to his boys as
to his workers, yelling at them, humiliating them, tolerating no disagreement. His wife
adopted the habit of lighting a candle to the Virgin Mary each Friday, just before Manuel
arrived, with the prayer that this weekend there would be peace.76
If Pérez was a hard and hardened man, much of that had to do with the risks he
ran as a Spaniard in rural Mexico, where numbers of his countrymen had recently been
killed, often hacienda stewards like himself. Hispanophobia, deep-rooted in the Mexican
psyche since the War of Independence, was reinvigorated by the Revolution, especially
among the poor.77 When, for example, the Spanish administrator of Hacienda San
Bernardino, twenty miles east of Puebla City, was killed by intruders for motives
unknown in November 1929 – a murder followed by that of two Spanish farmers
elsewhere in Puebla in December – Pérez can only have doubled his resolve that if threats
arose, it was better to kill than be killed.78 His life was often threatened, and while some
of those threats were idly made, Pérez met them all with defiance. Told one day of
another plot to bump him off, Pérez was heard to scoff: “The one who’d better watch out
is the gunman.”79
Spaniards like Pérez, in positions of authority or succeeding in commerce, also
had to contend with calls for their expulsion; enemies and rivals were quick to tag them
“pernicious foreigners.”80 This kind of threat was not idle at all, for close to 400
Spaniards were expelled from Mexico between 1911 and 1940, more than any other
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nationality and one-third of the total ejected; about twenty of them lived in Puebla.81 In
1931, a Chietla town official wrote to the President with a litany of complaints against
Pérez.82 He claimed that Pérez liked to boast that he and Jenkins had enough money to
buy off every Mexican, from the President on down, and had paid three times
Atencingo’s worth in bribes. He alleged that as well as opposing all agrarian and labor
groups, Pérez commanded the local army garrison, forbade federal and state inspectors to
set foot on the hacienda, and had killed several people. Conditions were so bad for the
peons that in some cases huts of forty square feet were sheltering five families. Worse,
and in a development various sources would confirm, Pérez had established a company
store of the price-gouging kind common to haciendas before the Revolution and banned
by the 1917 Constitution.83 Pérez was paying workers and peons in vouchers, obliging
them to shop there, and its profit margins were forty percent. In sum, the man should be
expelled from Mexico.
For all its technological modernity and economies of scale, the Atencingo System
indeed smacked of Porfirian times. Resident peons formed the backbone of the
workforce, and while they were no longer tied to the hacienda by debt bondage, as
laborers they remained subject to the whims of the steward. They could build their huts
out of straw, nothing more; when they tried to use adobe bricks, Pérez would have the
homes destroyed.84 Mill workers mostly lived in the community of Atencingo, which did
not enjoy pueblo status (there was no village council) and Pérez essentially ran the place
as a company town. It had its own church, school, company store, and worker housing –
from which Pérez could evict workers at will – and all these things were dependent upon
the mill. There was no independent union. Drinking was the most common solace. As
for La Avispa himself, he epitomized continuity with the past: the Spanish manager with
81
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a dictatorial demeanor had been a staple feature of the Porfirian hacienda – and a
common cause of rebellion in 1910.85 But there was little chance of his being expelled.
Jenkins was too powerful, and Puebla was too dependent on Atencingo’s tax advances.
Pérez’ attitudes and values also reflected his clique and profession. Since their
arrival in a new immigrant wave during the Porfiriato, Spaniards in Puebla styled
themselves as distinct, indeed superior, and seldom married outside their circle. They
went to the same parties, joined the same clubs, and forged business partnerships with
wealthy Mexicans only when other Spaniards were unavailable.86 If Mexican elites were
not entirely to be trusted, Mexican peasants were quite beyond the pale. Besides, they
were poor and filthy, prone to drunkenness and fighting; few could read or write; few
could even speak decent Spanish. Such generalizations and prejudices were common
among educated Mexicans. Castilian pride made them yet more acute. So did the dayto-day experience of running a sugar plantation. Pérez was not unusual in his obsession
with discipline. Ever since sugar was introduced to the Americas, along with the slavery
and peonage on which its vast profits depended, the doctrine of a steward was efficiency,
order, discipline.87 To develop each square foot of irrigable land, to command when to
sow and when to reap, to use every hour of daylight during the harvest, to govern the
boiling and setting of the cane juice to the particular minute.
To enforce the clock and crack the whip and keep the master happy.

In his ardor to fend off agraristas, keep peons in line, and bolster his rule, Pérez
fostered a posse of vigilante gunmen, a strategy inherited from his predecessor, Diego
Kennedy. Private militia multiplied in Mexico during and after the Revolution. First
they arose due to the breakdown in order; in the 1920s and 1930s they proliferated, with
the frailty of state government and the conflicting signals between federal, state, and local
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authorities over land reform that encouraged agraristas to take matters into their own
hands. As a collective, these posses came to be known by a deceptively benign label:
guardias blancas, or “white guards,” as opposed to the “reds” of revolutionary
socialism.88 Atencingo workers sometimes referred to such men as Pérez’ henchmen
(secuaces). Most were stationed in the fields, some inside the mill, a few at the alcohol
factory. Exactly who these men were is hard to pinpoint, but guardias blancas were
typically drawn from the ranks of resident field hands (peones acasillados); their
dependence on a hacienda for a job, a home, and in some cases parcels of land that they
were allowed to rent, gave them a vested interest in protecting the estate from agraristas.
Given Jenkins’ cozy relationship with Sabino P. Burgos it is likely that many were
former Zapatista troops, experienced with weapons. The guardias blancas were more
numerous than the mill’s small garrison of federal troops and much more feared. They
resisted land invasions and maintained order with zeal; when cane-cutters built homes of
adobe, it was they whom Pérez sent to knock them down.89 At times, they did more than
defend and police.
Beyond the usual post-revolutionary violence and the clashes involving
agraristas, there was a further reason for continued unrest in the Matamoros Valley.
While most of Atencingo’s sugar fields were the core holdings of the haciendas that
Jenkins bought from the likes of Díaz Rubín, some of his acreage was more forcibly
acquired. According to Jenkins’ capitalistic pragmatism, land that was irrigated or
irrigable should be brought into the Atencingo System and used for cane. That was the
most productive use for it. That would also generate the most jobs; everyone would
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benefit. Campesinos could grow their corn and vegetables on rain-fed land. In fact,
because all irrigable land was to be used for cane, with each acquisition Jenkins moved
any settlement that hindered maximum productivity. After Jenkins bought Hacienda
Lagunillas in 1921, he shifted two of its resident hamlets to peripheral terrain, “uprooting
them as one would a plant,” as a grandson of one of the families put it. (The community
of Lagunillas would soon get even, of course, when Gov. Manjarrez approved their status
as a pueblo and they began successful petitions for land.) Later on, Pérez and the
guardias blancas took charge of these relocations. A member of the Maurer family,
former owners of the Hacienda Raboso, recalled that Pérez wiped out whole villages.90
Nor did Jenkins content himself with maximizing the haciendas of the old elite.
He also gained control over many of the Valley’s ranches and smaller properties.
According to lore he did so by force, with Pérez and the guardias blancas spearheading
his efforts.91
Considering that Jenkins’ use of gunmen to force farmers into selling out is one of
the most enduring stories of his reign, the documentary evidence for it is sparse. In the
presidential archives of this era, abundant campesino complaints over struggles for land
with Jenkins contrast with an absence of similar complaints by ranchers. So the
allegations may well be a mix of exaggeration and myth – a further facet of the Jenkins
Black Legend. Force was certainly not, as some have implied, a blanket policy. With
several of the larger ranchers, at least, Jenkins struck affiliation deals by which they
supplied their cane for him to mill.92 In the case of the Maurers’ Raboso, the last of the
haciendas that Atencingo absorbed and at 5,500 acres the smallest, the foreclosure was
settled in 1935 without rancor.93
By contrast, surfacing with frequency in the written record are reports of everyday
murder. Individually, they are often inconclusive. Excepting Burgos’ confidential
reference to having arranged the murder of Rafael Campos, neither Pérez nor his closest
90
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collaborators are ever found holding a smoking gun. Taken together, they show how
agraristas and labor organizers, though sometimes the perpetrators, bore the brunt of the
bloodshed.94 At best, that makes for a damning indictment of a culture of tit-for-tat
violence that Pérez allowed to fester. At worst, it suggests a systematic policy of
eliminating trouble makers, effected through a chain of command extensive enough to
afford plausible deniability to management.
A sense of which of those two readings is correct – and how accounts of
Atencingo have tended to be partial – can be gleaned from a complaint sent to the
government by Chietla’s rural guard (defensas rurales) in June 1934.95 Emphasizing
their agrarista allegiance, they enumerated seven distinct episodes of aggression over the
previous nine months, resulting in six deaths and two assaults among their number. To
Francisco Gómez, who reproduces the list, the attacks exemplified how “agraristas were
murdered systematically” by “Jenkins and his people.” However, in three of the seven
cases the civil guard was the admitted instigator, provoking violence in its enthusiasm to
obstruct religious processions. (Public displays of Catholicism were banned by the 1917
Constitution, so the guard was legally in the right, but its methods were evidently heavyhanded and – as Gómez notes – motivated by antipathy to conservative ideologies.) In
another case, a guard commander was killed with machete blows. But Atencingo’s
guardias blancas and pistoleros used guns; the perpetrators were likely cane-cutters and
could have had any kind of motive. On the other hand, one double-murder occasioned
the death of an assailant who was bearing a letter about attacks on agraristas, a detail that
recalls the letter Sabino P. Burgos handed to his intended hit-man Bonilla. Clearly,
Chietla’s civil guard was suffering heavy casualties, and their agrarista sympathies had
much to do with it, but the causes were varied and far from systematic.
Nonetheless, charges that Pérez and his allies pursued a reign of terror do not
appear exaggerated. By 1934, the very phrase “regime of terror” had crept into the press,
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describing the disappearance of five men opposed to a conservative mayor of Chietla.96
Even if only a minority of murders were committed by guns-for-hire, the sense among
agraristas and pro-union workers that they were victims was widespread. Meanwhile,
conservative-minded campesinos (such as those devoted to religious processions) might
well have assumed that if they killed an agrarista the likes of Burgos would protect them.
In 1935, a peasant organizer wrote to the President denouncing Jenkins and Pérez as
responsible for the murder of sixty campesinos; he requested their expulsion from
Mexico. The missive was forwarded to the Interior Ministry, which replied it would need
some evidence if it were to pursue the allegation, and the correspondence ended there.97
The exchange was typical. On one hand, activists were convinced of the brutality of the
Atencingo System; on the other, due to uncooperative local authorities, judges
handpicked by a governor in debt to Jenkins, and their own tendency to inflate their
claims, they were unable to substantiate their allegations.
Evidence or no, as Matamoros Valley campesinos petitioned for land grants,
frequently they argued their case by highlighting the nationalities of el gringo Jenkins
and el español Pérez, and then citing their sowing of division in campesino ranks,
employment of vigilantes, and responsibility for murders.98 Such accusations became
conventional wisdom, and eventually made their way into print. They were also a
lobbying tool, and eventually a Mexican president, Lázaro Cárdenas, would pay them
heed. Unconcerned about public relations, neither Jenkins nor Pérez made a point of
denying them.

How complicit was Jenkins in all this killing? Did he actually plot or request
specific murders? Did he approve plans by Pérez to dispose of opponents? Or did he
merely give Pérez carte blanche to do as he saw fit, preferring not to be told of the
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particulars and declining to comment when murders occurred? Perhaps he cloaked his
complicity in ambiguity, from time to time wishing aloud, in the rhetoric of Henry II
bemoaning Thomas à Beckett, “Will no one rid me of this meddlesome peasant?”
It is unlikely that Jenkins plotted killings, most of all because he did not need to.
In Pérez he had a right-hand man with a dictatorial approach to management, a man so
rigidly devoted to order that even he may not have needed to do much plotting; the
environment he cultivated surely encouraged ambitious employees to curry favor by
anticipating his wishes. In keeping himself above the fray, Jenkins was also following a
long-established practice among hacienda lords and sugar planters of refusing to dirty his
hands while letting the steward wield the lash. When the roles were played well, the
more harshly the manager acted, the more benevolent the owner seemed by contrast.
This was a precedent deep-rooted in rural Mexico; not for nothing, when the Zapatistas
rose up, were Spanish hacienda managers the first to die. It was also deep-rooted in the
plantation culture of the American South, including much of Jenkins’ Tennessee.
His method of distancing himself helps explain why Jenkins never carried a gun.99
It was not merely a display of bravado. He wished to see himself as inhabiting a higher
plane, one that existed above violence, a sphere in which hard work, benign stewardship
of one’s charges, and acts of charity were the norm. These were the values in which he
was raised, the values he shared with Mary. Having an intermediary such as Pérez,
Jenkins could buffer himself from Atencingo’s story of violence and inhabit the world of
the white elite with a clean conscience. He could allow himself the luxury of seeing no
evil.
There were traces of Jenkins’ moral blindness in some of his daily habits. His
favorite films were light comedies, simple escapism. Each night, for an hour before bed,
he would read murder mysteries and other pulp fiction, Agatha Christie and the like.100
Such novels were leagues from the literary sensibilities of his youth, when he excelled in
English at Vanderbilt and quoted Tennyson and Virgil in his love letters to Mary.
Literature raises complex moral questions; it asks its readers to re-evaluate the way they
99
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live their lives. But Jenkins no longer read literature, and he no longer wished to wrestle
with moral conundrums. Peasants were peasants; they lived by the gun and died by it.
They had their ancient feuds and they had new scores to settle from the Revolution. One
only had to look at Morelos to see what happened when nobody stepped up to make
investments and impose an iron hand: once the heartland of Mexican sugar, the state had
produced almost none since Zapata’s rebellion, thanks to the mass redistribution of
haciendas that followed. As a result, Morelos sugar workers had come to Atencingo for
employment.101 As long as they had jobs, campesinos should be grateful and know their
place. Those that didn’t – Pérez would sort them out.

Soft Power and Schools
Cast into relief by Pérez, Jenkins could hardly fail to seem kindlier.102 For many
a mill worker, he was “Don Guillermo,” the benevolent lord of the hacienda, the
demanding but jovial gringo who arrived whistling to himself. He would salute his
workers by name and ask after their families. His visits were often the occasion of
laughter. Among retired mill hands today, one of the favorite anecdotes about Jenkins
recalls how he was once being driven from the train station to the mill and one of his
money bags fell off the buggy. A lowly peon found the bag and, anticipating reward for
his loyalty, took it to the mill offices where Jenkins was talking with Pérez. Don
Guillermo thanked him, reached into his pocket, and handed out a five centavo coin. The
peon looked up at him, surprised at the paltry token.
“Take it,” said Jenkins, “and go and buy some rope to hang yourself, for being
such an idiot. You could have been rich!”
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The cruel joke showed Jenkins understood the Mexican sense of humor, for which
laughter at the misfortune of others is a mainstay.103 For similar reasons, the workers
thought it amusing how Jenkins frequently addressed people, even senior employees, as
“pendejo” (fool or dumb-ass). Contriving to mispronounce the word “pindejo,” which
they also found funny, Jenkins applied the insult liberally. Often this was in jest,
sometimes not. Once, when his patience was stretched during a meeting with several
managers, he exclaimed: “He trabajado con muchos pindejos, ¡pero nunca con todos
juntos!” (“I’ve worked with a lot of fools, but never with all of them at the same time!”)
There was a lot of purposeful male bravado in Jenkins’ colloquial language. He
knew that Mexican humor frequently seeks to undermine the masculinity of its target for
the amusement of others. The manager of the Jaltepec estate, who would remain a close
employee for decades, was a tough rancher named Facundo Sánchez. Jenkins was tickled
by his unusual name, and he subverted it by addressing Facundo as though he were a
woman. He was often heard calling out for him, in and around the mill, in his distinctive
gringo bellow: “Facunda! Facunda!”104
Jenkins was astute enough to know that distinguishing himself from Pérez, and
heightening the distinction through humor, was a way of generating loyalty. It was one
way among many, for Jenkins employed a variety of “soft power” strategies – if not
exactly to win hearts and minds, at least to show that he was an employer who cared
about his dependents, and that when it came to their welfare, he knew best. He gave
them proper jobs. He treated them with humor. He built them schools and hospitals. He
sponsored sports teams and religious fiestas. With all this, what need had they of unions?

Despite the obvious paternalistic advantages of building facilities for one’s
workers, Jenkins’ interest in schools and hospitals had its roots in altruism and the
noblesse oblige that came with being a wealthy American. During the Revolution, he had
not only made vast sums, he had started to give some away. He made donations to
103
Three interviewees recounted this story (Ortega, García Pliego, Benítez), each laughing as he told it; the
only variation was whether Jenkins told the peon to buy rope, or strychnine with which to poison himself.
104
Ortega interview, 9 July 2005.

217

church-run schools in Puebla City that included the Methodist School, where several of
his girls where educated, and he built a schoolhouse for the children of his La Corona
workers at a time when few mills did so.105 He remembered his alma mater, paying the
expenses of a number of boys and donating $6,000 to Vanderbilt’s Alumni Memorial
Fund for the building of a student center in memory of the Great War dead, a gift
described in mid-1919 as the largest donation received to date.106
That same year, Jenkins began a lifelong association with Puebla City’s Hospital
Latino-Americano. Founded by a Baptist missionary doctor using buildings donated by
Jenkins the Latino-Americano was for decades one of the leading hospitals in the city.107
Jenkins became close friends with Dr. Leland Meadows, who took charge of the hospital
in 1926, and Meadows developed a knack for knowing when to ask his benefactor to
finance new equipment, install an elevator, donate another building, and so forth. Once
Jenkins began to cultivate Atencingo, his rapidly expanding workforce inevitably met
with industrial accidents, and when the injuries were too serious for the mill’s on-site
doctor to handle, Jenkins would dispatch the wounded by train to be treated on his
account at the hospital.108
While Jenkins was in the vanguard of health and education practices, some of his
other employer strategies were more in keeping with established trends. Workers who
displayed prowess and showed loyalty to the company earned the right to live in new,
stone-built houses along the nearest section of Atencingo’s main street, which led to the
mill from the station. By contrast, employees who fell out of favor, or retired, were
required to vacate their homes to make way for someone more deserving. These houses
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were quite sizeable by the standards of the day, such as those that Porfirian employers
had built at their Atlixco textile mills.109
As an advocate of mens sana in corpore sano, who in his 50s was still winning
the Club Alpha tennis championship, Jenkins logically made use of sport.110 During the
Porfiriato, British mining companies introduced Mexico to soccer and U.S. firms
imported baseball and basketball, and while such sports were initially the preserve of
Anglo-Saxon employees, within a decade company teams included Mexicans.111 The
Revolution saw the departure of many British miners and U.S. oilers, and the sports
teams emerging in the war’s aftermath were wholly Mexican. It became obvious to
employers everywhere that sponsoring a sports team was a way of eliciting –among
players and the community that came to watch – “loyalty to the jersey” and hence to the
company. Even today, Mexicans describe a loyal employee as someone who “tiene la
camiseta bien puesta” (wears the jersey with pride).112 Indirectly facilitating the growth
of company teams, the Public Education Ministry fostered baseball and basketball in
Puebla’s rural schools as a way of promoting health and sobriety. The policy created a
new, non-violent competitiveness between villages, helped by the emergence of rural bus
routes.113 Children who excelled on the sports field at school could now aspire to
stardom on the local company team.
Manuel Pérez began to oversee an Atencingo basketball team by around 1930,
and further sports followed. By the end of the Jenkins era, Atencingo commanded two
baseball teams – one of mill workers, the other of cane-cutters – as well as a soccer team
and a women’s volleyball team. In all cases, the Atencingo Company provided uniforms,
equipment, and fields to play on, and the Atencingo baseball teams appeared regularly in
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the sports pages of the main Puebla daily, La Opinión. Similarly, the company
subsidized several musical bands, the best-known being the marimba-based Atencingo
Tropical Orchestra.114
Of all of the soft-power strategies that Jenkins used at Atencingo, he paid most
attention to schools. Providing education in the villages of the Matamoros Valley was
not only a means of generating or rewarding community loyalty at a time when the state
budget could not meet its obligations, it was also a way of inculcating values of hard
work and self-improvement.115 Mexico would always have its peasants, but Jenkins was
keen to see that the brighter, more motivated among their number strived for success,
which of course he defined in capitalistic terms. His commitment to education is attested
by the fact that he had already built a total of seven schoolhouses before the 1931 passage
of the Federal Labor Law, which ordered industrialists to provide schools for their
workers’ children.116
In 1928, Jenkins built a school next door to the factory gates, for the sons and
daughters of mill workers. On one February day in 1930, two schools for campesino
children were inaugurated, in the villages of Ahuehuetzingo and Pueblo Nuevo. By April
of the following year, he had finished three more and rebuilt a makeshift school in
Tepeojuma, replacing its scorpion-infested thatch roof with a steel structure. The result
of all this building was that, by 1931, Jenkins had constructed and equipped as many
schools in the Matamoros Valley as the government.117 He later built at least another
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three in the region, including a second school at Atencingo, this time for campesino
children, in 1942. That year he also backed the founding, by his sister Anne Buntzler, of
The American School of Puebla.118
The ten or so schools that Jenkins paid for were much more than functional. They
were built to last, and some of them operate still. One, in particular, was designed with
flair. The impressive school at Ahuehuetzingo, in the heart of the Atencingo-Lagunillas
cane land, resembled a miniature castle in Andalusia. It boasted three turrets, triangular
crenellations, and a series of two-tone Moorish arches on top of slender white columns.
The walls were white, interspersed with decorative bands of brick, and the gate was
wrought iron, topped – rather oddly, for a Protestant benefactor and a Catholic clientele –
by a crescent moon. The building could accommodate 120 pupils.
Just as its design intended to impress, its inauguration emanated political
significance. The event typified the way that Jenkins, like the Mexican state, could use a
public occasion to accumulate symbolic and affective capital – the kind of patriotism and
good will that might persuade campesinos that the boss was not such a bad sort after all
and had their best interests at heart. February 2 was the feast of La Candelaria, a choice
of date that reflected Jenkins’ close relations with the Catholic hierarchy and showed his
grasp of local devotion to Mary; the day commemorated the Virgin’s apparition in the
Canary Islands, in the early fifteenth century.119 As every year, a large and festive crowd
milled around the village church, the main plaza, and now the new school. The day also
gave weight to earthly authority, with the presence of Jenkins, Pérez, and a variety of
local, state, and federal functionaries. Jenkins’ presence was not typical; he was averse to
ceremony and the public spotlight, and he tended to delegate inaugurations to Pérez, the
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manager’s sons, or his own daughters. Yet on this day he made a powerful statement of
his commitment to education, with this inauguration, that of the school at Pueblo Nuevo,
and his announcement that he would cooperate with a federal adult-education program to
set up evening schools around the Atencingo System.120
As Francisco Gómez has argued, these acts of charity involved a good deal of
exchange of favor. Ahuehuetzingo was said to have been blessed with the most
magnificent of schools because it was the village that had given Jenkins shelter when Gil
Vega chased after him during the Lagunillas skirmish of 1922. So ran one version;
another added that Jenkins was further moved to build the school because the locals had
let him run several water conduits through the heart of their village to supply irrigation to
the Lagunillas estate.121 Either way, the perception among campesinos was that the
school was somehow deserved, a kind of understanding no doubt to Jenkins’ satisfaction.
If they worked hard and cooperated with the modern development of the region, they
would reap extra reward. In turn, the villagers of Ahuehuetzingo devoted an ever larger
amount of their own land to growing cane instead of corn, which they supplied to
Jenkins’ mill. The overall sense of reciprocity won Jenkins respect, if sometimes
grudging. Often overlooked by chroniclers of Atencingo, such sentiments persist today.
One 100-year old campesino, a former Zapatista soldier, had this to say about Jenkins in
light of his gift of the school: “He was a good man, but he was the second God of the
region, as he acquired so much power.” An 80-something former mill hand, still living in
Atencingo, reminisced: “Jenkins wasn’t so bad; it was Pérez who was the real tyrant.”122
There were limits to Jenkins’ ability to buy favor. The ever-conflictive town of
Chietla received a state-funded school in the 1920s but needed further facilities for its
burgeoning population. Jenkins proposed to build another two schools there, but his offer
went unheeded. Reportedly this owed to bureaucratic disorganization, but since Jenkins’
allies controlled Chietla’s mayors at this point a likelier reason was opposition to his
120
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influence among the general populace, which had after all borne a spate of political
murders. In loyal Ahuehuetzingo, there remained a faction of villagers opposed to the
mill and resentful of its encroachment on ancient communal water rights.123 There was
even a degree of resistance from Manuel Pérez.
Eusebio Benítez, later a long-term mill employee, was 14 years old when his
classes came to an abrupt halt. In the Atencingo schoolroom one day in 1935, the
mistress instructed Eusebio and the other older boys to line up outside the building, quiet
and orderly, because Manuel Pérez was coming to visit. Along came La Avispa, and as
the boys stood to attention he gave them a little speech.
“I’m going to tell you what I want. I don’t want professionals, I don’t want
accountants, I don’t want lawyers, I don’t want journalists… All I want – are hands.”
Pérez went down the line, asking the boys their age. He picked out those who
were 13 or 14 or looked tall enough to be so.
“Tomorrow,” he told them, “you are to report to me at the mill. Then I’ll tell you
where you’re going to work.”
That was the end of Eusebio’s education.124 It could have been much worse.
Typically, the boys were sent to work as apprentices within the mill, rather than in the
fields, and so they learned quite marketable trades, in mill operation, electrical work,
mechanical repair, and so on. To finish primary education at age 14 was standard for
those who had a schooling, and at this time little more than half of Puebla’s children
did.125 But it was the manner in which Eusebio and his friends met the world of work,
shunted like Dickensian urchins, that seems at odds with Jenkins’ design. It was as
though Pérez thought the boss a little soft. His educational program was useful in
supplying boys who could read, write, and count, but taken any further it might spoil the
efficiency of the Atencingo machine. It might give the Mexicans ideas.
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Jenkins surely viewed his commitments as a success; he continued to fund schools
in Puebla, ever larger and costlier constructions, for another thirty years. He was not
simply investing in the favor of his subjects or rewarding their loyalty, he was, as he saw
it, undertaking the mission of the enlightened and fortunate to liberate backward country
folk from their culture of vice and violence. This philosophy was no different from that
of the government, which put the problems of rural Mexico down to the character of its
people rather than any political and economic structures that might oppress them.126
Although the state styled itself as revolutionary, the policy of its Public Education
Ministry (SEP) bore striking continuities with the Porfiriato. Bureaucrats sought
programs that would raise the productive capacity, consumerism, and well-being of
Mexicans, and they continued to take the United States as their model. Textbooks, still
saturated in the Porfirian values of positivism and economic liberalism, persisted in
praising Anglo-Saxon achievements, linking indigenous culture with backwardness, and
preaching acceptance of a society stratified by class.127
Jenkins must have nodded in approval when scanning the standard fifth- and
sixth-grade history text, which told its readers: “The Anglo-Saxon world is today at the
head of the most active, most progressive, most inundating culture. What is the secret of
such superiority in a race and their expansive power? We ought to study this to imitate
it.” The answer to the secret, the author revealed, lay in their spirit of enterprise,
usefulness, and hard work.128
Only from 1934, after most of Jenkins’ schools were built, did a fundamental turn
within the SEP begin to filter into the nation’s rural schoolrooms, though that turn itself
commenced in 1929. SEP minister Narciso Bassols pioneered “socialist education,” a
project to rid schools of clerical influence, print textbooks promoting social revolution,
and hire teachers to double as community activists, spurring adult literacy, agrarian
reform, sex education, and other radical ideas.129 Doubtlessly informed by his friend
Archbishop Vera that such threats to faith, decency, and capitalism were imminent,
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Jenkins may well have sped up his educational program in response. If he built the
schools he could vet the teachers.
No event more acutely reflected a remoteness from the “modern world” that
Jenkins was building than the fate of Edgar Kullmann. No event can have more unnerved
Mexico’s foreigners or more disgusted its self-appointed civilizers – nor convinced them
more deeply of the need for education. In the spring of 1930, as economic depression
produced a spike in rural violence and xenophobia, villagers across Puebla associated the
disappearance of various children with sightings of a flying machine. The aircraft in
question was piloted by Kullmann, a Norwegian scientist making his way round Mexico
gathering material for a book. His travels took him to Amozoc, just east of Puebla City,
to inspect the local crafts. On a walk through the town, Kullmann was stopped by a
woman’s shouting. She yelled that he had come to steal their children, kill them, and use
their body fat to fuel his fantastic machine. As onlookers gathered, Kullmann tried to
show his papers, including letters of safe conduct from the President and the Governor,
but he was pelted by stones. He escaped, but a growing crowd gave chase. Caught at the
edge of town by a mob now in the hundreds, Kullmann was beaten, stabbed, hacked with
machetes, dragged with a rope around his neck, and thrown down a hundred-foot well.
The day was Good Friday, and the people then went to Mass.130

Almazán, a Populist of the Left
Jenkins had yet another school-building motive. As well as earning employee
respect, exchanging favors with caciques, and conducting an educational crusade, he
added to the reserve of political capital he had begun to accrue in 1920. From early 1929
this strategy was especially important, as for the better part of four years Puebla had a
popular governor who styled himself as a leftist, a friend to workers and peasants, and a
believer in education for all. During his tenure, Jenkins built at least six of his ten or so
Matamoros Valley schools. This governor, member of a powerful political family that
would soon launch a bid for the presidency, was Leonides Andreu Almazán.
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Known by his maternal surname, Almazán was an unorthodox idealist. Though
born into a wealthy landowning family, he had fought with Zapata. Afterwards he
studied in Mexico City and Paris and dedicated himself to medicine. Thanks in part to
the influence of his elder brother Juan, a career general and military chief of Monterrey,
he gained the backing of President Calles for Puebla’s gubernatorial race of 1928.131
Elected by a wide margin, Almazán lived up to his billing as a revolutionary. His
agrarian reforms distributed an unprecedented 520,000 acres, a quantity not even
matched during the celebrated Cárdenas era; his successor, José Mijares Palencia, would
distribute only a third as much.132 He backed the organization of the peasantry,
sponsoring the Emiliano Zapata Campesino Confederation. He supported organized
labor, specifically a radical group that broke with Luis Napoleón Morones’ increasingly
conservative, state-friendly CROM. He also took on vested interests in the private sector,
becoming the first governor to successfully confront the Necaxa Light and Power
Company, a major supplier to Mexico City, over its longstanding arrangement to pay the
Puebla government a pittance in taxes.133 Given this kind of record, coupled with his
Catholic sympathies, Almazán alienated his benefactor Calles, and it can have been no
surprise to anyone in October 1931 when he met with an assassination attempt. En route
to Mexico City, his car was sprayed with bullets, but he escaped with minor injuries.134
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Almazán was bad news for the business elite and for Jenkins in particular. Under
his direction, swaths of the Atencingo System were expropriated as the petitions of Doña
Lola and other agrarista leaders received attention, to the benefit of forty towns and
villages. By the mid-1930s, once Almazán’s final land grants had been formalized by
presidential decree, Jenkins’ domain had been reduced by close to ninety percent from
the original extensions of its constituent haciendas. The great majority of what he had
lost or surrendered over the years was rain-fed land, some hillside and some arable, but
around 9,000 acres was precious irrigated land. Almazán was partly if not largely to
blame. Jenkins’ consolation was that most of the best terrain remained in his hands: the
heartlands of the haciendas, 28,000 acres of cane fields.135

The Almazán years were a testing time for Jenkins. The Great Depression
accentuated the pain of an economy already reeling from declining oil production and a
disruptive religious conflict, the Cristero War (1926-29). Depression caused a glut in the
sugar sector, just as Atencingo climbed to second place in output and should have been
posting fantastical profits. There were tough negotiations to be had with Industry
Minister Aarón Sáenz, who was trying to coordinate a national distribution cartel, Azúcar
S.A.; Jenkins wanted no part of any monopoly he himself did not control.136 Depression
also prompted labor agitation, and for the first time Atencingo faced strikes. Banditry
and violence surged in the countryside, with conflict-ridden Puebla leading the nation in
bloody incidents.137 Ill-will towards foreigners surged everywhere.
Not immune to the xenophobic tide, the Mexican government demanded the
termination of Jenkins’ role as consular agent. In late 1930, as the U.S. embassy went
through the formality of submitting a list of existing consular staff, the Foreign Relations
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Ministry objected to Jenkins’ inclusion. It claimed Carranza’s suspension of his
exequatur was still valid, and so the embassy closed the Puebla consular office.138 In
practical terms the change meant little, for Jenkins was long established as Puebla’s most
prominent American. His consular reports on local unrest had tailed off years before; he
had not sought favors from U.S. officials since his kidnapping. Still, the decision and its
inevitable appearance in the press rather insulted Puebla’s leading employer.
Even within the family, news was roundly discouraging. On New Year’s Day,
1930, at a party in Los Angeles, Mary suffered a hemorrhage. The tubercular condition
she had inherited as a child was worsening. She recovered, but remained in Los Angeles
for most of the next three years, and when she returned to Puebla in October 1932, it was
for a stay of less than a year.139
Jenkins’ eldest daughters, Elizabeth and Margaret, got married in 1931, but
neither of them successfully. Margaret wed a jeweler, Robert Anstead, at the family
mansion in Los Angeles, with her father in attendance. She divorced Anstead within a
year, returning to Puebla with her baby son Billy; further failed marriages followed.
Elizabeth met a charming Harvard graduate, Lawrence Higgins, who was working at the
embassy in Mexico City. By 1931, he had been posted to Honduras, which is where they
married. This time, for reasons unknown, Jenkins did not make the trip. He was
especially fond of his eldest daughter, so the wedding may have been precipitous.
Whatever the case, inauspicious beginnings became uncomfortable routine, when
Higgins revealed he had no intention of being faithful and encouraged Elizabeth to take
lovers too. It was the modern thing to do, he told her. They pursued a bohemian
existence through a number of consular postings, including Oslo and Paris, and
eventually returned to Mexico City. Try as she might to emulate her husband’s
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dalliances, and indeed she did, Elizabeth was seldom happy. Both Margaret and
Elizabeth sought solace in drink.140
Jenkins’ father, close to 80 and growing frail, was also in poor shape. Never a
success in business, John Whitson Jenkins saw the California fruit ranch his son had
bought for him go bankrupt in the Depression. Not wanting to hurt his father’s pride,
William covertly channeled funds via his sister Mamie to rescue the farm. He then
persuaded his brother Joe, a former baseball player also mired in bankruptcy, to move
from Los Angeles to Hanford and help take care of their father and the property.141
William O. Jenkins had become his family’s patriarch. When any relative needed help,
and sometimes when they did not, William sent them money or moved them around. His
millions gave him authority.

In Almazán, Jenkins met his match. This was not a man who could easily be
bought – in contrast to predecessor Donato Bravo Izquierdo, who as governor reportedly
acquired three Packard limousines, several homes and ranches, and, making for obvious
exchanges of favor with Jenkins, a sugar plantation.142 Credible allegations of selfenrichment never touched Almazán, either during his governorship or afterwards.143 The
assassination attempt did nothing to halt his program Two months after it, when rumors
spread that Almazán’s radicalism might bring about his ouster, the Emiliano Zapata
Campesino Confederation transported 20,000 campesinos to Puebla City to march in the
Governor’s support.144
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And yet, viewed closely, Almazán’s four turbulent years saw a striking series of
compromises, with Jenkins and with others. Although the Governor cultivated an
ambiance of anti-capitalist rhetoric and expropriated much of Jenkins’ land, most of the
core of the Atencingo System survived. When strikes loomed or erupted at Atencingo,
Almazán was quick to mediate. After the Governor threatened businesses with new
taxes, he compromised on the amount. Most garishly of all, as he tackled the huge
Necaxa Company over its tax evasion, his indignant claim that it owed the state 75
million pesos looked a tad ridiculous when he accepted, two months later, a settlement of
500,000.145
The truth about Almazán is that although he was a leftist he was also a populist,
and the art of populist rule is the well-timed concoction of podium bluster and back-room
deals. Rage first; accommodate later. In this case the exercise was far from cynical.
Puebla had endured fifteen governors in nine years by the time Almazán took office, and
if he were to survive more than a few months he knew he must forge alliances with as
many social sectors as possible.146 His broad-church approach to politics mirrored events
on the national stage, where Calles engineered the founding of the Revolutionary
National Party (PNR) in March 1929. The PNR was to be a “party of government” that
would carry the torch of the Revolution – or the moderate interpretation of it that
Obregón and Calles had traced so far – and appeal to all classes, while reigning in the
power of regional strongmen.
In speeches and declarations Almazán appealed to workers, campesinos, and the
urban middle class, and usually he followed up with tangible rewards. He cemented his
reputation among them with symbolic gestures, starting with his declaration that he
would reduce his governor’s salary by a third and give the difference to the state charity
fund.147 But he also knew his regime would be weak without increased revenue. There
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were schools to erect, roads to construct, caciques to buy off, and an unruly populace to
police. Intransigence with the private sector could backfire, for a business resentful of
large tax increases could seek an injunction in federal court and cease payment altogether
while the case dragged on. On the other hand, Almazán possessed the counter-weapon of
loyal masses, who could be encouraged to down tools and strike. Almazán could make
demands of the business elite, but not dictate to them, and in his toughness he hammered
out compromises with the equally tough Jenkins.
In his first year, Almazán codified in law the informal practice of seeking
advanced tax payments from the sugar sector. He established a governor’s legal right to
demand advances and then mandated that the mills pay fifty percent of their bill each
autumn before it was due, so the state might have sufficient funds to meet unforeseen
needs.148 Effectively, as of September 1929, sugar producers were obliged to hand the
state a four-month interest-free loan, and since Jenkins accounted for three-quarters of
Puebla’s sugar output, he footed three-quarters of the credit. In exchange for his
compliance, the evidence suggests, Jenkins gained the Governor’s assurance that further
land grants from the Atencingo System would cause little damage to its cane-growing
heartland and that labor agitation would be contained.
Mutual consent between the two men was not the only factor governing the fate of
Atencingo. In weighing the pros and cons of piecemeal expropriation – the benefit to
peasants and his own popularity versus the risk of angering Jenkins and reducing a key
stream of credit – Almazán also had to consider the tax implications. Levies upon sugar
and alcohol were two of the state’s chief revenue sources, so edicts that hurt the
Atencingo System would damage a still-weak treasury. Viewing the facts in isolation,
one could argue that the need for taxes was more pressing than any obligation Almazán
felt towards Jenkins and so forced the Governor to tread lightly; one could further argue
that the American was forced to advance tax payments by the law of 1929. No doubt
there was an element of duress on both sides. Yet the existence of a quid pro quo to
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which both parties acquiesced – along with an overall relationship that was supportive
but never submissive – becomes apparent on a number of accounts.
Jenkins made no protest about the tax law. Had he not agreed to it beforehand, he
would have petitioned the President (just as he had telegrammed his predecessors about
land disputes), sought the backing of former president Calles (the power behind the
federal throne), or challenged the constitutionality of the law in federal court. But neither
presidential archives, records of the Puebla legislature, nor the national or local press
show any such signs.149 That the practice would continue under Almazán’s pro-business
successor further indicates a behind-the-scenes agreement, rather than a mandate that
Jenkins opposed.150
In 1930, as the crisis of sugar overproduction escalated and much of the crop had
to be warehoused, Almazán granted tax relief to Puebla’s mill owners, to help their
product compete in the national market.151 In September 1931, when the oversupply
crisis was at its worst, news emerged that the Atencingo Company, hurt by the
Depression to the extent of closing operations for several months, had reverted to
Porfirian practices of payment banned by the Constitution. To maintain a profit margin,
it had put its workers on a three-or four-day week and was paying them a quarter of their
salary in vouchers to be used at a company store. A month later, the PNR newspaper El
Nacional defended the practice, reporting that the vouchers were redeemable for cash
within ninety days, once all of the sugar crop was sold, and that both Governor Almazán
and the workers had approved the measure. But the story was disingenuous. Given the
sugar glut, there was no guarantee all the harvest would be sold. The article’s denial that
Jenkins was running a company store was false; in June, Chietla officials had written to
the President complaining about it. The claim that workers had approved the measure
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ignored the fact that they had no independent union and hence no voice.152 Its assertion
that payment in IOUs was necessary for the mill to avoid bankruptcy was faintly
preposterous. The Atencingo Company had been garnering healthy revenues for years –
its ability to absorb nearby sugar estates was testimony – and it later emerged that Jenkins
had enough spare cash at this time to hold a 4 million-peso deposit in a local bank, to say
nothing of savings banked elsewhere.153
Where the article did not mislead was in the approval of Jenkins’ IOU scheme by
Governor Almazán. The President was not pleased. He told Lázaro Cárdenas, then
Interior Minister, that Atencingo’s use of letters of credit must be stopped; it was illegal.
But Almazán must have argued the necessity of the practice when times were lean,
because Jenkins settled a pay dispute with Atencingo mill workers the following January
by again issuing IOUs.154
Like all planters, Jenkins had difficulty selling his crop in the fall of 1931, and
come November he was trying to trim workers’ wages. The move prompted an
unprecedented strike. Some 800 Atencingo cane-cutters downed tools.155 Ironically,
prime mover behind the strike was the Emiliano Zapata Campesino Confederation
(CCEZ), a godchild of Almazán. Early that same year, the Governor had helped create
the CCEZ, having several goals in mind. He wished to consolidate his standing with the
peasantry; to co-opt many of the state’s caciques; and to create a corporatist association
that would adhere to his Socialist Party of the East, an affiliate of the national PNR.156
At February’s State Campesino Congress, where the CCEZ was founded, the
radical rhetoric had flown thick and fast. Speakers assailed Puebla’s press for cozying up
to major landowners. The Congress passed a motion favoring the arming of campesinos
and the disarming of guardias blancas, and peasant groups demanded the resignation of
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the head of the Ejidal Agricultural Bank, the main state financier of credit to communal
farms. Charges were brought against Jenkins, with the request he be expelled from
Mexico in accordance with Article 33 of the Constitution, the so-called “pernicious
foreigner” motion. Almazán, presiding over the closing session, was eulogized by
campesino leaders as a governor who gave preference to the campesinos and the “humble
classes.”157 Though communist activists were not welcomed at the Congress, the CCEZ
soon devised for itself a strikingly Soviet-style logo: it combined a corn cob with a
machete, to evoke the hammer and sickle, and added a Zapatista bullet belt.158
In light of such political theater, the irony of the CCEZ calling a strike at
Atencingo was not so great after all. The episode gave Almazán a perfect opportunity to
step in as a peace-maker, since he had ties to both parties. His mediation naturally
bolstered his reputation as a governor who balanced interests and got things done. Two
days after the strike broke out, the 800 workers returned to the fields, Almazán having
resolved the crisis. Or so it appeared. Unrest resurfaced in February, when Jenkins
proposed more wage cuts and workers threatened a new strike. Again Almazán rode to
the rescue, negotiating a gradated compromise that saw the least-paid peons lose five
percent of their salary and the best-paid lose one quarter.159
So, when times were good, Jenkins raked in the profits, channeling them into
expanding the Atencingo System, diversifying his portfolio, and banking what was left.
When times were tough, he expected his workers to share the burden. His justification is
easy to picture: Why pay campesinos very much anyway? They don’t know how to save;
they only waste their income getting drunk; it does them better service to make handsome
profits and channel part into building schools for their children. Jenkins did engage in
some belt-tightening of his own. He removed his third daughter, Jane, from her dorm at
Los Angeles’ prestigious Marlborough School and arranged for her to board with family
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friends, to save money on fees.160 But the sacrifice was hardly comparable to a
campesino having to surrender five, ten, or twenty-five percent his pay packet.
Once in his final year, Almazán began to have problems juggling interest groups.
In February 1932, just after the Atencingo wage dispute was solved, the CCEZ
complained of the Governor’s meddling in elections – among them, mayoral votes in
Izúcar and Chietla. The Confederation told Calles that Almazán was imposing anticampesino councils made up of Knights of Columbus. Whether or not the councilors
were reactionary Catholics, they did belong to a moderate party affiliated to Almazán’s
political machine and anti-agrarista in its leanings. Under duress, Almazán backtracked,
allowing new elections in several towns. In Chietla, the moderates withdrew in protest,
handing victory to a candidate backed by the CCEZ and Doña Lola.161 Almazán had
founded the Confederation only twelve months before, and already the tiger had broken
its leash. There would be no more controlling it. Trying to sway the election of his
successor that year, Almazán failed to rope in the CCEZ. The Confederation opted to
back its own candidate, a Zapatista general, rather than Almazán’s man, and this rupture
of the left facilitated the victory of a conservative, Gen. José Mijares Palencia.162 The
arguably avoidable outcome – only arguably, for Mijares was backed by Calles, Puebla’s
PNR officials, and the business elite – spelled a tragedy for campesinos, especially those
of the sugar zone. It was soon after Mijares took office, initiating an era of stalwart
support for private capital, that they witnessed the wave of agrarista assassinations.
After four years of contention and negotiation, the balance of power in the Matamoros
Valley was swinging back in Jenkins’ favor.
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Almazán’s final year saw frictions mount with the American too. Sensing his loss
of control of Puebla’s campesinos, the Governor made land grants that included some of
Jenkins’ precious cane land.163 At the insistence of Calles – his former political
protector, who was now contemplating his ouster – Almazán got dragged into the dispute
between Jenkins and Aaron Sáenz over the state-run sugar cartel. Neither Jenkins nor
B.F. Johnston, owner of Mexico’s biggest mills (Atencingo and Los Mochis) wanted to
submit to Sáenz’s scheme of production quotas. Jenkins was a strict Darwinian: the best
way of reducing output was letting Mexico’s least productive mills go under. To that
end, he was happy to engage the Sinaloa-based Johnston in a price war, or rather to
continue to do so, as both had been dumping excess sugar in each others’ back yards for
years.164 Industry Minister Sáenz, however, had the greater good to consider – that and
the welfare of his own mill, the up-and-coming titan El Mante, whose expansion he had
subsidized, in true revolutionary fashion, with the public purse.165
Sáenz threatened Jenkins: comply with the quota, or I’ll close Atencingo for five
years. But for some reason, the Minister lacked the muscle to force Jenkins to back
down. Jenkins likely guessed the threat was idle; with Atencingo closed, the state of
Puebla would lose one of its biggest tax sources and have 5,000 angry unemployed
workers ion its hands. Sáenz made his threat in the fall, the very season when tax
advances were due to be paid; presumably, Jenkins stalled his advances to gain leverage.
So Calles called a meeting with Almazán and he in turn met with Jenkins. With his head
in Calles’ noose, Almazán threatened Jenkins with expulsion from the country. Within
days, Jenkins agreed to submit to the quota.166
On January 5, 1933, twenty-seven days before his term was to conclude, Almazán
was ousted. Although incomplete, his was the longest tenure of any governor since the
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Porfiriato. His forced removal, in the face of continued popularity, owed partly to
opposition among Calles supporters in Congress to his generous land reforms, and partly
to his attempt to block the state legislature from ratifying Mijares as his successor. Like a
true populist, and with far greater success than his predecessors, Almazán was able to
maintain himself in power through a balancing of constituents’ demands, projecting
himself as a friend of the people while undergirding his program through alliance with
the business elite. The alliance was decidedly prickly, so Jenkins and his peers were
loathe to repeat the experience and hence threw their weight behind Mijares. But
President Cárdenas had sufficient respect for Almazán to name him ambassador to
Britain and then Germany as the storm clouds gathered in Europe.167

Jenkins Jailed Again
There is something about the selling of liquor, historically and globally, that has
caused people to try to dodge their taxes. The tendency applies not only to bootleggers –
Al Capone, famously, was brought to justice not for violating the 18th Amendment but
for tax fraud – but to legal producers and distributors as well. In 1875 former U.S.
senator John Henderson, hired as special counsel to the White House, helped expose
“The Whiskey Ring.” Henderson found that scores of distillers in the Mid-West and the
South were under-reporting their sales and splitting what they saved in taxes with
Treasury Department officials, with kickbacks going to Republican Party officials.
Henderson was fired without pay when he issued one indictment too many, namely to the
private secretary of President Ulysses Grant, and accused the Hero of Appomattox
himself of obstructing the investigation.168
Not long afterwards, Jenkins’ father took on a second job as a Treasury
Department “revenuer,” collecting distillery taxes and rooting out the moonshiners of
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Bedford and neighboring counties.169 After the Whiskey Ring debacle, the Treasury
likely wanted a more reputable class of recruit, and John Whitson Jenkins was the son of
a prominent Lutheran minister. Fifty years later, John Whitson’s son William was
engaged in the kind of behavior the father had once suppressed. Atencingo housed a
sizeable alcohol factory, and while it legally supplied pure alcohol to stores in Puebla
City, it conducted a healthy side business in contraband.170 Much of that untaxed product
wound up in the state capital too, but some of it traveled further a-field, allegedly even to
the United States.
Under Prohibition, Mexican brewers and distillers, like their more active
Canadian counterparts, helped to quench the thirst of the U.S. public. They had easy
access, for the Prohibition Bureau assigned just 35 agents to police the 1,700-mile border
with Mexico, and these were also expected to monitor the states of Texas, New Mexico
and Arizona. At a Senate hearing in 1925, a senior Prohibition official admitted that of
all the liquor smuggled into the United States, only about five percent was being
intercepted.171 Did Jenkins claim a piece of the action? Logistics make it unlikely, or
only likely to a small degree. There were mills further north in Sinaloa and San Luis
Potosí, and others in Veracruz near the coast, much better placed to export liquor.
Mexican law regulated the transportation of alcohol between states, which would have
made shipping the stuff from Puebla to Texas, across anywhere from two to five state
lines, fraught with the risk of having to pay multiple bribes.172
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Yet not only detractors but family and friends all claim that Jenkins profited from
Prohibition, some say handsomely, despite his denials at the time.173 Whether or not
Jenkins supplied alcohol as far as Texas, the perception that he did so became
conventional wisdom. As much a part of the Jenkins Black Legend, it was a part of the
Jenkins mystique. It is even rumored, in admiring fashion, that Jenkins pumped large
amounts of liquor into Texas by means of a cross-border pipe, called the “alcoduct.”174
Closer to home, contraband allegations had much more substance. They first
emerged in November 1932, early in the administration of Abelardo Rodríguez. Finance
Ministry inspectors intercepted 240 crates of Atencingo-produced alcohol lacking the
requisite tax stamps. Non-payment had evidently been going on for some time. With the
collaboration of railroad employees at Atencingo and Puebla City, Jenkins had defrauded
the government of hundreds of thousands of pesos, it was alleged. Somehow or other, the
matter died down for seven months, until a federal judge ordered Jenkins’ arrest for a
similar offence. A railroad inspector at Atencingo had discovered that the mill was
transporting alcohol under the guise of corn shipments. Once again, there was no arrest
and no apparent follow up.175 It was as if junior officials would no longer accept bribes,
while senior officials were still happy to do so. As a contemporary journal put it,
complaining of agrarista killings: “The gold that Atencingo’s alcohol produces has
silenced justice.”176
In June 1934, the federal government lost patience with Jenkins. The Finance
Ministry shut down Atencingo’s alcohol factory. Several delivery trucks had been
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detained, the drivers failing to produce the necessary papers, and Finance Minister Marte
Gómez declared that Jenkins was evading taxes systematically. Jenkins promptly
telegrammed President Rodríguez, asking that judgment be withheld pending
investigation. Meanwhile his old foes at the Emiliano Zapata Campesino Confederation
also telegrammed the President; just as they had done at their inaugural congress three
years before, they requested that Jenkins be expelled from the country “for being a
pernicious foreigner.” For the next three months, the Confederation continued to lobby
for Jenkins’ expulsion on grounds of tax evasion, requesting Atencingo then be placed in
the hands of its 5,000 workers.177
Relations between Jenkins and Minister Gómez worsened in August when the
Finance Ministry tried to levy an extra tax on his salary, to make up for an income tax on
the Atencingo System that it had been trying in vain to collect since the company was
constituted in 1926. In response, Jenkins simply canceled the 2,000-peso monthly salary
he had been paying himself as chief executive. Finally, Gómez and Rodríguez decided
they had had enough. Though the investigation was not yet concluded, the finance
minister declared that Jenkins owed the government 90,000 pesos in alcohol taxes, and
Jenkins found himself in prison.178
Jenkins’ jailing was front-page news in Mexico City. Complicit in his public
shaming, the papers recycled the allegation that he had kidnapped himself in 1919. But
in his daily dealings, Jenkins dealt with the inconvenience stoically. The Puebla City
prison, which was under the aegis of his friend Governor Mijares, allowed him to set up
office and receive visitors. His private secretary, Manuel Cabañas Pavía, was imprisoned
with him, and people wishing to visit the American were told by the prison guards that
they would first have to speak to Cabañas, in the cell adjacent – “Is Mr. Jenkins
available?” Appointments included lunchtimes with his wife, back in Puebla City for a
rare visit. She brought him hot meals from the family kitchen. There was no contrition
on Jenkins’ part; he frankly told his family he avoided taxes whenever possible. As he
177
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once said to his daughter Jane: “Why should I pay taxes, when someone’s going to steal
them and the money is not going to public use?” It was better, he felt, to invest in public
works directly: in schools, hospitals, and rural roads. That way, he could supervise the
contractors himself, ensuring nobody raked off a percentage.179
Rarely was anyone jailed for tax evasion in Mexico; such matters were routinely
settled behind closed doors, with graft.180 So Jenkins’ incarceration had political
motivations. For President Rodríguez, jailing Jenkins was a way of polishing his leftistnationalist credentials, and maybe drawing attention away from his own fantastic
enrichment – a good deal of which came from alcohol smuggling.181 Jenkins was a
perfect target: already laden with a suspect reputation; no longer a consular agent, and so
deprived of embassy protection; well-enough entrenched in Mexico that a little
humiliation would not prompt him to sell out and take his entrepreneurship with him. As
was the case in 1919, the controversial capitalist was being used as a political football.
Jenkins, seething at the President’s sheer hypocrisy, and Rodríguez, angered by this
American who flouted his country’s rules so overtly, became enemies for life. Later they
warred within the film industry. For now, however, there was accommodation.
After fifteen days, Jenkins and Cabañas walked out on bail, freed by order of a
Mexico City judge. There would be no conviction. First it was found that the tax
inspector overseeing paperwork at the factory had “made a mistake.” Next, Gabriel
Alarcón Chargoy, owner of a hardware store that sold industrial alcohol from Atencingo,
claimed the embargoed trucks were his, submitting proof that he had paid the required
taxes. Investigation of the larger issue of Jenkins’ systematic tax evasion continued for
another year, during which time the alcohol factory remained closed. In September 1935,
179
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Jenkins was at last cleared of fiscal fraud.182 He later told his bosom friend Sergio
Guzmán that to get out of jail he had palmed the Finance Minister 100,000 pesos. It was
the biggest bribe he ever paid.183
But who was Gabriel Alarcón? Certainly not a reliable witness, for only the year
before, tax agents had confiscated eighty-two crates of his own, on the grounds the
alcohol was contraband. Alarcón hailed from a remote village in Hidalgo. At 14, he had
come to Puebla City to seek his fortune, initially working in an uncle’s hardware store
before striking out on his own. By 1931, when he was only 23, he was prominent enough
for his statement that he would not raise prices in the face of recession to be front-page
news. Rumor later had it that he was Jenkins’ smuggler-in-chief; some say it was he who
handled shipments to the United States.184 In the 1940s, Alarcón would become one of
Jenkins’ two right-hand men in the film business, and, like several other Jenkins protégés,
a prominent member of the Mexican business elite.

When Mary tended to her incarcerated husband, it was on one of her very last
trips to Mexico. She had returned from Los Angeles in 1932 only to suffer a another
break-down in health the following year. The pressures of the times were part of it: the
troubled economy, the troubled marriages of her daughters, even William was unwell,
bedridden for a while with a bad case of malaria. So William sent Mary to the Mayo
Clinic in Minnesota, and once she began to convalesce the doctors recommended she
move to Arizona. The dry climate would do her good, and Tucson was a center of
tuberculosis treatment. William built a house for her there, and Jane, now 17, enrolled in
the University of Arizona. She looked after her mother and helped raise her younger
182
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sisters, Mary and Tita. These responsibilities were a maturing experience for Jane, who
in adult life became the daughter most given to voicing disagreement with her father and
the only daughter of the five to marry happily.
As of 1933, the fabulous Italianate mansion that Jenkins had built for his wife and
family was barely used; 641 Irving Boulevard became known to neighbors as “the ghost
house of Los Angeles.” In the late 1930s, Jenkins sold the property to the oil tycoon J.
Paul Getty, a decision that effectively put an end to the fiction he would one day return to
the United States. Despite all the youthful declarations once made to his high-school
sweetheart – declarations fully realized in a queenly home designed and built as a
matrimonial offering – and despite his wife’s chronic illness and need for companionship,
Jenkins was too much in love with the business of business. And he retained his ready
pretext for staying behind: he was unable to sell his mill. As for 641 Irving, Getty lived
there with his second wife, but before long they were divorced and Mrs. Getty received
the house. It is thanks to her that millions of people around the world came to behold
Jenkins’ love palace – rendered as the grotesque lair of a half-crazed silent movie star –
after Mrs. Getty agreed to rent it to Paramount for the filming of Sunset Boulevard.185
In Billy Wilder’s classic picture, the titular street is the address of Norma
Desmond (Gloria Swanson, in her most famous turn), and we first see her mansion
through the eyes of young screenwriter Joe Gillis (William Holden). As Gillis slowly
walks towards it, we hear his thoughts in voice over:
“It was a great big white elephant of a place, the kind crazy movie people built in
the crazy twenties. A neglected house gets an unhappy look. This one had it in
spades…”
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Chapter 6: With Maximino
The whirlwind raised the trash to the sky, and those individuals who benefited
wished to guarantee their new-found thousand-peso salary for life by stealing a
million while the whirlwind lasted.
Daniel Cosío Villegas, “La Crisis de México,” Cuadernos Americanos
(1947)1

Getting to Know the General
Jenkins’ closest friend in Mexico was Dr. Sergio B. Guzmán.2 Son of a
distinguished doctor who was a member of Puebla City’s small Porfirian middle class,
Sergio was a born athlete. Among his father’s patients were the teachers at the Methodist
College, who in gratitude helped arrange for Sergio to attend a Methodist high school in
Evanston, Illinois. From there he proceeded to Northwestern University, where as a tall
and muscular undergraduate he captained the basketball team. He then stayed on to earn
a doctorate in dental surgery. In 1916, three years after his return, the violence of the
Revolution died down enough for Puebla to stage a national athletic championship;
Sergio took gold in the pole vault and remained champion for nine years. When not
drilling teeth, he also boxed, rowed, and steered his cape in amateur bullfights, tallying
some thirty kills. It was on Puebla’s tennis courts that he met Jenkins, who recognized in
Sergio a younger version of himself: athletic, ambitious, cosmopolitan, a non-drinker.
The difference was that Sergio was not much interested in making money.
It was expected that Sergio would enter public service. His father, Daniel, had
served in the Veracruz state legislature and, after relocating to Puebla City, in Carranza’s
federal congress as a senator for Puebla. One elder brother, Roberto, had been private
secretary to the interim president, Adolfo de la Huerta; another, Salvador, was a delegate
to the Constitutional Congress of 1917 and then a diplomat. At the age of 40, Sergio
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finally ran for office and served for two years in the state legislature.3 Not caring for
politics, he returned to his dental surgery, just along the street from Jenkins’ home. But
in 1935, two generals approached him and caused him to change his mind. One was
former governor Donato Bravo Izquierdo, who suggested he should seek the mayorship
of Puebla City. The other was the state’s new military zone commander,4 who had
political aspirations of his own: Maximino Ávila Camacho.
Maximino – known by his first name to tell him from his brother Manuel, a rising
star in the Defense Ministry – had known the Guzmán family since his childhood in
Teziutlán, in the misty reaches of the Puebla Sierra close to the Veracruz border. They
came from neighboring towns, and Maximino’s mother had worked as a young woman in
the Guzmán household. Men from the Sierra call themselves serranos, consider
themselves of hardier stock than lowlanders, and pride themselves on a tradition of
autonomy; not until mid-1919 did Carranza succeed in subduing Sierra rebels, and only
then with the help of the region’s most powerful cacique.5 So Maximino prevailed upon
his family acquaintance and fellow serrano, asking if he could help raise money from the
city’s wealthy to fund a campaign for governor. Sergio, through his dental practice,
sporting prowess, family connections, and membership in the exclusive Club Alpha, was
friendly with all the right people.
Maximino could be very charming, but his request must have given the doctor
pause. While the two men’s political inclinations were similarly conservative, Sergio
was scrupulously honest. Maximino, the rumors ran, was less so. Perhaps the bonds of
family friendship were such that honor was at stake. Perhaps Guzmán recognized that
the general was a man to whom one said “no” at one’s peril. Or perhaps he made a
calculation: Maximino was an appointee of the new president, Lázaro Cárdenas, and his
brother Manuel was one of Cárdenas’ closest aides, so the Ávila Camachos were clearly
in the political ascendance; Maximino’s run for governor was likely to succeed. If they
3
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were to hold office together, with Guzmán as mayor, he might be able to exert a
moderating influence. At any rate, the two men agreed that in the 1936 elections they
would mount a joint campaign. The doctor set about introducing Maximino to men of
wealth and influence, and one of their first ports of call was the office of William O.
Jenkins.
The general began his charm offensive with the wealthy early in his military
career. Since that career spanned a number of states, the extent of his social networking
was known to few beyond his superiors in the Defense Ministry until long after his death.
What has come to light in recent years is that he systematically exploited his rank to
befriend economic elites and gain political advantage.6 Coming from a family of modest
means, Maximino flattered his way into the good graces of whichever military superior
he felt could advance his career. By the end of the Revolution, he had scraped the rank of
colonel, but this was not enough to avoid spending the early 1920s in a state of near
poverty. Once promoted to brigadier general in 1924 – following a display of valor in
Morelia during the De la Huerta revolt – he received the first of a series of postings as a
commander of one of the military zones into which the country was divided, for
pacification purposes, at the end of the Revolution. He began to involve himself in
provincial politics: first in Chiapas, without much success and to the anger of the local
legislature; from 1926 in Zacatecas, where his interference again met objection but found
more fertile ground; and from 1931 in Aguascalientes, by which time he had risen again
in rank, was a political player of some weight, and received initial overtures from
politicians in Puebla regarding his interest in running for governor.7 In each case,
Maximino built friendships with the rich and used his military muscle to obstruct agrarian
reform. In each case, presumably via return of favor as well as by force, he nurtured his
personal wealth. During his Cristero War posting to Zacatecas, there emerged frequent
6
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reports of his propensity for plunder, as David LaFrance has collated: “selling
government arms to the insurgents, creating a regional monopoly on the slaughter and
distribution of meat from stolen cattle, confiscating property from anyone even rumored
to be associated with the Cristero rebels, … he is said to have ransomed a pair of priests
caught contravening the anti-church laws, pocketing some 5,000 pesos … and used his
troops to protect haciendas from the government’s agrarian reform program.”8
According to the former San Luis Potosí governor Gonzalo N. Santos, Maximino
collected at least two houses in Mexico City and one in Guadalajara, three ranches with
cattle and horses, and several cars. According to his last surviving son, by the mid-1930s
he had a collection of nine or ten children by five or six different women.9 Now, using
his military, political and business connections, he intended to collect the governorship of
Puebla.
The Maximino-Jenkins axis has generated much comment, but rarely with any
detail, much speculation, but seldom with reliable evidence.10 Sergio Valencia Castrejón,
author of a pioneering study of Maximino, says his alliance with Jenkins, from 1935, was
“the most representative of the common interests between the Military Chief and the
groups that economically dominated the State of Puebla, establishing economic and
political commitments even before the electoral contest.” This statement too, accurate as
it may be, is little more than a summation of convention wisdom. 11 Yet evidence beyond
the anecdotal for Maximino’s successful wooing of the Puebla elite, and Jenkins in
particular, is in fact substantial.
8
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There is first the matter of precedent, not only in Maximino’s past but also in
Puebla’s politics. In 1932, Gen. José Mijares Palencia had faced similarly stiff
competition.12 Although Mijares was backed by former president Calles, and although
the ruling National Revolutionary Party (PNR) rubber-stamped him in a primary election
as its official candidate, he was fairly new to Puebla politics.13 His opponents had
sizeable bases. Lauro Camarillo was the preferred candidate of the incumbent, Gov.
Almazán, whose radical programs had cultivated the support of most workers and many
campesinos, and who had gained control of various municipalities by annulling elections
and naming governing committees; Almazán seemed poised to control the ballot box.
Another candidate, Manuel Palafox, had served as a general under Zapata and boasted the
backing of Puebla’s leading peasant organization, the Emiliano Zapata Campesino
Confederation (CCEZ). So the support of Calles and the PNR was insufficient to
guarantee Mijares victory. Enthusiasm would have to be generated on the ground, and
local power brokers – caciques and mayors – would have to be bought off. Here, Mijares
held the right cards: the business elite, tired of Almazán’s radicalism, were ready to
donate. After the fact, campaign manager Gustavo Ariza noted in his account of the
election that Mijares raised significant funds from businessmen, in Puebla and
elsewhere.14 During the campaign, Palafox criticized the PNR president, Manuel Pérez
Treviño, for “arranging everything on the basis of money.”15
Then there is tangible evidence. During the 1935-36 campaign, Maximino was in

the habit of writing memos to his campaign partner Sergio Guzmán on the back of his
presentation cards, asking him to convey his thanks to this donor or the other. Some of
12
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these survive.16 On one card he wrote: “Sergio: Give thanks on my behalf to our friend
Manuel Concha for the five hundred pesos that he delivered to you for help with our
costs. Avila C.” On another he wrote: “Sergio: I beg you give thanks to our friend Luis
Cué, for the five hundred pesos he delivered to you for help with our costs. Avila C.”
Concha and Cué were both Puebla industrialists, and their donations were equivalent to
$140 each (roughly $2,000 in today’s money). Not every Puebla businessman was so
forthcoming. The Spaniard Jesús Cienfuegos, a pulque merchant and tax collector
reinventing himself as an entertainment impresario, was approached by Maximino but
refused to chip in, a decision that would return to haunt him.17
Guzmán would later tell his son that the American was Maximino’s chief
campaign donor.18 And in conversation with the U.S. Consul General, Jenkins would
frankly admit to having made a donation – not the 500 pesos that members of Puebla’s
cash-poor textile fraternity were chipping in, but 40,000 pesos, equivalent to $180,000
today.19
Jenkins’ gift to Maximino no doubt came with the expectation of returns of favor,
but it cemented a bond whose implications transcended the personal. It represented a
relationship between the business elite and a rising conservative governing class that was
mutually dependent. Jenkins needed Maximino in power as a further safeguard against
land reform, now that an avowed leftist held the presidency; Maximino needed Jenkins’
money because he had two obstacles to overcome: an unsavory reputation and a tough

16

Papers of Sergio B. Guzmán (private collection of Sergio Guzmán Ramos, Puebla).
Armando Romano Moreno, Anecdotario estudiantil. Vol. 1 (Puebla: Univ. Autónoma de Puebla, 1985),
204. I return to Cienfuegos’ relationship with Maximino at the start of the next chapter.
18
Guzmán Ramos interview, 16 May 2005. That Jenkins was Maximino’s principal donor is not at all
fanciful. Unlike Jenkins, most of Puebla’s business elite were primarily mill owners. Many saw their
haciendas and bank accounts diminished by the Revolution, and the textile sector experienced difficulties
from 1926, with the outbreak of the Cristero War; the sector would not experience a revival until exportdriven demand rose during World War II. Meanwhile, Jenkins owned one of the nation’s two leading sugar
plantations, where he also profited from legitimate and contraband alcohol, and by 1935 he had sufficient
cash to diversify into banking. See Leticia Gamboa Ojeda, Los empresarios de ayer: El grupo dominante
en la industria textil de Puebla, 1906-1929 (Puebla: Univ. Autónoma de Puebla, 1985), chap. 2; Pansters,
Politics and Power, 60-3, 88f.
19
James Stewart to State Dept., Mexico City, 7 Dec. 1938, Records of the U.S. Department of State
(Record Group 59; hereafter, RDS), 812.114/873. As in previous chapters, I determine modern dollar
equivalents using the financial calculator at www.dollartimes.com.

17

249

gubernatorial opponent. Their partnership would prove powerful – and prophetic.
Radical politics, under President Cárdenas, may have held sway on the national stage, but
Cardenism, as historians have come to argue, was much less monolithic than official
histories once supposed.20 Outside the capital, in Puebla and several other regions,
radicalism was already receding. The role of the business elite in this shift has barely
been considered.21 But private sector support for Maximino, and presumably for his
conservative confreres who rose to power other states, would help ensure that when
Cárdenas came to the end of his term his chosen successor was a moderate.

An Election is Stolen, or Bought
As in 1932, the election for governor of Puebla in 1936 was hotly contested. This
time the outcome would hinge on the April primary for the candidacy of the PNR. By
this year, it was clear throughout Mexico that any man aspiring to a state governorship
had to launch his campaign with the backing of the ruling party. Further, after the
primary, PNR officials would advance the gubernatorial poll from November to July,
reducing the losing candidate’s ability to regroup his forces under a separate banner
against the “official” candidate.22
On paper, Maximino may well have looked to be a shoo-in.23 As Puebla’s
military chief, he had spent most of 1935 – until September, when he resigned to declare
his candidacy – traversing the state, suppressing banditry, protecting landowners,
snuffing out strikes, and developing a support network among the wealthy, middle-class
conservatives, and rural caciques. Crucially, he had the backing of President Cárdenas,
who had appointed him military chief so that he might function as one of various
strategically placed assets in a planned political showdown with Plutarco Elías Calles.
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This confrontation, by which Cárdenas aimed to step definitively out of the shadow of the
man who since 1924 had more or less controlled Mexican politics, occurred in June 1935
when the President purged Callista loyalists from his cabinet and Calles opted to retreat
by airplane to his native northwest. At this critical juncture, Maximino played the role of
counterweight to Gov. Mijares Palencia, lest such pro-Calles governors as he try to unite
in revolt.24 Once Calles was marginalized, Mijares had little choice but to back
Maximino as his successor.25 After all, Mijares was not governing from a position of
great strength, as became evident near the end of his term. Faced with a mass strike by
the state’s long-unpaid teachers, he went so far as to publicly express his impatience with
Jenkins, who along with other sugar planters was foot-dragging on a 90,000-peso tax
advance. Jenkins let him sweat for three weeks before coming through with half of the
payment.26
With Cárdenas and Mijares behind him, Maximino could count on the tacit
backing of the PNR, both its federal and its state-level apparatus. The latter came to be
headed by his brother Rafael, and it would tabulate the April vote counts. The general
even finessed the support of certain unions and peasant associations. But Maximino’s
heavy-handed approach to law and order as zone commander had created a pool of
popular resentment. The most notorious case took place in April 1935, when
Maximino’s troops brutally suppressed a general strike by the Regional Front of Workers
and Campesinos (FROC), a radical federation affiliated to Lombardo Toledano’s
Mexican Confederation of Workers (CTM).27 Three men were shot to death in Puebla
City, and several months later Maximino declared martial law in the mill town of Atlixco,
24
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upon the assassination of the FROC Secretary General.28 Further, Maximino was
reported to have fostered guardias blancas – private militia in the service of hacienda
owners – at large estates throughout Puebla. This claim brought an emphatic and lengthy
public denial from Maximino (something that became a trait of his), the veracity of which
is undermined by his prior record in other states. It is also undermined by the nebulous
distinction between volunteer rural defense forces (defensas rurales), a legally
recognized tool of pacification that zone commanders were authorized to cultivate, and
professional guardias blancas, which were not, a semantic debate that recalls attempts to
distinguish between bandits and revolutionaries.29
So the FROC threw its weight behind Maximino’s opponent, Gilberto Bosques, a
man of substantial left-wing credentials. A former teacher, Bosques had served as one of
Puebla’s deputies at the Constitutional Convention of 1917, alongside Sergio Guzmán’s
brother Salvador. (Bosques approached Sergio about campaigning together, but the latter
had already pledged to unite with Maximino.) Since the Revolution he had worked in the
Education Ministry and the Treasury and was currently serving a second term in the
federal congress, where he was sufficiently respected to be named President of the
Chamber of Deputies.30 At the time, the FROC had overtaken Luis N. Morones’
Regional Confederation of Mexican Workers (CROM) as the state’s most powerful labor
federation, a power seen to yield results when the party won the mayoral election of
Puebla City for the year 1936, so its backing of Bosques meant that the primary would be
a major contest.31 Next, the state’s predominant peasant group, the CCEZ, voted to lend
its muscle to the Bosques campaign. Though the CCEZ committee’s vote was a close
nine-to-seven, a breakaway faction that held out for Maximino only managed to pry one
28
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of the confederation’s sixteen constituent federations away from the Bosques camp.32
Backed by the FROC and the CCEZ, Bosques could thus style himself as both the ally of
Lombardo Toledano, arguably the second most-powerful man in Mexico, and the
spiritual heir of Emiliano Zapata. Yet furthering his credibility, he was running alongside
popular ex-governor Leónides Andreu Almazán, who joined the Bosques ticket in his
campaign for federal senator.33
Bosques enjoyed a significant free-publicity vehicle in the form of newspaper La
Opinión. Founded in 1924, La Opinión was the first post-revolutionary organ in Puebla
to endure for more than a handful of years. By 1936 it was the state’s newspaper of
record and a sympathizer with leftwing causes, particularly the FROC. It began to grant
favorable front-page coverage to Bosques in mid-January, all the while studiously
ignoring the Maximino campaign, and over the five weeks leading up to the April 5 poll
it ran a series called “The 22 declarations of the Puebla proletariat,” which amounted to a
Bosques manifesto. Maximino attempted to counter the influence of La Opinión through
El Diario de Puebla, which he had covertly founded in March 1935, but this paper
proved to be a dull propaganda rag of low circulation and scant credibility.34 All in all,
Bosques was proving a tough nut to crack.
Given Bosques’ strategic and popular strengths, the PNR’s supervision of the
voting apparatus was insufficient to fix a win for Maximino. A blatantly fraudulent result
– if there proved to be a vast imbalance of pro-Bosques voters at campaign rallies in
February and March and at polling stations in April – might well result in revolt,
especially in light of Puebla’s fractious recent history. In other words, Maximino had to
campaign for votes. Confirmation of concern that he might lose emerged two weeks
before the poll, when a gunman from Maximino’s camp tried to assassinate Bosques at a
rally in Esperanza. Failing in his attempt, but killing a Bosquista in an ensuing scuffle,
the shooter took refuge in the home of local cacique Adolfo Durán, a candidate for state
32
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congress on the Maximino ticket.35 Further, the fact that the PNR took twenty-four days
to announce the winner strongly suggests that, far from scoring a resounding victory,
Maximino either squeaked ahead of Bosques or required electoral “alchemy” to render
him the winner.36
In the end, the election’s result owed to two decisive factors besides the hand of
Cárdenas and the PNR: fear, and Jenkins’ money. A wave of intimidation and violence
distinguished the campaign. Besides the attempt upon Bosques, a number of political
killings took place across various towns, and in the countryside, guardias blancas were
alleged to be bullying campesinos into supporting Maximino.37 In Atlixco, where the
FROC and the CROM had bloodied each other over control of mills since 1929, a new
round of violence erupted, with two froquistas slain in early February. The trigger was
reportedly the pending change in municipal council, but since it was the mayor of each
town who would supervise the ballot box that April, the violence likely had its root in the
gubernatorial contest; after all, the CROM was backing Maximino.38 In March, a similar
tussle at the Penichet cigarette factory in Puebla City left another two froquistas dead,
whereupon federal troops arrived, beat back the FROC faction, and led the cromistas
away to safety. The ostensible cause of the fracas was a CROM attempt to subvert a
nascent strike by the FROC, but again pre-electoral intimidation likely played a role, and
the army’s response suggests that Maximino retained great influence over the Puebla
military zone after he stepped down as its commander.39 No doubt such clashes helped to
convince the urban middle classes, perhaps unaffiliated workers too, that what Puebla
needed most was the strong hand of a governor hardened by military experience.
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The importance of money is less obvious and has attracted little attention.40 But it
was crucial to raising and cementing support for the campaign, buying influence, and
bringing out the vote on polling day. Private donations were key, as the state government
was perennially short of funds. Of course, shortfalls in 1936 may have owed in part to
covert subsidies for Maximino, but the budget was so small to begin with, barely $1
million, it’s unlikely that Mijares had much discretionary cash to offer.41 Either way,
Maximino evidently spent a good deal more than his rival. He conducted a campaign
both intensive and extensive, lengthier than that of his opponent – having begun in
September 1935 – and traveling further a-field.42 Town rallies all required an outlay, not
just the travel and accommodation required for a candidate and his entourage, but also the
cost of enticing the electorate to hear a series of predictable speeches by politicians they
barely recognized, whose predecessors (bar singular exceptions like Almazán) had
typically failed to deliver on the promises they made. At the very least, a free meal was
in order.
Beyond these documented activities, Maximino’s lack of widespread support
among workers and campesinos, by far the majority of the electorate, suggests that the
general was forced to carry out a great deal of vote-buying, particularly among people of
influence. In areas where the FROC and CCEZ were strong, or where Almazán had
earlier blessed the campesinos with swaths of formerly private lands, votes may not have
been for sale. In other areas, where Maximino had befriended landowners and caciques
during his months as zone commander, no doubt promising some of them seats in the
legislature or sinecures in the state government, expenditure may not have been so
necessary. Such areas would have included towns like Ciudad Serdán and Esperanza in
the Sierra, the fiefs of caciques Rosendo Cortés and Adolfo Durán, who respectively took
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their seats as federal and state deputies the following January.43 They would also have
included any strongholds of Puebla’s Social Campesino Union (USCEP), the
accommodationist foe of the CCEZ founded by the late Gen. Sabino P. Burgos, Jenkins’
Zapatista ally.44 But in unaffiliated or marginal zones, dominated by none of those
federations or where such groups were rivals, mayors and caciques would need to be
bought off.
The day before the April 5 election, in a veritable vision of ballot-rigging
expense, Maximino’s people bused in thousands of “political tourists” from Mexico City
and elsewhere, all to inflate his vote. According to one report, seventy buses and thirtyfour trucks arrived from the capital, and when they had dropped off their cargo in Puebla,
they proceeded to the neighboring states of Tlaxcala and Veracruz to gather further
voters. One driver, whose bus was firebombed by Bosques sympathizers, admitted to
having been contracted in the service of Maximino. The day after, La Opinión
automatically proclaimed Bosques the victor, but Maximino’s people were making the
same assertion.45
From the PNR, for days, there was silence. The tallies must have needed further
massaging, and the timing was not propitious, for the party was unwilling to stir a wasp’s
nest in Puebla while it still had a dinosaur to dispose of in the capital. Plutarco Elías
Calles, the erstwhile Jefe Máximo, had returned to the country in December, seeking to
repair the damage to his reputation and to rally what support he could. A second
showdown with Cárdenas culminated on April 10, when Calles, clutching his copy of
Mein Kampf, was packed onto a plane once again, this time bound for Los Angeles and a
five-year exile.46 Several days later, the national executive committee of PNR said it
would summon Bosques and Maximino, so they might make their cases and voice their
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complaints. At 11pm on April 29, it declared Maximino the winner. Massive protest
marches ensued. Led by the FROC and the CCEZ, one march numbered 25,000 in
Puebla City on May Day; another, facilitated by Lombardo Toledano’s CTM, totaled
30,000 in Mexico City on May 13. Bosques himself was present at neither. Whatever
words he had exchanged with Cárdenas remained in confidence. The President deeply
respected Bosques, but he owed a debt of loyalty to Maximino over his confrontations
with Calles and he wanted to preserve his friendship with Maximino’s talented brother
Manuel.47
From there the rivals’ paths diverged. Five years later, having raised his bank
balance by several million pesos while governor, Maximino was still sleeping under a
portrait of Benito Mussolini. Now he planned to impose himself on the Ministry of
Communications and Public Works, which afforded new avenues of venality. Gilberto
Bosques, meanwhile, was toiling night and day to save persecuted Europeans from fascist
terror, as Mexican consul in Marseilles. Placed there by Cárdenas and retained by Ávila
Camacho, he engineered the flight of thousands of leftwing Spanish exiles and thousands
of fugitive Jews, issuing Mexican residency visas, arranging secure board and lodging,
and finding ships to carry them from France.48

Symbioses Imperative and Convenient
On a number of levels, the Puebla vote of 1936 anticipated the nationwide poll
four years later, when Maximino’s brother Manuel captured the presidency. It was
bitterly, at times violently, contested; its result was marred by a decisive degree of covert
fund-raising and electoral fraud; and it marked a political shift to the right – or rather a
further such shift, as both Mijares Palencia (as of the start of his term) and Lázaro
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Cárdenas (as of his fourth year in office) had already distanced themselves from
radicalism. The two elections heralded an era of overt alliance and interdependence
between a conservative political elite and its private-sector counterpart. This alliance of
state and capital was equally important to each. In Puebla, it was crucial to the
consolidation of stable state government and to the emergence of a fairly autonomous,
right-wing political dynasty that would persist from 1937 until 1963. To the state’s
business elites it was highly beneficial (if only in the short run), affording them
protection against the confiscatory policies of President Cárdenas and a buffer against
union radicalism. In both respects, the alliance prefigured and to some extent paved the
way for a broader coalition between leading industrialists and ruling-party conservatives
and moderates at the national level, which persisted at least until 1970.
Inter-elite relationships have been little studied for post-revolutionary Mexico,
except by political scientists who privilege business organizations over individual players
and downplay the often personalistic nature of state-capital alliances.49 Historical
scholarship on modern state formation, apart from attention to the banking elite and
northern industrialists,50 has largely focused on government relations with labor and the
peasantry.51 However, contrary to classic analyses of Mexican corporatist
49
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authoritarianism, which consider industrialists as subservient “clients” of the state similar
to labor and the peasantry, the relationship between state and capital was more closely
one of equals. Neither could endure and prosper without the support of the other.
Secondly, there prevailed an under-researched but highly important regional dimension to
the relationship. Interdependence very often began at the municipal or state level, where
everyday interaction between businessmen and politicians is most frequent. Further, as
Jeffrey Rubin has argued, in order to fully account for the seven-decade reign of the
PNR/PRM/PRI one cannot ignore the distinct dynamics between the federal government
and the states.52 The party that became the PRI did not simply impose its will upon the
provinces for seven decades. Provincial trends and regional demands often impacted the
center.
Rubin has also pointed out that corporatist analyses ignore the contested nature of
politics “on the ground,” downplaying elections as purely symbolic. In the ruling party’s
formative era that was certainly not the case. In the 1930s, the PNR’s hold over political
processes in the provinces was much less than complete, as seen most obviously in the
state of San Luis Potosí, where Gen. Saturnino Cedillo continued to rule what amount to
a personal fiefdom long after his four-year governorship ended in 1931.53 Likewise in
Puebla, the closely-matched gubernatorial campaigns of 1932 and 1936 show how
election results were not a foregone conclusion – at least, not from the perspective of
those that fought them – and how sometimes a great deal of elite maneuvering and
electoral “alchemy” were required to defeat candidates of the left.54
The alliance that swung the 1936 election, consolidating Maximino’s
gubernatorial reign and the privileged place of the business elite within it, featured
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interdependence of two kinds: the inter-institutional and the inter-personal. To define
more precisely how interdependence operated, the inter-institutional bond might be
described as a symbiotic imperative between state and capital. This phenomenon differs
from – though often existed in tandem with – a symbiotic convenience, between
individual politicians and entrepreneurs. The first kind of bond was “imperative” in the
sense that mutual dependence was a matter of necessity. In the wake of the Revolution,
state and capital were compelled by political instability, diplomatic tensions, and
economic hardship to enter into an interdependent relationship.55 Similarly, at the state
level, the political right (often, generals who would be politicians) was at times
compelled by its lack of support among labor and the peasantry to seek alliances with the
private sector, in order to get elected. Once in power, these conservatives continued to
find such alliances imperative, relying on them to satisfy a variety of needs. These
included everything from day-to-day favors such as access to their bullrings and movie
theaters, for mounting public displays of populist demagoguery and rhetoric, to the
fundamental matter of obtaining supplements for the state’s inadequate budget.
The second kind of bond was more properly one of “convenience,” a matter not of
necessity but of exchanges of favor, usually involving mutual enrichment opportunities,
between individual politicians and businessmen. The phenomenon was not limited to
capitalistic pursuits such as covert joint ventures but included symbiosis of an intangible,
symbolically powerful nature. It was seen, for example, when a prominent
businessman’s son married an arriviste governor’s daughter, when that governor invited a
second prominent businessman to sign as a witness, and when the press accorded the
ceremony ample coverage.56 Unlike the symbiotic imperative, which held state and
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capital in a close embrace during the nation-building project of the 1920s to the 1960s but
diminished in the 1970s, symbiotic convenience is a constant of Mexico’s past and
present (and of U.S. society too). It was common during the Porfiriato, re-emerged with
a new set of elites in the 1920s, and became a spectacular feature of the presidency of
Alemán, thereby demonstrating an important continuity between the pre- and postrevolutionary eras.57
What makes Maximino’s election a particularly interesting crucible in which to
see the power of elite symbiosis at play is the fact that it occurred during a critical
juncture in the history of a Mexican province. Owing to the ascension of Cárdenas to the
presidency in December 1934, Puebla’s political and economic establishments entered a
phase of uncertainty. In the gubernatorial election, the trajectory of state government
might continue on the conservative course marked out by Gov. Mijares, or it might
pursue a radical turn to the left, just as Cárdenas would steer national policy during his
middle years of office. In the business arena, concern was growing that the
expropriations and strikes that Cárdenas was advocating or permitting would nip the
state’s economic recovery in the bud. Of course, Cárdenas’ paradoxical support for his
conservative political ally was a decisive factor in the election’s outcome, but equally
decisive was that symbiotic imperative that encouraged the business elite to fund
Maximino’s campaign.

A pressing need for cash was also to mark Maximino’s years in office. Despite
his pro-business ideology, the dire condition in which predecessor Mijares had left the
state coffers meant that one of his first pronouncements after entering the governor’s
palace in February 1937 was the introduction of various taxes. He felt compelled to
underline this move with a threat: “retailers and industrialists who do not submit to these
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dictates will see their businesses converted into cooperatives.”58 While there is no
evidence that any such measures were applied, tax revenue did rise under Maximino, in
part through the reassessing of the value of urban and rural properties, and over his first
two years in office the state budget grew by twenty-five percent.59
But legal and regulatory modifications were insufficient to meet Maximino’s
needs. The challenges posed by governing and improving the state of Puebla remained
immense. The 1930 census showed Pueblans remained vastly undereducated, with 68
percent of the population illiterate, against a national average of 59 percent.60 During the
gubernatorial campaign, the National Economy Ministry released population figures
showing that in the first three decades of the century, Puebla City had grown much more
slowly than its rivals, by a mere quarter, to reach 115,000, versus a tripling of Mexico
City’s population (to 1 million) and an approximate doubling in size of Guadalajara and
Monterrey (to 180,000 and 133,000). Within a generation, Puebla had fallen from
second-most populous city to fourth.61 To reverse the relative decline of both city and
state, the Governor needed the help of the private sector.
In addition, Maximino’s personal code of leadership went hand in hand with selfenrichment. In part this was a matter of sheer greed, in part it was a function of
maintaining an aura that the general felt to be fitting of the office. Hence his expensive
suits, his flashy automobiles, and his hosting of foreign dignitaries, from New York
congressman John Hastings to Cuban dictator Fulgencio Bautista. Hence the largesse he
bestowed at his annual saint’s day celebrations, when the public was invited to the city
bullring and entertained for free.62 To fund the satisfaction of these tastes of his, the
symbiotic imperative that motivated his alliance with businessmen and persisted through
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his reign came to be complemented by symbiotic convenience. Industrialists like Jenkins
not only made campaign donations, loans, and tax advances, they also subsidized the
Governor’s lifestyle and partnered with him in business.
Yet we face a problem: most of the evidence for such relationships is lost, or
rather, destroyed. At the end of his term, Maximino sold almost the entire executive
archive to the Peña Pobre paper company, to be pulped and recycled as newsprint.63 We
must rely upon the surmise of historians, the narratives of cronistas, the memories of the
living, and fragments of documentation. Our consolation is that these accounts meet a
high degree of consensus.
Among historians, there is no disagreement that Maximino used politics to further
enrich himself, first as governor of Puebla and from 1941 as head of the Ministry of
Communications and Public Works (SCOP). Valencia Castrejón says that Maximino’s
governorship saw a “process of consolidation of his political power, complemented by a
diversification of his businesses, [through which] Maximino established the bases for his
subsequent financial rise.” Luis Medina records that, in his later aspiration for the
presidency, “Maximino stumbled due to serious limitations; one, publicly, was his fame
as a dishonest, enriched politician…” Stephen Niblo, who has done most to document
the general’s graft and exploitation of office at SCOP, finds that “money and political
protection formed a symbiotic union. Perhaps the best-known example was the close
association between Maximino Ávila Camacho, when he was governor of Puebla under
Cárdenas, and William O. Jenkins…” Niblo adds that the arrangement “saw Jenkins
offer Maximino business opportunities and financial rewards all the while that Maximino
provided political cover for Jenkins.”64 In all three cases, however, details of loans,
investments or business partnerships are conspicuously lacking.
Among Pueblans, the memory that commonly persisted was of loans Jenkins
made to Maximino’s government, frequently tied to specific infrastructure projects. The
son of one of Puebla’s most prominent mid-century businessmen, Rómulo O’Farrill,
63
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remembered: “Jenkins helped Maximino a lot… He made loans to the state government.
When times were tough and the state’s resources were low, Maximino would say to
Jenkins, ‘Look, can you help me out?’ And Jenkins would make him a loan. But these
were always paid back”.65 The nephew of a former councilor of Tehuacán, Julio López
Sierra, has related how his uncle and other councilors approached Maximino regarding a
new sewage system for Puebla’s second city. The Governor approved the project, but
with the caveat that no funds were available. “However,” he is said to have added, “if
you take a walk round the corner and visit Don Guillermo Jenkins, perhaps he can help
you.” So the delegates did just that, convinced Jenkins of the viability of the project, and
signed their names as guarantors of the loan. Puebla congressional records confirm that
Maximino approved a Tehuacán sewage project in June 1938.66
As for the matter of Jenkins partnering with Maximino in business, evidence
generally falls into the category of rumor and conjecture.67 To be sure, some of this
comes from relatively disinterested sources. In a dispatch to the U.S. State Department in
1939, Consul General James Stewart (to whom Jenkins had revealed his campaign
donation several months before) wrote that Maximino was “undoubtedly a secret partner
of Jenkins,” seeming to imply that the Governor held a covert stake in the Atencingo
Company. Jenkins’ eldest grandson, while demurring on the subject of partnerships, has
conceded that his grandfather did occasional favors to ease Maximino’s personal cash
flow, in several instances buying from him houses that had fallen into the general’s hands
in Mexico City. By Jenkins’ own admission, this kind of favor worked both ways, as and
when required. He earlier told Stewart that Maximino had made him business loans,
from out of his personal account, of up to 100,000 pesos.68
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Miguel Abed and the Lebanese: A Jenkins Parallel
Maximino undoubtedly did business with some. In conversation with Stewart,
Jenkins estimated that the Governor’s personal fortune had multiplied to somewhere near
2 million pesos ($400,000) during his first two years in office; this was too much to have
simply been siphoned from state coffers. Jenkins gave the consul to believe that this
fortune owed at least in part to a “very intimate” relationship with another immigrant
entrepreneur, Miguel E. Abed.
A fast-rising member of the Lebanese community, Abed’s career paralleled that
of Jenkins, if at a half-generation’s remove. Like many of Puebla’s 300 or so Lebanese,
Abed took advantage of the disruptions of the Revolution to enter the ranks of the
bourgeoisie, usually by founding small specialized mills but in some cases taking over
existing companies.69 These immigrants began as merchants, middle-men between the
textile producers and town markets, rural communities and military encampments, often
selling their wares from the back of horse-drawn carts. Abed’s beginnings were yet
humbler, selling ribbons and thread from a portable tray in the downtown La Victoria
Market, before moving up the supply chain. His initiative brought him to the attention of
Andrés Matienzo, scion of one of the state’s wealthiest families and last of the Porfirian
old guard to serve as mayor of Puebla (1913-14). Exiled during the war in Cuba and
New York, Matienzo had returned in 1919 to find his hacienda lands being distributed to
campesinos and his assets depleted. He chose the energetic young Abed to run his mill,
El Patriotismo, which was one of Puebla’s oldest but furbished with modern equipment.
Per Matienzo family lore, Abed deliberately ran the mill poorly, causing financial losses,
and then offered to save the day with a capital infusion of his own. Abed himself lacked
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such resources, but he found a willing lender in none other than William Jenkins. In
March 1923, Abed formed a partnership with Matienzo in a new operating company.
Over the following year, Matienzo’s shareholding in the mill was twice subject to a legal
embargo; apparently, some government official was leaning on Matienzo to meet tax
payments. (Whether or not this owed in part to disdain for Porfirian elites, or to a pay-off
from Abed, many cash-poor hacienda owners were brought low by post-revolutionary
estate taxes.) In April 1924, the partnership was dissolved, leaving Abed sole owner of
El Patriotismo.70
Abed proved successful in the textile business and adept at ingratiating himself
with politicians. Were the two achievements perhaps related? By 1927 he was
prominent enough to be invited by Gov. Bravo Izquierdo to join Jenkins, other consuls,
and business leaders in Puebla’s new Paving Board, which would oversee street
improvements.71 In early 1928, with the textile sector mired in recession, Abed showed
no sign of discomfort, instead inviting the press to observe him hand out free cloth to his
workers. La Opinión obligingly reported that Abed had always kept his mill running,
without lay-offs, reduced work shifts, or strikes. A few months later he was back in the
headlines, hosting a banquet for former Interior Minister Adalberto Tejada, with Bravo
Izquierdo in attendance, and showing off his mill to them. In 1929, he joined Jenkins and
other senior businessmen in co-hosting a Chamber of Commerce reception for incoming
governor Leónides Andreu Almazán; soon afterwards he hosted a lavish dinner at El
Patriotismo for Puebla military chief Pedro J. Almada; and the following year he
represented Almazán at a Communications Ministry meeting between federal officials
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and state governors to discuss plans for highways.72 No Puebla industrialist schmoozed
so openly with politicians and the military as Miguel Abed, and his reward was
exemplified in 1931 when Leónides’ brother Juan, a senior general, invited him to join a
group of powerful investors that included President Pascual Ortiz Rubio in a venture to
develop the nascent tourist hub of Acapulco.73
When, in 1933, Abed blithely told Excélsior he supported federal moves to set a
minimum wage, adding that he had never had a strike at El Patriotismo because he treated
his workers well, many a competitor reading those lines must have scowled and shaken
his head.74 Clearly Abed was connected; clearly he had federal and military contracts for
his mill. One is left to speculate how much Abed donated to Maximino’s electoral
campaign.
Friends they certainly became. In April 1937, before Maximino scared La
Opinión into timidity, the paper reported the emergence in Puebla of a parallel police
force, authorized by the state government, financed by Abed, and made up of Lebanese
who brandished special badges. The paper commented sarcastically that the social elite
would appreciate the increased security. One column claimed that Abed had been close
to every governor of the last fifteen years, buttering them up with banquets in their honor
and then showering them with his oratory.75 The following February, when Abed was
briefly arrested in the United States for smuggling $100,000 in gold out of the country on
a previous visit, the rumors running in Puebla were that most of the bullion belonged to
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Maximino.76 Why the U.S. government dropped the charge is unclear; Abed confirmed
that he had collected the sum from a New York deposit box and transported it to Mexico,
a deed that seemed to violate Roosevelt’s 1933 emergency banking act. Perhaps the
United States wanted to avoid embarrassment to President Cárdenas in pursuing a case
that might incriminate a key ally of his.
Abed was no anomaly: Maximino was very friendly with Puebla’s Lebanese in
general. Never was this clearer than in March 1940, when the Governor twice bathed
himself in the warmth and adulation of the city’s Lebanese elite. On a Saturday,
Maximino and his wife Margarita became godparents to the son of Elías D. Hanán, a
textile manufacturer and real estate developer, and the one industrialist who vied with
Abed as most frequently mentioned in the Puebla press. La Opinión devoted copious
column inches to the baptism and after party, well attended by Lebanese worthies and
local politicians. It featured a master of ceremonies’ speech in praise of Maximino (“a
statesman and a revolutionary”) that prompted lengthy applause and cries of “Viva!” On
the Sunday, the Governor’s son joined three children of Miguel Abed’s in a first
communion, the parents acting as honorary godparents to each other’s offspring. As
though to fix a blessing, both divine and social, upon this high marriage of political and
economic powers, it was Puebla’s archbishop who officiated.77
Maximino must have recognized in the Lebanese not only a nose for commerce
and a certain ruthlessness but also a common sense of exclusion from Puebla’s more
aristocratic circles, something that had once bothered Jenkins too. No old money
Pueblan can have been ignorant of the Governor’s origins – the son of a Sierra muledriver, a sometime cowboy, mailman, bullfighter, and Singer sewing machine vendor –
nor of his ever-expanding retinue of wives, mistresses and children.78 To visibly unite
himself with Hanán, Abed and (in similar fashion, two years later) William Jenkins, was
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to announce to all Puebla that a new order had arrived, displacing the Spanish-Mexican
elites, with their shrinking haciendas and cumbersome mills. Maximino and his chums
may all be arrivistes, the public signals said, but it was they who now had the wealth and
the power and they who now commandeered the Cathedral, that imposing sanctum built
by Bishop Juan de Palafox, 300 years before.
This was only a displacement in part, and it would take another generation for the
Lebanese to gain the upper hand in the all-important textile sector. But, as Wil Pansters
has put it: “the 1920s and 1930s were the years of the start of a new social
configuration… the new industrial entrepreneurs, who had not suffered from the
hostilities during the Revolution, participated in the new developments without
prejudice” – without prejudice, that is, in terms of their credit-worthiness and their
relations with acquisitive generals-turned-politicians: Bravo Izquierdo, Mijares Palencia,
Ávila Camacho. The Lebanese, like Jenkins, still faced prejudice a-plenty from the highsociety set, a trait exemplified in the annals of Puebla’s leading economic clique, the
Association of Textile Businessmen of Puebla & Tlaxcala, whose governing board would
include no Lebanese until the close of the 1950s.79 Unsurprisingly, it also came from
those generals and politicians who would have no truck with Maximino. In his serialized
memoir of 1958, former presidential candidate Juan Andreu Almazán – who had once
invited Abed to join his Acapulco development company – would single out William
Jenkins and Miguel Abed as the two most despicable foreigners in Puebla.80

The Atencingo Compromise
The symbiotic equation that helped bring Maximino to power and sustain him
during his term of office saw the Governor favoring the business elite during various
conflicts with workers and campesinos and fostering a climate propitious for investment.
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His violent suppression of the FROC general strike in 1935, when Puebla military chief,
gave an early indication of his iron fist. Once governor, his persecution of that hard-left
independent union, to the benefit of industrialists and the more compliant CROM,
resulted in its decimation and marginalization; between early 1938 and the presidential
election of 1940, froquistas were murdered at the rate of at least one per month.81
Valencia Castrejón claims that, during those very years, Puebla’s growth in terms of new
investment contrasted with the sluggish performance of the national economy. Jenkins
and friends were often beneficiaries. Around this time Jenkins invested in Automotriz
O’Farrill, a Puebla-based auto dealership that, thanks to his capital, expanded into the
assembly of Packard luxury cars. At the opening of the Packard plant in October 1939,
Rómulo O’Farrill was effusive in his praise of Maximino, “who offered me all facilities
and help without limits”.82
Yet the most significant illustration of Maximino’s pro-capital tendencies
concerns Jenkins and Atencingo, by now the most productive sugar plantation in
Mexico.83 The prospect that Jenkins could lose everything became imminent in October
1936, when Cárdenas began his accelerated program of mass redistribution of land to
communal peasant farmers (ejidatarios) with a personal assault on the cotton estates of
Coahuila’s La Laguna district. First to be affected was none other than Manuel Pérez
Treviño, former governor of Coahuila and president of the PNR, who had the double
misfortune of having rivaled Cárdenas for the presidential nomination and having scaled
the upper echelons of politics as an ally of Calles. Some time after packing him off as
Mexico’s ambassador to Spain, Cárdenas seized his massive plantation.84 At least in part,
the land redistribution program was motivated by the settling of political scores and the
generating of eight-column headlines. As owner of Puebla’s largest agro-industrial
enterprise, as an American, and as a man who had apparently thumbed his nose at the rule
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of law in Mexico (if not by arranging his own kidnapping, then at least by shipping
contraband alcohol), Jenkins must have known he had a target on his back.
According to David Ronfeldt, whose Atencingo remains a masterful melding of
historical research, oral testimony and sociological insight, the dilemma drew nigh in
1937, when the veteran agrarista Dolores Campos, better known as Doña Lola, secured
an audience with President Cárdenas.85 Through the efforts of Doña Lola and other
courageous activists, a great majority of the land of the Matamoros Valley – some ninety
percent – had been taken from Jenkins’ haciendas and redistributed as communal ejidos
for the benefit of the region’s campesinos, many of whom had fought under Zapata and
still considered themselves Zapatistas. In all, some forty villages won land, over years of
petitioning, and in the face of slow-moving bureaucrats, gun-toting guardias blancas, and
Jenkins-friendly caciques like Chietla’s Gen. Sabino P. Burgos. Indeed, it was Burgos’
premature death in August 1935 (aged 47, after an illness) that provided the opening
Doña Lola needed to push for a final resolution over Jenkins’ most valuable terrain.
Amid the power vacuum that followed, which coincided with the political apogee of the
FROC, her ally Gil Vega won election as mayor of Chietla, just as the FROC took the
mayorship of Puebla City.86 Vega’s support for his townspeople’s petitions helped them
gain the attention of federal authorities. Their beef, like that of other villagers in the
Valley, was that almost all the redistributed land relied on rainfall rather than mechanical
irrigation, and much of it was hilly. So Doña Lola proposed to Cárdenas that inhabitants
of Chietla, along with other villagers who lacked sufficient arable land, should receive
the Valley’s economic engine: the 28,000 acres of irrigated sugar-growing heartland.
Cárdenas was familiar with the Matamoros Valley from his brief stint as Puebla’s
military chief in late 1932. In his diary he had then described the region as one in which
depressed and often drunken laborers of the Atencingo Company contrasted with their
ejidatario neighbors, who seemed both happy and healthy.87 Whether or not his sketch
was fair – for the manager, Manuel Pérez, had little tolerance for public drunkenness,
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while Cárdenas’ diary was clearly written for posterity – the political attractiveness of the
proposal was plain. Atencingo might be the next showcase of the Revolution, a testament
to peasant productivity, like La Laguna. The President told Doña Lola that he would
consent to her plea, and in June he ordered the Agrarian Department to arrange the
seizure and partition.
Jenkins’ response was to take advantage of a change in the law, incorporated
within the Agrarian Code of 1934, that permitted haciendas’ resident field hands (peones
acasillados) to petition for private land on the same basis as all other campesinos. (That
none of Atencingo’s cane cutters had so far done so says something about the terror of
the reign of Manuel Pérez.) To effect his plan, Jenkins enlisted the help of two powerful
men.
The first was Maximino. To begin with, Maximino was in a strong position to
seek favors of Cárdenas, having backed him in his maneuvers to consolidate his mandate
in the face of the threat posed by Calles. The Governor ordered a study of Atencingo,
which concluded that the plantation’s resident cane cutters should have first claim to its
lands; after all, they already occupied it, and yet owned nothing, whereas the villages
already possessed communal land grants and were merely seeking enlargements.
Maximino used this study to lobby Cárdenas. He also argued that the division of
Atencingo into ejidos would have seriously negative tax repercussions for the state – a
concern which, no doubt, had helped protect the plantation’s heartland from such activist
governors as Almazán. Later, he protested that the agrarian commissioner handling the
matter was inviting people from far-off villages, even from the state of Morelos, to take
part in the redistribution.88 In July, Cárdenas responded favorably and issued a
suspension of his seizure order. Further, effectively overriding the Agrarian Department,
the President entrusted the Governor with determining exactly how a redistribution of
Atencingo land should best be carried out.89
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Jenkins’ second ally was the unlikely person of Blas Chumacero, a vocal leader of
the radical FROC. Chumacero had become a FROC-backed state congressman in
January 1937, and there were initial signs that he and fellow lawmaker Francisco
Márquez might temper the conservatism of the new establishment, for the rest of the
legislature were self-declared Maximino loyalists, calling themselves (with no discernible
irony) the “Revolutionary Bloc.” Only eight months before, Chumacero had marched at
the head of the Mexico City demonstration against Maximino’s theft of the primary
election. He had given a vivid speech, recalling the army’s machine-gunning of striking
froquistas at the general’s orders in 1935, and culminating with the declaration: “General
Ávila Camacho, candidate imposed on the governorship of Puebla, is at the service of the
clergy, capitalism and the [fascist] Gold Shirts!” Within several months of entering the
legislature, both he and Márquez found it politically expedient, and quite possibly helpful
for their health, to cast their lot with the new governor.90 If his decision to keep his head
down in congress is understandable, his willingness to work with Jenkins is less so,
unless he felt that by doing so he might plant a seed of FROC activism at Atencingo that
could benefit the union in the long run. Early signs were not encouraging. Jenkins and
Pérez had already co-opted a labor organization embracing both mill workers and cane
cutters, rendering it a company-loyal union, or sindicato blanco, and it retained this status
even after affiliating with the FROC.91
With Chumacero’s help, Jenkins devised nine commissions that represented each
of the former haciendas in the Atencingo complex; these would make formal petitions for
the land.92 In angry response to this organizing, a large number of villagers, some led by
the Zapatista Gen. Emilio N. Acosta, invaded parts of the estate to try seize the lands.
Again, Maximino came to Jenkins’ aid. State police led by Puebla’s chief officer, along
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with federal soldiers, were dispatched to supplement the force of Jenkins loyalists – mill
workers, peons and Pérez’s pistoleros – that went to confront the invading villagers.
After a shoot-out that left several dead on both sides, some 400 villagers were hauled off
to Puebla City, where they were reprimanded by the Governor. Aside from the
inevitability of this outcome, the land invasion was likely a tactical error in a larger sense,
as Cárdenas did not approve of such moves.93
It was convenient for Jenkins that shortly afterwards, while on tour in the
Yucatán, Cárdenas should decree new regulations that clarified the rights of resident
peons to the lands on which they toiled. As the President sailed for home, Maximino,
Chumacero and various agrarian officials and peasant commissioners all hurried down to
Veracruz to intercept his boat. In an audience on August 26, they convinced him of the
resident peons’ right to Atencingo. Jenkins made his own move to ensure the proposal’s
success, by offering to make a gift of his lands to his peons and mill workers – and hence
a gift to the President, as he would not seek compensation. He would, naturally, retain
possession of the mill. Cárdenas’ acceptance of these proposals was greeted with outrage
in Chietla, but no violence ensued, only a record-breaking borrachera. This all-day
binge, Ronfeldt implies, signaled a surrender, but only of sorts. By no means was it the
end of agrarian activism against Jenkins.
Meanwhile a new struggle ensued over the nature of the land grant. Maximino,
Chumacero and Jenkins proposed that the lands become a single, collective ejido,
dedicated to cane growing, administered by a cooperative society, and supplied by the
mill company with the necessary credit, for which the cane crop would serve as
collateral. Vicente Lombardo Toledano, leader of the CTM and a close adviser to the
President, was in agreement that the complex continue to dedicate itself to sugar and be
farmed collectively – which was not a fait accompli, as one of several peon petitions
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favored division of the plantation into nine separate ejidos, and many preferred a
fragmentation of the land into individual plots. But Lombardo differed on the crucial
matter of the mill, advocating that it too be expropriated. The idea was not outlandish,
for a similar model prevailed across the state line in Zacatepec, Morelos. Here, Cárdenas
was already plowing 14 million pesos into the building of a giant mill that would function
as a peasant cooperative.94 Maximino moved quickly to neutralize Lombardo’s
influence. On October 5, according to due process, Puebla’s Local Agrarian Commission
submitted its report to the Governor, favoring a single communal land grant without the
seizure of the mill, and Maximino took the unusual step of approving it the very same
day.
In a ceremony on December 20, Maximino gave the peons of Atencingo
provisional possession of their 8,567-hectare (21,170-acre) ejido. Jenkins was legally
permitted to retain just 150 hectares.95 Cárdenas then confirmed the Governor’s
resolution and awarded definitive possession of the land, to the 2,043 members of the
“Ejidal Cooperative Society of Atencingo and Annexes,” in June 1938.96 On the former
occasion, as he put his signature to the documents that formalized the expropriation,
Jenkins wept. These were not crocodile tears. The one-time Tennessee farm boy still felt
a special connection to the soil, especially this soil, to which he had devoted the better
part of his energies for seventeen years, to which he had demonstrated a greater
commitment than he had shown to his wife, Mary, now pining for him in Arizona.
Farmer was the occupation written in his passport, and farming continued to absorb his
imagination.97 Now the soil of Atencingo was no longer his.
Still, the Maximino connection brought Jenkins long-term victory. The terms of
the land grant bound the Atencingo ejidatarios to a series of obligations that served
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Jenkins very well: they must work collectively, only produce sugar cane, and only sell it
to the Atencingo mill; only the former peons and current mill employees of the Atencingo
Company, the least mobilized campesinos and workers in the vicinity, could qualify as
ejidatarios; funds for the crops were to be provided on credit, with interest, by Jenkins,
rather than by the National Ejidal Credit Bank; and the Atencingo Company manager,
Manuel Pérez, had the right to select the manager of the Ejidal Cooperative Society, the
ejido’s administrative organ, which oversaw work schedules, wages, the sale of the
harvest and so on. In practice, Jenkins and Pérez came to control the appointment of all
posts within the communal farm. Altogether, little changed in the way that the business
was run and Jenkins was granted enormous legal influence over his former peons. The
biggest operational change was that Jenkins now had to pay for his cane, but as sole
buyer he could more or less fix the price. Better still for him, concludes Ronfeldt, the
ejido’s legal constitution served as a block against further designs on the plantation by the
likes of Doña Lola and the agrarista villagers. This did not stop them from trying on
occasion to seize parcels of land, but when they did so, as occurred in October 1938 and
May 1939, Maximino was quick to defend the integrity of the new cooperative.98
Exchanges of favors relating to Atencingo did not end there. During the debate
over the plantation’s future, the U.S. State Department had contacted the Mexican
government to express its concern that so large an American-owned asset faced
expropriation. The State Department’s note prompted what was probably Jenkins’
biggest favor to Maximino since his campaign donation.99 As he afterwards recounted to
Consul General Stewart, the Governor had immediately sent for him, “in a panic,” and
confessed his worry that the U.S. government might retaliate by confiscating Mexican
deposits in American banks. He said he therefore intended to transfer his U.S. savings
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into Jenkins’ account. No doubt worried about the red flag that this might raise with the
IRS, Jenkins protested the idea. But Maximino, like many a dictator, was prone to
paranoia; he would not be dissuaded, and so, for several months, Jenkins was obliged
harbor $250,000 of Maximino’s ill-gotten fortune. Jenkins closed his tale of this episode
with a rare display of self-examination, which Stewart, whether simply given to brevity
or consciously using wry understatement, conveyed thus: “Mr. Jenkins says that
sometimes he thinks his relations with the Governor may be too close.”
Then, in May 1940, a return kindness: Maximino proposed to the Puebla
legislature that it withdraw the funds of welfare department the Beneficiencia Pública
from its bank account and invest them in the Atencingo Company. Maximino claimed
that these funds would thus earn a higher rate of return, and given the wartime
profitability of sugar the argument was a reasonable one. That July, following a
congressional study, the proposal was approved – though not reported in the press.100
Until the end of World War II, shortly after which he initiated the sale of the mill,
Jenkins would continue to reap healthy profits from Atencingo. Cane productivity in tons
per hectare remained high, and the mill workers and ejidatarios remained subservient
and, but for some commotion during the 1940 presidential campaign, fairly peaceful.
Referring back to the expropriation, Jenkins later told a friend: “I came out on top. I still
get my sugar from the same land because I finance the peasants’ crops.”101
Chumacero also came out on top. The pragmatism he showed in abandoning
radicalism and embracing accommodation – with those very elites until recently his bitter
rhetorical foes – may have been born of awkward necessity. Yet it foreshadowed the
daily compromises of a long career in politics and unionism under the umbrella of the
PRI, one that saw him serve as federal deputy for Puebla six times (a national post-1940
record), as senator twice, and rise to the number two position in the CTM, a perennial
accomplice of labor-leader-for-life Fidel Velázquez.102
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Maximino came out on top as well: politically, economically, personally. He
scored political points by negotiating to the President’s satisfaction a solution to a prickly
agrarian problem, one marked by three decades of violent tussles. He secured a
productive future for the largest private unit within the state’s economy, an employer of
5,000, a major source of taxes, and an investment option for state-controlled moneys.103
He preserved a relationship of sufficient symbiotic convenience with the state’s leading
industrialist that he had a safe harbor, when he needed one, for his loot.

New Adventures, in Cinema and Elsewhere
In the summer of 1938, a few weeks after the Atencingo cane-growers received
definitive possession of their land, Jenkins agreed to invest in a trio of start-up
companies, proposed by three distinct groups of Puebla-based entrepreneurs. Their
proposal was to catch the mounting wave of public interest in a medium with which
Mexico had been familiar for more than 40 years, but which only recently had begun to
show true commercial potential, along with viability as a sector to which Mexicans could
contribute as producers as well as consumers: motion pictures. Within a decade, the
American was the single most powerful force in the Mexican film industry – by now
enjoying a Golden Age of high output and reaping awards at European festivals, while
movie-going was by far Mexicans’ preferred form of ticketed entertainment. Although
most of the era’s film fans were likely oblivious, Jenkins came to own the country’s
largest collection of theaters by far, to exercise indirect control of film distribution, and to
oversee much of the financing available for production. As a result he would cause great
alarm in the industry, both among filmmakers – unsettled by a postwar surge of foreign
films that his theaters seemed to favor – and among rival exhibitors, who felt they were
being muscled out of the business by a scheming Yanqui.
Such alarm eventually moved the state to create a protectionist Film Law, in
1949. Here and over the eleven years that followed, the government would repeatedly
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tinker with regulation, ostensibly trying to rein in “the film monopoly,” by subsidizing
Mexican movies and guaranteeing them screen time. These efforts would mostly prove
in vain. In 1960, when the state finally enacted a long-threatened nationalization of
movie theaters, the Golden Age was a receding memory. Mexican cinema was by then
awash in formulaic genre pictures shot on miniscule budgets, Hollywood was
consolidating a domination over the box office that continues to this day, and even the
resilient business of film exhibition was losing its sheen, the sector seeing its profits
diminish under a long-term policy of ticket price controls. By then, Jenkins had made his
pile, thanks more than anything to the silver screen.
The year 1938 is not remembered as an opportune time for capitalists, especially
those U.S. and British investors who once were lords of the Mexican oil industry.
Cárdenas’ wildly popular act of expropriation – Mexico’s declaration of economic
independence, as it came deceptively to be known – exacerbated an existing problem of
capital flight, forcing devaluation of the peso from 3.50 to 5.00 to the dollar. The
President found himself compelled to rekindle relations with industrialists, since a
continued investment slowdown threatened to throw the economy into recession ahead of
the 1940 election. A governmental appeasement campaign saw a deceleration of land
redistribution (from 5.8 million hectares in 1937 to 3.5 million in 1938 and 2.2 million in
1939), a brake on the number of strikes (from 576 in 1937 to 319 in 1938), the wateringdown of proposals for various new taxes, the nixing of proposed exchange controls, and
in 1939, an infant-industry decree that permitted five-year tax breaks to business of all
sizes. Meanwhile Cárdenas increased deficit-spending to help redynamize the economy
in Keynesian fashion, stepping up his ambitious road-building, electrification, irrigation
and agricultural credit programs, which in turn buoyed consumption and industrial
production levels. The careful observer could gauge the general impact on regular
consumers by how much beer they were drinking. Despite economic troubles and
inflation, national beer production continued to rise in 1938, by a relatively healthy 7

279

percent; in 1939, it rose 24 percent.104 For businessmen with cash to spare, 1938 was to
some extent the dawn of an era of opportunity.
Cinema was opportunity par excellence. Driven by Hollywood talkies, which
made up three-quarters of all films released in Mexico during the 1930s, theaters were
generating enormous sales. As early as 1937, before construction of dedicated movie
palaces boomed, Mexico was as important a market to Hollywood as Italy and nearly as
large as Canada. Not only exhibition but also production was becoming an enticing
investment, as it advanced from artisanal to industrial status. In October 1936, Fernando
de Fuentes’ rural musical melodrama Allá en el Rancho Grande became a genreestablishing blockbuster; the next year it was Mexico’s first major export success,
gaining playdates throughout the Americas via Hollywood studio United Artists,
breaking records in Cuba and Venezuela, and impressing in Colombia and Argentina. It
beat a path for films to follow, and so great was the rush to cash in on this “comedia
ranchera” vogue, producers churned out twenty more in 1937. For an instinctive
reactionary like Jenkins, Rancho Grande was further significant for its departure from the
social realism and revolutionary themes that had occupied filmmakers over the previous
few years.105 Anticipating the nostalgic nationalism that would become a staple of the
cultural industries from the 1940s, Rancho Grande celebrated a mythical Mexico in
which landowners ruled as benign patriarchs and peasants knew their place. Such
conservative escapism would dominate Mexican cinema until the post-Jenkins era of the
early 1960s.
When Jenkins came to be bitten by the film bug is hard to say. As early as 1921
he had written to United Artists, offering to handle Mexican distribution of their pictures.
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Some time in 1938, whether before or after his first investments in exhibition, his friend
Sergio Guzmán – now mayor of Puebla – introduced Jenkins to his brother Roberto,
recently returned from Hollywood. Roberto had gone to Los Angeles as private secretary
to the exiled Adolfo de la Huerta, where he had found success acting in Spanish-language
features. (The former president, meanwhile, gave singing lessons.) Following a face-lift
that went awry, Roberto returned to Mexico, now looking to work behind the camera. He
pitched a project called Alma Norteña, and Jenkins agreed to back it. Starring Gilberto
González and released the following year, the picture proved a modest hit.106 A number
of older Pueblans, teenagers in the 1940s, remember Jenkins as an avid movie-goer, his
presence in the darkened theater made known to all by his booming guffaws during
comedies.107
Of the investor groups that approached Jenkins in 1938, one consisted of four
brothers named Espinosa Yglesias. Led by the dynamic and ambitious second brother,
Manuel, they had inherited a movie business from their father, a chess-playing pal of
Jenkins who had died in 1930.108 Until then, the Espinosa family had dominated
exhibition in Puebla, owning a bona fide movie palace called the Variedades and leasing
a second venue, the Constantino; smaller rivals functioned in the 1920s but died out. The
Espinosas owned theaters in another four other towns, including Oaxaca, and a
distribution company that serviced four states. But with the new decade a major rival
appeared: the Teatro Guerrero, built by a well-connected Basque immigrant, Jesús
Cienfuegos, in a plum location next-door to the city hall in Puebla’s central plaza.
Movie-going emerged as the dominant form of paid entertainment in Mexico, and by
1938 a nationwide boom in theater construction was beginning. Manuel Espinosa saw
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that the distributors in Mexico City were supplying their better product to the larger
circuits, so long-term survival necessitated expansion. The brothers began building a
third theater in Puebla, the Coliseo, but they felt that by the time they had recouped their
investment and were ready to expand further, the game might well be over. They needed
capital, and fast, and it is here that they sought an association with Jenkins. Not only did
they have a familial connection, they also knew he had just begun to invest in theaters
with two others. One was Cienfuegos, with whom Jenkins partnered in venues in
neighboring Veracruz. The other was the shopkeeper and alcohol merchant who had
come to Jenkins’ aid during his 1934 arrest: Gabriel Alarcón Chargoy.109
Jenkins was sufficiently impressed with Espinosa’s business record and
entrepreneurial vision to partner him and his brothers in a new company, Ultra-Cinemas
de México. The two parties constituted the company by each committing 50,000 pesos
[$10,000], but on top of that Jenkins pledged a loan of 1.2 million pesos [$240,000].110
Fifty years later, Espinosa would recall a follow-up meeting with Jenkins: “When we
began our partnership, I asked him for money for the first theater that we were going to
build, in Guadalajara. He greatly surprised me by giving me 300,000 pesos without
asking me to sign a single receipt. When I asked him what I should sign for the money,
he replied, ‘Nothing. If you are capable of stealing this amount, you are not your father’s
son.’” The gesture is quite typical. Repeatedly during his career, Jenkins forged
partnerships with, or made loans to, men whom he knew he could trust, often the sons of
friends. His dismissive regard for paperwork also exemplifies the below-the-radar level
on which he operated. For one thing, he could not be taxed on what he had not put his
name to in writing. Secondly, as a U.S. citizen, he remained aware that a leftward shift in
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the political winds could result in acts of expropriation, just as he had lost the fertile lands
that surrounded Atencingo. Jenkins became a routine practitioner of such so-called
prestanombres relationships, registering almost all of his assets under other peoples’
names.111
Manuel Espinosa later grew concerned about the imbalance of capital committed
to Ultra-Cinemas and the brake that this might put on its expansion – that is, were the
Espinosas obliged to fully repay old loans to Jenkins before committing fresh funds to
new construction. Manuel proposed that the family roll its existing brace of Puebla
theaters into a new company and offer Jenkins a fifty percent stake in it in order to clear
their debts, to which Jenkins agreed.112 Jenkins thus became part-owner of a promising
circuit of theaters with the Espinosas, counting the two in construction, in addition to
those he co-owned with Cienfuegos and Alarcón.
Soon the trade press was paying attention. In January 1939, the U.S. weekly
Variety reported Jenkins’ financing of five new provincial theaters, to be managed by
Mexican partners. In April 1940, the paper reported a continuation of Mexico’s
construction boom, in spite of financial jitters ahead of the mid-year presidential election,
with $1.6 million committed to fourteen venues. Of those, two were “to be built by
William Oscar Jenkins, reputed to be the wealthiest American in Mexico, who, in
cooperation with veteran Mexican exhibitors, has established a circuit of six new
cinemas...”113 Two months later, the Espinosas opened their theater in Guadalajara, a
4,500-seat movie palace named after their Puebla flagship, the Variedades. With two
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balconies and state-of-the-art air-conditioning, it was by far the city’s premier venue.114
But Manuel’s brothers, Ernesto and Luis, preferred to leave the business after a couple of
years, which forced Manuel to propose that Jenkins buy the family out. Jenkins refused.
A little later, however, he summoned Manuel and told him he would lend him sufficient
funds to purchase his brothers’ shares. So, by spring 1942, Jenkins and Manuel Espinosa
were practically on their own as partners, the Pueblan gradually repaying his debt to the
Tennessean with his share of the profits. Again, the episode is telling. After the
Atencingo expropriation, Jenkins was always insistent on having at least one local partner
in his businesses. Naturally, this arrangement afforded him a willing front man, who
could shield his ownership role from public view.
Another advantage of Jenkins’ theater investments was that his three partners
were driven to compete, and hence excel, because they distrusted if not hated each
other.115 Social provenance was part of it. Though Espinosa would later cultivate a
Horatio Alger image, he was an old-money Pueblan, whose father had been mayor as
well as owner of movie theaters, hotels and half of the telephone company, and whose
family home was a neoclassical mansion on downtown Reforma Street. Alarcón hailed
from a village in Hidalgo with a polysyllabic indigenous name. He had arrived in Puebla
City at the age of 14, with three years of schooling and a bundle of clothes tied together
with string. Cienfuegos, of course, was a gachupín. He had made two small fortunes
already, one as a licensed vendor of pulque to Puebla’s dingier cantinas, the other on
commission as a tax collector, both pursuits quite socially gauche and both requiring
political connections (yet he was a foreigner – how did he get them?).116
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The mutual loathing was especially true of Espinosa, a diminutive, sly and wellspoken man, and Alarcón, brash and bearish. Within months of Alarcón opening his
Cine Reforma, La Opinión ran articles praising his theater and deriding Espinosa’s, a bias
explained by the fact that Alarcón advertised in the paper while Espinosa did not, and by
the likelihood that Alarcón was paying for these stories. The first of them pilloried
Espinosa’s Cine Coliseo, which opened just months after Alarcón’s Reforma, alleging its
temperature fluctuated so severely that “numerous” patrons, “known to be honorable,”
were complaining the place caused them breathing problems. “Do You Want
Pneumonia?,” trilled the headline, “Go to the Cine Coliseo.”117
The arrangement with Cienfuegos, Espinosa and Alarcón completed Jenkins’ shift
into managerial capitalism. Jenkins had employed managers at his other main business,
his brother-in-law Donald Street at La Corona stocking mill and the Spaniard Manuel
Pérez at Atencingo, but he had remained a hands-on executive. The year he entered the
film business, however, was the year he turned 60. Having three owner-managers
working under him – just as he had once toiled under Leon Rasste, back in 1906 –
ensured that Jenkins could delegate the oversight of day-to-day operations, while he
arranged the larger financial maneuvers, dealt with Aarón Sáenz at the sugar cartel,
politicked with Maximino, and oversaw his other investments.
These were numerous. Jenkins had been diversifying his portfolio even before
the loss of his sugar cane lands. The threat implied in the presidential accession of
Cárdenas explains these moves in part, but there were also opportunities thrown up by the
fragility of new businesses, the vulnerability of old ones, and, as already noted in the case
of O’Farrill’s Jenkins-backed Packard plant, the rise of friends into the arriviste sphere of
Puebla’s pro-Maximino elite.
collectors and pulque merchants, alleging that, in cahoots with Gov. Bravo Izquierdo, they were keeping a
majority of tax revenues due to the state.
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In December 1935, at the request of prominent Mexico City banker Salvador
Ugarte, he stepped in to save the fraud-crippled Banco Mercantil de Puebla, an affiliate of
Ugarte’s Banco de Comercio. The major stake that Jenkins acquired in the local bank
through his infusion of capital would lead to his becoming one of Mexico’s leading
financiers by 1950.118
That same month, Jenkins took a stake in La Trinidad, a mid-sized textile mill in
neighboring Tlaxcala state, along with its spinning and finishing plant, Los Ángeles, in
Puebla. This was another example of Jenkins gaining the upper hand over the Porfirian
set that had long ago snubbed him and Mary. La Trinidad belonged to the Morales
Conde family, whose patriarch Manuel M. Conde had inaugurated the mill in 1884. By
the latter stages of the Revolution, the Morales Condes were indebted to the American to
the tune of 300,000 pesos, and given the parlous state of the Puebla-Tlaxcala textile
sector for much of the 1920s and 30s, it was probably a foreclosing of that loan that made
Jenkins the firm’s majority owner. When the company was reconstituted in 1935 as
Manuel M. Conde, S.A., it was as usual Jenkins’ day-to-day front men, his accountants
Manuel Sevilla and Manuel Cabañas, whose names appeared in the Property Registry.119
These two trusty employees appeared as shareholders in further textile companies.
One or two of these may have involved further loan foreclosures; prior to the outbreak of
war, there was little reason for Jenkins to have actively looked to return to this low-rent
sector, which was beset by labor troubles and, given a local reluctance to reinvest profits,
hampered by increasingly outmoded machinery. The first was Industrias de Puebla, S.A.
(1935), a joint venture with another U.S. expatriate, Simon Utay, a Jewish textile
engineer from Dallas; this company owned the mid-sized San Juan Xaltepec mill, near
Tehuacán. Another was La Moderna, S.A. (1938), with investors including Indalecio
Canteli, a Spanish immigrant who became Jenkins’ point man in the mill town of Atlixco.
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A third was Textil Poblana, S.A. (1943), in union with Edmundo Cobel, a retailer and
tennis partner of Jenkins, whose Austrian forebear had settled in Mexico during the
Porfiriato.120 Separately, Jenkins came to control the Santiago, a mid-sized Puebla City
mill that had closed during the Depression. With his help, Jenkins’ friend Joaquín Ibáñez
acquired the mill in 1933 and got it running again as the economy picked up, employing
400 workers. But Ibáñez, a well-to-do Mexican and a lawyer, knew little about textiles
and failed to turn a profit. So in 1936 Jenkins took over the operation, bringing in Simon
Utay to turn the mill around, and later he was able to sell it, recovering his investment.121
The most significant foreclosure of all involved La Concepción, a large mill in
Atlixco with a workforce of nearly 700.122 That town’s oldest textile factory, it was
acquired during the Porfiriato by Angel Díaz Rubín, father of the unfortunate Pedro,
whose borrowing from Jenkins had led to the family’s loss of Atencingo. It seems that
Pedro never learned his lesson, because the 1930s saw him in debt to Jenkins a second
time. He and his siblings had taken a 200,000-peso loan from the Bank of Montreal to
keep La Concepción afloat, but it was Jenkins, as one of the local branch’s largest clients
(with a 4 million-peso account), who had approved the credit. The Bank of Montreal
closed its branch in 1932, at which point Jenkins persuaded the bankers to let him retain
the Díaz Rubíns’ outstanding loan. In 1935 he moved to foreclose it, apparently sealing
the deal during the Maximino years.123 In total, Jenkins found himself owner or coowner of at least six mills by the start of World War II, a cataclysm that gave Puebla’s
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conservative-minded textile sector an immense profiteering boost. So much so, in fact,
that complacency and stagnation were almost bound to follow.

Altogether, Jenkins’ ability to diversify with apparent equanimity, cultivate a de
facto illegal monopoly in Puebla film exhibition, force the foreclosure of bad loans, and
retain his lucrative mill at Atencingo after facing confiscation of the whole enterprise –
all this owed greatly to his relationship with Maximino, who in turn controlled the entire
state judiciary. Though he never surrendered his U.S. citizenship, Jenkins was an integral
part of the Mexican business elite. Writing on Jenkins, especially his involvement in the
film industry, has tended to miss this point. Paulo Antonio Paranaguá, for example,
implicitly considers Jenkins an agent of U.S. foreign policy and explicitly refers to him as
an element of “foreign interests”.124 Such inferences are incorrect and potentially
misleading. By 1940, Jenkins had spent thirty-nine years living in Mexico. He had
forged high-level friendships with politicians, businessmen, even the Catholic Church,
friendships often coupled with a degree of financial dependence: Jenkins as creditor,
partner, or maker of donations. He had reinvested almost all of his sugar profits in
Mexican ventures. Though he had functioned as a U.S. consular agent from 1913 until
1930, he retained little contact with U.S. officialdom; memos dispatched by the State
Department during the Atencingo expropriation were an exception. There is no evidence
of his partnering with U.S. interests, let alone the Hollywood studios, in ventures in the
film industry, nor of his appealing to U.S. authorities for assistance in that sector.125
Even socially, he preferred the company of Mexicans. Simply put, Jenkins was too savvy
to let himself be pigeon-holed as belonging to the ranks of gringo investors and too wellconnected to need a helping hand from Uncle Sam.
These distinctions are important, because to draw Jenkins as an agent of foreign
capital or imperialism is to take some of the rhetoric leveled against him at face value.
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Conversely, to regard Jenkins as a member of Mexico’s business establishment enables
one to see that much of that rhetoric was consciously “gringophobic” – a loaded attempt
to appeal to nationalist sentiments. As we shall see in subsequent chapters, both rival
businessmen and leftwing politicians would employ this rhetorical tool, casting Jenkins
as their Yankee bogeyman.

The Cacicazgo Avilacamachista
When Manuel Ávila Camacho became presidential candidate for the ruling Party
of the Mexican Revolution (the PRM, as the PNR had recently become), Jenkins’
proximity to Maximino took on an added strategic dimension. It benefited all three men
and it impacted the national political landscape. Already, the support lent in the late
1930s by industrialists like Jenkins to pro-business governors like Maximino had helped
strengthen the hand of the ruling party’s right wing. In turn, the muscle of the right
became a factor that weighed on Cárdenas as he pondered whether to support the leftist
Francisco Múgica or the centrist Manuel Ávila Camacho as his presidential successor.126
Then, during Manuel’s campaign of 1939-40, Jenkins reportedly made him a whopping
$400,000 loan – close to $6 million today.127
As was the case with Maximino’s gubernatorial campaign of 1936, the race for
the presidency was a close and often violent affair. The chief opponent, Juan Andreu
Almazán, enjoyed deep popular support, particularly in the cities. His eventual loss in
the July 1940 poll to Ávila Camacho was widely held to be a rigged result, a belief
substantiated by a ludicrous lopsidedness in the official tally: 2,476,641 for Ávila
Camacho against 151,101 for Almazán.128 The closeness of the contest as it was
witnessed on the ground – in rallies, in the daily press, in the murder of campaign
activists – suggests that, once again, an Ávila Camacho’s superior access to campaign
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finance, both from private donors and lenders and from the coffers of the PRM and local
government, may well have been decisive.
There were, in a sense, two Ávila Camacho dynasties, and Jenkins supported
both. In the short run, Manuel and Maximino dominated the political landscape in the
first half of the 1940s, and not long after his term was up as governor of Puebla,
Maximino imposed himself upon the Ministry of Communications and Public Works
(SCOP). In the long run, there persisted in Puebla what came to be known as an Ávila
Camacho fiefdom (cacicazgo avilacamachista), a perpetuation of Maximino’s caciquelike hold on state politics that persisted in tangible terms until his death in 1945 and in
terms of his conservative political clique until the 1960s, if not the 1970s. Appointees of
Maximino while he was governor, whether serving as congressional deputies
(theoretically elected but in most cases hand-picked cronies), as judges, or in some other
capacity, would go on to produce another six governors, ruling through to 1969. The
clique also included an ambitious lawyer who, when only in his twenties, served as head
of Puebla’s Arbitration Board and then as a judge on the state’s Superior Court. This
man was the future president of Mexico, Gustavo Díaz Ordaz.129

After the Revolution, Puebla’s state government and its business elite developed a
symbiotic relationship that was not merely convenient but imperative to both parties. In
this context, Jenkins and his ilk played a decisive role in moving Puebla politics to the
right. Of those governors who pursued a revolutionary, agrarista agenda, first José
María Sánchez, next Manuel Montes, and finally Leónides Andreu Almazán, only the
latter lasted most of a full term in office, and the evidence of his relationship with Jenkins
suggests that he only succeeded by learning from his radical predecessors’ mistakes.130
Rather than confronting or threatening the business elite, the populist Almazán reached
compromises with them; however, this tempering of his radicalism was insufficient to
129
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permit to him survive until the very end of his term. It was only from 1933, with the
accession of José Mijares Palencia, that governors manage to serve out their periods of
office. That year marked the dawn of a style of government that both decidedly favored
business and decidedly received its favor.
Once Maximino consolidated his supremacy during 1937 – gaining the
unanimous loyalty of the state congress, staffing the judiciary and Arbitration Board with
his allies, co-opting the newspaper La Opinión, starting to rein in the FROC, and
containing peasant activism through a combination of moderate land redistribution and
armed suppression of agraristas – Puebla became at last a politically stable entity.131 It
was so stable, in fact, and so well-ordered in corporatist fashion, that future gubernatorial
elections went practically uncontested for decades. State-capital relations, therefore,
came to be distinguished by symbioses largely of convenience. Private sector support for
state government became routine, and so, following the example of Maximino, did
governors’ indulgence in self-enrichment, whether crony-capitalist or simply venal. (So
blatant did that trait become, in 1964 it would cost Gov. Antonio Nava Castillo his job,
after a scandal erupted over a proposed state law concerning milk purification, from
which he stood to benefit as an investor in a pasteurization plant.132) In this respect, the
mutually beneficial relationship between Maximino and men such as Jenkins and Miguel
Abed suggests both a throwback to the coziness that prevailed between state and capital
during the Porfiriato and a crude provincial prototype for a more entrepreneurial abuse of
political authority that would become widespread at the federal level under President
Alemán.133
More importantly, the evolving alliance between Puebla’s business elite and its
governors – initially one of compromise but, from the 1932 Mijares campaign onwards,
one of shared ideological conviction – suggests how provincial relationships among elites
were an influential factor in state-building at the national level, an influence manifest in
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the coming and process of the 1940 presidential election. In fact, a number of provincial
conservative bastions emerged in the late 1930s: in Puebla, Nuevo León, Sonora, San
Luis Potosí, Yucatán, and elsewhere.134 The strength of business-backed governors such
as Puebla’s Maximino, Sonora’s Román Yocupicio and San Luis’ Gonzalo N. Santos, all
well poised to manipulate vote-counting in the 1940 poll, helps explain Cárdenas’
pragmatic decision to back the moderate Manuel Ávila Camacho over leftist early
favorite Francisco Múgica as his successor. Hence, the strength of provincial symbioses
between state and capital also helps explain both the rightward drift in Mexican politics
as a whole after 1938 and the continuity of essentially conservative government, at both
federal and provincial levels, through to the early 1970s.
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Chapter 7: Mining the Golden Age of Mexican Cinema
The 1940s was the era in which the revolution got down from its horse and got
into a Cadillac.
Carlos Denegri1
…en Puebla todo pasaba en los portales: desde los noviazgos hasta los
asesinatos…
Ángeles Mastretta, Arráncame la vida

Chronicle of a Stabbing
At dusk on January 2, 1941, Jesús Cienfuegos was chatting outside his Cine
Guerrero with his friend Samuel Kurián.2 Cienfuegos struck his usual jaunty pose,
leaning with his shoulder against a pillar, hands crossed behind his back. “How’s the
year looking, Don Jesús?” “Well, it seems the cash won’t flow. Hardly anyone came to
the bullfights yesterday. I lost 20,000 pesos!” Don Jesús was one of few Pueblans who
could afford to lose $4,000 in a day’s dealings. If business were down at his bullring, he
had his movie palace to rely on, that and his new theaters in Veracruz state, where he was
partnered with William Jenkins.
The pillar against which the Spaniard was leaning belonged to the arcade
hemming City Hall. This handsome, Italianate construction gave over a section of its
ground floor to the popular movie theater, and it was Cienfuegos’ custom to plant himself
outside in the early evening, watching moviegoers arrive and chatting with one or other
of Puebla City’s ascendant bourgeoisie. From where he stood he could see the trees and
fountains of the plaza, three sides of it lined by arcades, while facing him was the grand
seventeenth-century Cathedral, and on this Thursday the colonial heart of Puebla was
1
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starting to hum with the sounds of a modern day winding down. The screech of a rolledup metal storefront, pulled from its awning to be fastened at the ground. The voices of
American tourists, wondering which of the arcade restaurants they might choose for
dinner. The honk of a Packard, its chauffeur taking his lady home after her afternoon’s
shopping. Students, beckoned by the bright posters of the Guerrero, debating whether
they had sufficient pennies to see All This and Heaven, Too.
A poor day at the bullring notwithstanding, it was a good time to be an immigrant
businessman in Mexico. The xenophobia of the depression had long subsided and the
economy was booming. After the combative nationalism of the Cárdenas years, there
was now an internationalist and a political moderate in Los Pinos. The Spanish pulque
peddler-turned-impresario (with a personal fortune of two million pesos) and the Jewish
clothier (owner of menswear boutique El Caballero Elegante) had ample reason to regard
the new year with optimism, the more so given that the greatest blight on the local
landscape, the rule of a venal, violent and unpredictable governor, was soon to be a thing
of the past. In just over four weeks, a new man would be sworn in and the state would
bid farewell to Maximino Ávila Camacho.
At about 6:30pm, out of nowhere, a man rushed up to Cienfuegos and, as though
about to embrace him, sliced him in the chest and the stomach with a dagger. With a
“Happy New Year!,” he ran off. Don Jesús, his hands grasping his abdomen, tumbled
face-forward to the ground at Kurián’s feet. One stab had severed his aorta, and his
blood seeped out from under him. The assailant, a tall brown man in a hat and jacket, ran
through the crowded arcade, down a passageway that led to the street behind City Hall,
and jumped into a waiting car. (A teenaged boy, looking up from the movie poster he
was contemplating, saw the man race past; a few years later, now a cub reporter at La
Opinión, the young man chanced upon the assailant again, recognizing him as one
Montes García, an officer of the police department.3) Kurián, transfixed for several
seconds by the shock of the assault, snapped into a frantic call for help. Hauled out of the
crimson pool in which he lay, the victim, his robust constitution just keeping him alive,
3
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was whisked by taxi to a nearby hospital. About fifteen minutes later, Don Jesús was
dead.
Leads were promising, had the police chosen to follow them. There were
witnesses. The dagger was a Finnish import that still bore its price tag. The killer’s
jacket, dark gray and felt-lined, was of a brand rare in Puebla, and an official from the
state attorney’s office claimed to know the murderer by sight, having often seen a man
wearing such a jacket. Yet there was little effort at investigation. No-one was ever
arrested. The press declined to speculate. Not until four decades later, and then only
tentatively and euphemistically, did Puebla’s old guard of chronicler-journalists, its
cronistas, begin to account for the events of that day.

For several decades following the armed phase of the Revolution, guns remained
abundant in Mexico. Despite recurrent confiscation campaigns, homicide rates involving
firearms remained high. So a gun was an easy weapon to find (the more so if the
murderer were indeed a cop). And yet Cienfuegos was stabbed. A shooting, of course,
offers near certainty of death and is usually instantaneous. A stabbing affords greater
satisfaction to the crime’s mastermind: the presumption that the victim will die in agony,
rather than in a clean flash of sound and light; the knowledge that, as the victim clutches
at his hemorrhaging body, he will have time to rue the disrespect that led to his demise,
time to realize that, had he only played by the rules of the local game, he would not have
left his children orphans and his wife a widow. Should the victim by chance survive,
such messages will have lost none of their clarity. A stabbing speaks of lengthier
premeditation, of resentment building to boiling point.
Two men resented Cienfuegos very much. One was Maximino Ávila Camacho.
Back in 1935, when starting his campaign for the governorship, Maximino’s entreaties
for donations from Puebla’s wealthy had included a request to Cienfuegos. The Spaniard
declined, availing himself of the constitutional prohibition upon foreigners involving
themselves in Mexico’s politics. (Later it was claimed that Cienfuegos was friendly with
the Almazán clan, political rivals of the Ávila Camachos.) In November following year,
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Cienfuegos opened the new Puebla Bullring, replacing a rickety wooden affair that
Jenkins had owned. A wonder in reinforced concrete, able to seat 20,000, this too drew
Maximino’s attention. The Plaza de Toros would form the symbolic showroom of his
governorship – a place of gubernatorial birthday celebrations, a forum for the crowning
of his Carnival Queen daughter – so it seemed only right that he should own it himself.
Cienfuegos, aggressive businessman that he was, refused sell.
As early as May 1937, shortly after Maximino took office, signs emerged that the
Governor was pressing Cienfuegos to change his mind. That month the state legislature
began investigating Cienfuegos’ lease contract for the Cine Guerrero, where he was
known to be making a killing. His profits owed in great part to a twenty-five-year tax
exemption that the Spaniard had procured from City Hall in 1925, when first proposing to
rebuild the theater; it had lain idle since its partial destruction by fire before the
Revolution. Within six weeks the legislature had unearthed all manner of irregularities,
but it did not vote to rescind the tax exemption until September.4 All told, the process
took four months, time enough for Cienfuegos to weigh his options.
His tax tactic having failed, the Governor took to other forms of harassment.
Inspectors would visit the movie theater and the bullring, charging fines for infractions
real and imagined. Sometimes an evening’s film program had to be cancelled; sometimes
Cienfuegos had difficulty assembling an afternoon’s slate of bullfighting. Police agents
would detain him, saying the Governor wanted to see him, and abandon him waiting for
hours in one of Maximino’s ante-rooms. In May 1938, the entire state legislature
addressed a collective petition to Cárdenas, requesting that Cienfuegos be expelled from
the country, on grounds of illicit commerce, tax evasion and various other sins. They
gave the story to the press, adding that Cienfuegos was making donations to fascist
dictator Gen. Franco of Spain, and for good measure ensured that the Cine Guerrero was
closed for a week, on “safety” grounds. The deputies got a standard-issue reply to their
petition, fully nine months later, informing them the President had “opportunely” taken
4
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note.5 In 1939, when Cienfuegos had the temerity to show as a supporting feature the
documentary “Natalidad” (Birthrate), which promised to “reveal the secrets of conception
and birth.” Maximino met the complaints of the Catholic Ladies lobby by sending in the
police, confiscating the box office take, and temporarily shutting the theater down once
again.
Cienfuegos soon had another enemy. Gabriel Alarcón entered film exhibition that
year with his Cine Reforma, but after its splashy opening it failed to turn a profit, putting
Alarcón in danger of defaulting on his joint-venture obligations with Jenkins. The
problem was that Cienfuegos and the Espinosa brothers had tied up supply deals with the
Hollywood distributors. Decades later, Espinosa would relate that Jenkins instructed
both of them to share some pictures with Alarcón, and that whereas Espinosa acceded,
Cienfuegos refused. To Espinosa’s surprise, Cienfuegos counter-proposed that the two of
them join forces against Jenkins; he complained of the high interest rates the gringo was
charging and suspected that his ultimate aim was to take possession of all Puebla’s
theaters. According to cronista Armando Romano, it was Alarcón who proposed a deal
to Cienfuegos: since the Espinosas were dominant in Puebla City – their opening of the
Coliseo in 1939 gave them an unparalleled trio of theaters – the two of them could
redress the balance of power by coordinating their exhibition of films. Cienfuegos,
perhaps trusting that his theaters in other cities gave him the necessary leverage, rejected
the offer.
Alarcón, claims Romano, complained to Maximino in terms designed to pique his
anger. The cronista adds that the Governor was heard to say: “I’m going to get that
gachupín,” a remark, using the derogatory slang for Spaniard, that might be discarded on
grounds of comic improbability were it not for the Governor’s fame for indiscretion.6
The threat, or one like it, was intended for public consumption, because friends were
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soon advising the Spaniard to abandon the Cine Guerrero. His reply was typically
stubborn: “They’ll have to take it from me over my dead body.”

The murder accomplished, Maximino took the bullring. Or so it is widely
alleged; he was never so careless as to register the arena in his name.7 But he was
typically indiscrete. In the wake of Cienfuegos’ murder, some local wag circulated a
joke: “¿Quién es el mejor bombero de Puebla? ¡Max vale no decirlo!” The jest was a
pun on the names of both parties, victim and alleged mastermind. The question, “Who is
the best firefighter in Puebla?,” played on Cienfuegos, which literally means one hundred
fires. “Better not say,” came the reply, except that, punning on the Governor’s nickname,
“Más vale…” became the rather sinister “Max vale...” It was a joke that, at private
lunches with his buddies, Maximino himself liked to tell.8
As for the Cine Guerrero, Alarcón became president and manager of its operating
company on February 1, as recorded at the state Property Registry that April. In March,
he also assumed the presidency of Cines Unidos, which owned the three CienfuegosJenkins theaters in Veracruz state. A few years later, after Maximino’s early demise led
his widow to sell some of his properties, Alarcón took over the bullring too.9
And where was Don Guillermo in all this? In years to come, accusations would
occasionally surface that it was Jenkins who engineered Cienfuegos’ murder, driven by
designs on the Cine Guerrero and the Spaniard’s unwillingness to sell it. But the accusers
seemed unaware of the fact that Jenkins and Cienfuegos were partners.10 Even if it is true
7
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that Cienfuegos was unhappy with their Veracruz joint venture, his alleged expression of
fears about a Jenkins takeover sounds dubious, because for many years the American had
favored partnerships and moved away from outright ownership. Jenkins might have
given tacit approval to the murder of agraristas at Atencingo, rationalizing this as the
price of protecting his land and the jobs he had created, but would he really plot the
killing of a fellow businessman, a fellow expatriate? Would he do so over a single
theater, one whose prestige had been eclipsed by newer venues? Would he do so over
property that – to judge from how his partnership with Espinosa was evolving – he likely
would have ended up co-owning anyway? The accusations smack of the Jenkins black
legend.
As so often, Jenkins’ trespasses were less of commission than of omission.
Premeditated murder had been committed, and as his partner Alarcón swooped to claim
the loot, Jenkins could have opted to have nothing to do with the affair. This is the
position the cronista Romano claims Jenkins took. But Property Registry records show
that when Alarcón assumed management of the Guerrero, Jenkins’ regular front men,
Manuel Cabañas and Manuel Sevilla, took seats on the company board – the surest sign
of the American’s presence as a co-owner. Alarcón may have given him as much as onehalf of the Guerrero’s shares, thereby canceling debts to him arising from the Cine
Reforma. The following year, Alarcón matched Espinosa in the Puebla City market at
three theaters apiece, when he added the Cine Colonial, another Jenkins joint venture.11
Alarcón was becoming an industry player of stature, and to Jenkins’ advantage he would
provide a useful counterweight and rival to Espinosa. As Jenkins backed them both with
his capital, he developed two modest chains of provincial theaters into a twin-pronged
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nationwide monopoly – a pincer movement that would clutch not only exhibition but film
production as well.
There remains the possibility, however odd, that Alarcón was guiltless in the
enterprise, merely the lucky recipient of a windfall opportunity. If the stabbing of the
Spaniard was Maximino’s handiwork alone, there was again little attempt by Jenkins to
distance himself from the mastermind. On May 9, 1942, by which time the former
governor was Minister of Communications and Public Works, their relationship acquired
new public prominence and symbolic weight. Jenkins joined an impressive assembly of
dignitaries at the wedding of Maximino’s daughter Hilda to the son of Puebla industrialist
Rómulo O’Farrill. Maximino’s brother, the President, was there. So was Luis Cabrera,
who had served as finance minister under Carranza, and the current governor of Puebla,
Gonzalo Bautista. Prior to the church wedding, these men signed as witnesses at the
obligatory civil ceremony, and so did Jenkins.12
This action conferred on Jenkins the exalted status of compadre, or inner-circle
friend, of Maximino. As a public figure, to invite a man to be one’s compadre – whether
as godfather to a child or witness at a daughter’s wedding – was to offer a formal bond of
friendship and loyalty, the bond’s closeness exceeded only by its visibility. To accept
was to pledge allegiance.

The Gringo and the Golden Age
The film industry monopoly that evolved under President Manuel Ávila
Camacho, and which would persist under Miguel Alemán and Adolfo Ruiz Cortines, is
both an anomaly and a paradox. Held by a U.S. citizen, and cultivated at a time when
Mexican cinema was enjoying a creative apogee, it appears to contradict the nationalistic
spirit that the Golden Age of Cinema evoked – and continues to evoke for Mexicans
today.13 How was a foreigner allowed to become dominant in a sector that Mexico, like
many countries, deemed culturally strategic and symbolic of nationhood? How was this
12
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permitted of someone from the United States, whose cultural industries many nations
were already straining to keep from swamping their own? And not just any U.S. citizen,
but a gringo of great notoriety? Finally, how did all this happen only a generation after
the Mexican Revolution, whose victors adopted stridently nationalistic rhetoric,
expropriated U.S. assets, and in the 1940s continued to style themselves as
“revolutionary”?
The answers to these questions broach a series of issues crucial to understanding
Mexico’s political and economic trajectory at mid-century. In broad terms, they illustrate
the conservative shift in government policy that started near the end of Cárdenas era and
continued under Ávila Camacho and Alemán. On closer inspection, they attest to the
gradual and contested nature of that shift, illustrating the range of conflicting forces and
pressures to which these presidents were subject. Such influences included the federal
government’s need to appease and court the business elite, following the confiscatory
actions undertaken by Cárdenas up until mid-1938, which provoked considerable capital
flight; the reliance of Cárdenas and Ávila Camacho upon regional power-brokers to
secure support for the latter’s difficult electoral campaign of 1940; Ávila Camacho’s
interest in fostering mutually beneficial ties with the United States at a time of world war;
and Ávila Camacho’s need to maintain good relations with labor, a constituency
accustomed to favoritism under his predecessor but coming under mounting inflationary
duress due to Mexico’s rapid industrialization. In addition, during the eighteen years
through to 1952, these administrations had to balance nationalistic calls for protection of
the film industry with acknowledgement of the twin economic realities that Hollywood
represented an unbeatable cinema leviathan and that the health of the politically and
diplomatically important exhibition sector depended on unhindered access to U.S.
product.
Only by considering, in synthesis, distinct strands of history that specialists tend
to consider singly can Jenkins’ control of the Mexican film industry be fully explained.
That is, only by examining business, political, labor and cultural history, and the ways
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these analytical threads intertwine with the weave of a man’s biography, can satisfactory
answers be reached.
On the part of the businessman, one finds explanations for the monopoly in key
political alliances and investor partnerships that Jenkins forged, moves that illustrate the
broader factor of his impressive business acumen and, at times, his proclivity for ruthless
behavior. On the part of the state, one finds them in a political balancing act: on one
hand, the active pursuit of a growth-led, pro-business and U.S.-friendly economic policy;
on the other, a need to permit labor to score limited victories. To be precise, under
pressure from the unions due to the soaring cost of living, Ávila Camacho sought to
maintain a semblance of revolutionary good-standing by taking an often high-profile prolabor stance at Jenkins’ Atencingo sugar mill and his La Trinidad textile factory, while
giving the American free rein to increase his film assets.
On the part of both Jenkins and the President, as the above actions imply, there
was a move towards interdependence, borne of a symbiotic imperative,14 and typical of
an era in which the business sector and the state were becoming interdependent on a
number of fronts. In this case, the government allowed the gringo a Golden Age
monopoly, guaranteeing him favorable rights and exemptions, in exchange for his
commitment to the vital task of keeping Mexico’s mushrooming millions entertained.
According to this arrangement, or at least the intention behind it, Jenkins would provide
them with cheap and often patriotic diversions from daily strife – and at the same time
facilitate their urban acculturation – by building, or buying and improving, scores of
movie theaters.

Recollections of the Golden Age of Mexican Cinema vary enormously, from a
giddy fondness to a cynicism as to whether it ever existed. Take the matter of its
duration. A popular history of the era traces a thirty-year span, from 1936 – year of the
rural musical-comedy Allá en el Rancho Grande – until 1965.15 Most definitions are less
14
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liberal. Commonly, histories define the Golden Age as starting around 1936 and ending
in the late 1950s,16 or they equate it with the 1940s.17 Film historian Carl Mora delimited
the Age further, to 1946-52, simultaneous with the high-volume Alemán years. Veteran
producer Salvador Elizondo, reflecting rather morosely in the hindsight of retirement,
reduced it to a mere four years, those of U.S. engagement in World War Two. This
judgment was later shared by Mexican cinema’s best-known chronicler, Emilio García
Riera: “It’s usual to talk of a Golden Age of Mexican cinema with greater nostalgia than
chronological accuracy. If that Age actually existed, it was … 1941-1945.”18
The variety of definitions of the Golden Age owes to a conceptual vagueness as to
what exactly was golden about it. There is a tendency to conflate the growth of the film
sector as a whole, including exhibition of foreign pictures, with the success of Mexican
cinema. “The national cinema evolved and matured into the nation’s third-largest
industry,” goes a typical claim.19 Quite apart from problems of measurement, the claim
forgets that roughly half of the gross revenues of this “national” industry owed to films
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from Hollywood and Europe.20 Further, while the term “Golden Age” is often used of an
advanced level of both quantity and quality in local production, those values did not
always coincide. Some of the era’s high output, which rose from 24 features in 1936 to a
staggering 123 in 1950, was of such a low standard that exhibitors refused to screen it.21
Production companies lurched along in boom-and-bust fashion, unable to attain a
Hollywood-style mode of efficient, creative, and self-financing output – something, by
contrast, at which Mexico’s TV industry would prove adept.22 Years of great activity and
creative innovation (1936-1938, 1942-1945 and 1948-1950) alternated with stretches of
financial scarcity and depressed production. Output would stabilize at an annual 100 or
so features in the 1950s and remain fairly high for another three decades, but these
quantities were distinguished by a reliance on slim budgets and generic formulas.
In contrast, the middle third of the century saw a sustained upsurge in film-going
per se, making it by far Mexico’s favorite form of paid entertainment. By 1946,
Mexicans were spending eight times as much going to the movies as going to the
bullfights, the second-most popular draw.23 However, the main beneficiary of the boxoffice peso was the theater owner, who typically retained half, while state and municipal
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governments often took fifteen percent in taxes.24 Of the remaining 35 or 40 centavos,
the distribution company (typically a third party, as most Mexican producers lacked the
critical mass to negotiate with exhibitors) might well keep 20. That left, at most, a fifth
of the ticket price to the filmmakers. Forced to compete with the Hollywood production
line and its entrenched distribution networks, local producers only occasionally turned a
profit; many relied on state subsidies.25 That rival production line was indeed impressive.
In 1949, when Mexican producers mustered a record 107 releases, they had to compete
with 246 from Hollywood.26
As movie-going became Mexico’s favorite pastime, the bullion that was mined
during the Golden Age was bountiful, but the vast bulk of it either left the country or
entered the pockets of exhibitors, above all William Jenkins. Since Jenkins’ business
archive was burned after he died, we cannot know how much of his fortune flowed from
Mexico’s box offices, but witnesses attest that of the various businesses in which he
engaged, film exhibition was his most successful venture. Not for nothing did a 1953
profile of the man and his film interests bear the title “Jenkins, The Emperor.”27
The division of profit constitutes the “dirty little secret” of the Golden Age. It
contradicts the egalitarian image of the era, as immortalized in mosaic on the façade of
Mexico City’s Teatro de los Insurgentes; here Cantinflas, the era’s best-loved comic actor
of stage and screen, takes money from well-dressed patrons with one hand and distributes
it to the poor with the other. Most accounts of the Golden Age have feted (or critiqued)
the creative side of the industry, which was unquestionably rich: the pictures and awards
they reaped abroad, the stars, the directors and cinematographers. They have paid much
24
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less attention to film as a business. Apart from some passages in the preambles to each
chapter of his year-by-year, eighteen-volume Historia documental del cine mexicano,
such is the case in the vast oeuvre of the late García Riera. The absence is even more
notable in the work of Mexico’s senior film historian, Aurelio de los Reyes, and its bestknown critic, Jorge Ayala Blanco.28 The chief exceptions to this trend are found in the
culturally-focused but economically-savvy work of historians Charles Ramírez Berg,
Seth Fein, and Francisco Peredo.29
The most insightful analysis of Golden Age economics appears in Ramírez Berg’s
Cinema of Solitude, which includes a couple of astute passages on the shaky
underpinnings of Mexican cinema’s creative apogee.30 For Berg, the seeds of its
premature decline were sewn in the industry’s formative years, the mid-1930s to mid1940s. He describes an “elite band of private-sector film entrepreneurs,” initially
powerful in exhibition and distribution, who moved into production and favored screen
access for their own films over the product of independent companies. As producers, this
elite hogged financing from the state film bank (taking advantage of a system designed to
nurture producers and sustain the industry), sometimes cut costs by hiring non-union
workers, and often profiteered by padding their budgets. Exacerbating this problem of
profiteering, studio owners failed to upgrade their equipment and directors instituted a
twenty-year policy of shutting out younger talent. Altogether, these decisions resulted in
“an aging, inbred industry that produced unimaginative, low-quality movies.”31 Berg
does not name the guilty parties, but he raises important questions about how Mexican
cinema was financed and controlled.
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In sum, there is a great disparity between the strength of Jenkins’ position in the
film industry and the paucity of research into his activities.32 This is not entirely
surprising. Film history focuses on cinema first as an art and only secondarily as a
business; in Mexico, where auteur theory dominates writing on cinema, this is much the
case.33 Mexican business history, particularly post-1940, is under-researched as a whole,
and Jenkins has not lent himself to scrutiny: no cache of business papers survives and he
never spoke to the press. Deliberately, Jenkins kept a low profile, operating his theaters
through hands-on partners – Espinosa Yglesias and Alarcón – and, as a safeguard against
expropriation and the U.S. taxman, holding his assets under the names of these and other
associates.

From Provincial Players to Proto-Monopolists
When Manuel Ávila Camacho entered the presidential mansion of Los Pinos, in
December 1940, Jenkins was but one of many players in a booming film exhibition
sector. Although regional circuits of theaters were beginning to develop, including those
in which he was partnered in Puebla and Veracruz, there were no chains of anything like
a nationwide scope. Both of these attributes of the business, diversity of ownership and
limited geographic networks, would change radically during the decade.
In December 1941, following four years of government promises to aid in
financing the film industry, the Ávila Camacho administration backed the creation of the
Film Bank (Banco Cinematográfico). Though the bank had long been conceived as a
public-private partnership, the state’s eventual contribution was modest, and businessmen
contributed some ninety percent of the start-up capital. Jenkins numbered among them,
placing his 40-year old daughter Elizabeth as his representative on the board, and within
32
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a couple of years he had acquired a substantial minority stake.34 By 1943, the bank
looked attractive to Jenkins as a takeover target. What made it particularly appealing was
its twenty-five percent position in the capital’s leading theater circuit, the new Compañía
Operadora de Teatros S.A. (COTSA) – because Jenkins himself already had twenty-five
percent of that company. The brainchild of another U.S. expatriate, Theodore Gildred,
COTSA was unable to turn a profit. This remained the case even after it leased theaters
from two other prominent companies to create, in January 1944, an unprecedented chain
of twenty Mexico City venues, backed by several private banks, and said to control more
than half of the capital’s box office take. Jenkins, a COTSA co-founder, sustained his
stake in this expanded operation at twenty-five percent.35
Though Espinosa Yglesias felt COTSA was poorly run, he sensed that owing it
provided the key not only to domination of the capital but also to forging a nationwide
presence.36 Fearing that another investor might buy out the Film Bank first, Espinosa set
about identifying some stakeholder who might be willing to sell enough shares to give
Jenkins majority control. Jesús Grovas, a leading producer, turned down Espinosa’s
offer, but as the Pueblan was leaving his office he chanced upon Grovas’ brother Adolfo.
Over whiskey at the nearest cantina, Adolfo admitted he was tired of the bank’s failure to
yield a dividend; he had only invested at his brother’s urging. Espinosa promptly
marched him to a nearby bank, cashed a check that nearly emptied his account, paid
Adolfo his 80,000 peso ($16,000) asking price, and sent the newly-acquired share
certificates to Jenkins in Puebla. According to Espinosa’s rather self-serving account, his
swift maneuver gave Jenkins control not only of the film bank but of COTSA. The facts
are a bit more complex. COTSA’s January expansion had left the film bank’s stake at
34
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12.5 percent, so Jenkins needed at least another 12.5 percent for majority control. Three
other banks held stakes of that size, and the obvious candidate for negotiations was the
Banco de Comercio. Here Jenkins did not need Espinosa’s help, as he had saved the
Banco de Comercio’s Puebla affiliate, the Banco Mercantil, from bankruptcy in 1935,
and in 1942, he had become a prominent shareholder in the main bank. One inside
maneuver at a board meeting and the additional 12.5 percent was his. By June 1944,
Jenkins was able to replace COTSA’s manager with Espinosa. That autumn, Jenkins
traded his shares in the film bank (having first peeled off its COTSA holding) for further
shares in COTSA that were owned by Nacional Financiera, the state development bank,
giving him a clear majority. Rolling their theaters in Puebla, Guadalajara, Oaxaca and
Toluca into the general operations of COTSA, Jenkins and Espinosa now ran the most
powerful chain in the country.37
What is most striking about the Film Bank/COTSA dealings is their covert nature.
The press did not report either take-over, which explains why the episode is entirely
absent from film histories. Even the perspicacious Variety was largely kept in the dark,
so much so that two years later it referred to Jenkins’s daughter (Elizabeth, who was
Mexico-born and a fixture of the high-society cocktail circuit) as “probably the top
femme exhib in the world” with more than eighty theaters, mistaking her father’s assets
for hers.38 A stealthy approach suited Jenkins. As a foreigner, his ownership of a
Mexican bank could well have raised issues of legality. Indeed, on June 29, 1944 a
presidential decree required that corporations be fifty-one percent Mexican-owned, which
suggested that COTSA itself now inhabited a legal gray area, the more so in April 1945,
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when the Foreign Relations Ministry labeled motion pictures as a sector to which the
decree would obligatorily apply.39
Less is known about Jenkins’ expansion activities with Gabriel Alarcón, but in
time they developed a second powerful circuit. The Jenkins-Alarcón operation focused
initially on Puebla and Veracruz states, and then the north. In 1949 it began to catch up
with COTSA when it bought an established circuit in Mexico City, and still richer
pickings lay ahead. Working with Alarcón, Jenkins applied the same modus operandi he
used with Espinosa. As they tackled new markets, the American provided most of the
expansion capital, encouraging his lieutenants to work towards fifty-fifty ownership
status in each holding. They would gradually repay their debt to him from their share of
the profits.40 Importantly, Jenkins and his partners established a separate limited-liability
company for each market, rather than rolling everything into COTSA or a single Alarcónrun enterprise. The motive was to minimize tax payments. At the time, and up until
1965, personal income in Mexico was taxed on a schedular rather than a global basis,
with earnings divided into separate categories. The rich routinely reported their gains in
small fractions, in order to lower their tax liability.41
In the autumn of 1944, the Jenkins Group, as the trio came to be known, was said
to have more than sixty theaters. By 1950, their collection was reported to total 220, a
figure that likely omits another 100 or so with which the Group had leasing or affiliate
relationships. Together, this represented about a quarter of the national total, by no
39
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means a strict monopoly, but big enough to press distributors into favorable terms, strong
enough to bully operators of small local chains into selling out, and well ahead of the
country’s second-ranked theater owner, former president Abelardo Rodríguez, who had
stakes in sixty-five.42
Jenkins’ decision to maintain stakes in two distinct clusters of enterprises that he
built to similar strengths – rather than construct one towering monopoly – was crucial to
his success. It exemplifies how, beyond forging the right connections, shrewd business
management was a key component of his entrepreneurship. First, the dual approach
avoided the appearance of monopoly, condemned by Article 28 of the 1917 Constitution
and specifically outlawed in 1934.43 Eventually the truth of the matter became common
knowledge, as is clear from satirical cartoons that later appeared in the national press,
depicting Jenkins as an octopus, or linking him, Espinosa and Alarcón in a procession of
gringo king and Mexican courtiers.44 In the crucial phase of early expansion during the
1940s, however, the strategy may well have been politically advantageous. Making the
appearance of competition more credible and the overall operation more efficient was the
fact that Espinosa and Alarcón continued to loathe each other.45 While backed by the
same financier, both strained to out-do the other, especially where their theaters went
head-to-head. Though very occasionally, out of spite or vengefulness, they erred by
building rival theaters too close to each other, the overall result was a pair of rapidlyexpanding enterprises. Further, the fact that, within each new venture, Espinosa and
Alarcón began by owing their partner a large proportion of the capital encouraged them
to make these businesses profitable as soon as possible. They would reap for themselves
no substantial profits until their debts to Jenkins were paid.
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Pitting his partners against each other was but one of various methods by which
Jenkins grew to dominate film exhibition. Often these methods were not monopolistic,
merely a matter of good entrepreneurial judgment on his part, or on the part of his
lieutenants. When Espinosa took the helm at COTSA, he saw that Mexico City was
oversaturated with “first-run” theaters, venues that tried to draw wealthier movie-goers
by consistently hosting premieres, whether of Hollywood films or the better Mexican
productions. The fault lay at home: in a splashy attempt to draw more patrons, Gildred
had designated fifteen COTSA venues as first-runs. The liability was that whenever such
theaters screened premieres, the Hollywood distributors charged higher rental fees,
irrespective of whether a picture was a proven U.S. hit, and so box office returns for
lesser movies frequently failed to cover costs. In a bold reversal of Gildred’s strategy,
Espinosa converted most of the first-runs into second-runs, thus reducing the capital’s
premier venues to a viable total of eight. The move also had the effect of increasing
movie-going options for less well-to-do patrons, since ticket prices were always lower at
second-run venues. The reduced fees that Espinosa in turn paid allowed the firm to make
a profit, and at the end of his first year he handed shareholders – principally Jenkins – a
fifteen percent dividend. Espinosa then turned his attention to the concession stands.
Patrons entering COTSA entrance halls were now greeted with an artificially-generated
popcorn smell, to whet their appetite, and by circular candy stalls, offering just a limited
selection of sweets, so they would select quickly and move on. Such measures boosted
theater revenues to the extent that, within a few years, COTSA dividends reached as high
as ninety percent, concession sales making up most of the profit stream. In addition,
Espinosa may well have been the first Mexican exhibitor to engage in branding: using the
name of the flagship venue that his father had built in Puebla, Espinosa unveiled a Cine
Variedades in Mexico City, Guadalajara, Veracruz, Acapulco and eight other cities.46
At the same time, exhibitors began to find themselves squeezed out of the
business due to monopolistic practice by the Jenkins Group. As early as July 1943,
46
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Tampico exhibitor Vicente Villasana was voicing protest, via an editorial in his
newspaper El Mundo, as he fretted about the impact of a new Jenkins-backed movie
palace upon his antiquated chain of theaters. Here, in fact, was a provincial pot calling
the larger kettle black, as Villasana dominated exhibition in the Tampico area, with eight
or nine theaters, hyping his business through his influential paper. Essaying the art of
commercial gringophobia, he railed against “The Trust of the notorious Yankee” and
reported as fact the allegation that Jenkins had “provoked a serious international incident
between the U.S. and Mexico some years ago by kidnapping himself.” A year later,
Villasana placed a lengthy open letter in the Mexico City press, attacking Jenkins for
strong-arming distributors into favoring him with product in Tampico, by threatening to
boycott their pictures at all of his sixty-plus theaters. He depicted his own firm as waging
a “patriotic” struggle against a “foreign” monopoly.47 Lacking geographically broad
circuits with which to convince distributors to treat them on equal terms, provincial
exhibitors gradually succumbed and sold their venues to the Jenkins Group. In 1955,
even the patriotic Villasana would throw in the towel, selling his chain to Alarcón.48
How much Jenkins controlled production, at this stage, was harder to define.
There are two issues here, the commercial and the cultural: which production companies
did the Jenkins Group directly or indirectly control, and what influence did it have over
their creative processes? As to the first, Espinosa, like many Mexican exhibitors, had
dabbled in co-financing films since the mid-1930s, as a way of securing promising
product and as a hedge against bullying by the Hollywood distributors. (One of the
pictures for which Espinosa claimed to have chipped in was the famous Allá en el rancho
grande,49 but in the world of movie-making so talismanic is the quality of box-office
success, there were probably few exhibitors who did not make that claim.) Then, in
1941-42, Jenkins co-founded the Film Bank and later controlled it outright for a few
months. But when he offloaded his shares in the bank, in the fall of 1944, he also sold
the stake he had gained through it in CLASA Films, by then Mexico’s leading producer.
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Perhaps he deemed the production side of the business too risky. In 1942 the film bank
had given newly-formed Grovas S.A. a million pesos to play with, touting it as “the most
powerful film company in Latin America,” and Espinosa had taken a seat on its board.
Making a relatively prolific eight pictures that year, Grovas failed to turn a profit, leaving
the bank to absorb the loss.50 The Jenkins Group’s involvement in production would
assume greater consistency in the Alemán era.
The issue of creative influence was nebulous at this time. For example,
complimentary portrayal of U.S. characters was not necessarily evidence of a Jenkins
imprint. After all, ideological undercurrents in Golden Age cinema were already
influenced by the desire of the Ávila Camacho administration to be a “good neighbor” to
the United States, and by the efforts of U.S. propagandists to foster a united wartime
front.51 Between a film’s director and Jenkins there existed a multi-tiered hierarchy of
producers, executives and company board members. At Grovas S.A. – which in 1943
would coproduce the blockbuster María Félix picture Doña Bárbara – production was
managed by Juvenal Urbina, who reported to production chief Mauricio de la Serna, who
in turn reported to a board that included Espinosa and the Film Bank managing director,
Carlos Carriedo.52 Carriedo was answerable to the bank’s investors, but it is improbable
that Jenkins reserved the right to green-light productions. Unlike the radio magnate
Azcárraga, Jenkins was not a hands-on executive; the only activity for which he did roll
up his shirtsleeves, so to speak, was farming. In the Alemán era, however, the effects
upon production of the Jenkins Group’s industry domination would start to be easier to
identify.

The Force of Labor and the Quid Pro Quo
One might assume that Jenkins was untouchable while establishing his film
empire, that he possessed something of a license to print money, or at least a waiver
50
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exempting him from the restrictions on foreign ownership and monopolistic practice.
With one friend installed in Los Pinos, a compadre in charge of the Ministry of
Communications, and a third ally, Gonzalo Bautista, governor of the state of Puebla,
Jenkins seemed to have three aces up his sleeve. Certainly this is the way things looked
within the film industry, as his critics would later record. Without a doubt, Jenkins’
businesses prospered, not only in film but in sugar and textiles, along with newer
businesses which he entered as a venture capitalist. Yet the Ávila Camacho era
witnessed several episodes in which labor agitation at Jenkins’ non-film businesses was
not at all resolved to his satisfaction.
To some extent, Jenkins’ troubles with labor were fairly typical. The tradition
that signals 1940 as the watershed year of Mexico’s twentieth century – not just the end
of the Cárdenas years, but also the close of the Revolutionary Era, after which the state
lurched to the right, embraced big business, and co-opted labor – remains popular but has
met with numerous challenges.53 As regards labor specifically, the Ávila Camacho
presidency saw a huge spike in strike activity, despite official calls to national solidarity
upon Mexico’s 1942 entry into World War II, strikes that were prompted in great part by
high inflation and consequently tumbling real-terms wages.54 The early-to-mid 1940s, in
the wake of a highly contested and fraudulent election, was a time in which the ruling,
corporately-structured Partido de la Revolución Mexicana (PRM, forebear of the PRI)
had to take care to appease its supporting pillars, labor in particular. In addition to its
frequent agitation over the rising cost of living, the labor sector was fast growing due to
Mexico’s rapid industrialization and much given to factionalism; several key unions had
supported opposition candidate Juan Andreu Almazán in 1940.55
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On the other hand, there remains a striking contrast between the chumminess of
Jenkins with the Ávila Camacho clan and the fact that major disputes at La Trinidad and
Atencingo were resolved by federal authorities in labor’s favor. The pressing demands of
the PRM’s labor constituency resolve the contradiction only in part. At a given moment,
a president had any number of favors and secret incentives he could dole out to
whichever constituent was causing the greatest headache. Unless the suppression of
either conflict, at La Trinidad or Atencingo, posed enormous political risks, why would
Ávila Camacho ostensibly offend one of his staunchest and wealthiest allies, when there
were many less proximate businessmen whose interests might be compromised in order
to keep labor leaders happy? And why would he do so, moreover, when the ally in
question was proving himself to be of ongoing use by pursuing a mass entertainment
expansion program that, as we will see, suited government interests?
The apparent contradiction owes to a political calculation on the part of Ávila
Camacho that operated on two levels, one overt and pragmatic, the other hidden and
tacitly reciprocal. On the visible level, the Trinidad and Atencingo disputes both
involved arenas where workers had long agitated for a fairer deal. To side with labor in
such cases not only afforded specific workforces significant tangible gains but also
promised Ávila Camacho good publicity from the press and an infusion of political
capital in his general dealings with labor.
At the covert level, there existed an implicit quid pro quo, whereby Ávila
Camacho entered into an understanding with Jenkins that he would be permitted vast
gains in one field at the expense of lesser losses in several others. That is, the state would
allow Jenkins to develop a highly lucrative, commanding position in the burgeoning
filmed entertainment business. In return, Jenkins would render forfeits that would benefit
labor, both directly and symbolically, and thus serve Ávila Camacho’s political balancing
act. Such forfeits might also enable the President to assure the left-wingers in his cabinet
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– of which there were various, including Cárdenas himself – that he was not in thrall to
the businessman.56
There is no written evidence of a quid pro quo. It is likely that the arrangement
was never put in writing. Such an understanding would, however, entirely conform to the
face-to-face nature of inter-elite dealings.57 It would conform to precedents of
interdependence and mutual convenience established between Jenkins and Puebla’s
governors dating back to 1920, when Jenkins began making cash loans to the state
treasury and gained protection for his assets in return. It would further conform to the
interdependent relations between political and business elites seen with increasing
frequency at the national level during the 1940s and 1950s.58
The saga of unrest that unfolded at La Trinidad, in Puebla’s neighboring state of
Tlaxcala, began in the first year of the administration, although this mid-sized textile mill
was a storied zone of conflict that had seen concerted labor agitation since 1906.59 In
December 1935, Jenkins had become the mill’s majority owner, while leaving its
administration to his partners, the Morales Conde family.60 In 1941, the mill’s owners
tried to impose a minority union (sindicato minoritario) upon the workforce – that is, a
union embracing a minority of workers and more management-friendly than the principal
one. Such a move was a recognized stage in the establishment of a sindicato blanco, a
56
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company-loyal union embracing all hands. Management met with determined resistance
by the majority faction, affiliated to labor confederation the CROM, and in August 1942,
on the pretext of a somewhat arcane dispute over the right to govern three white-collar
posts, an all-out strike began. That a strike broke out at a Jenkins-owned mill is not
unprecedented, as there were several at Atencingo in the 1930s. But that the strike
should receive official recognition from the Federal Conciliation and Arbitration Board,
in a year in which only nineteen of 133 federal-jurisdiction strike petitions were
recognized,61 suggests that factors other than the individual merits of the case may have
been at play. (The Board’s ruling is all the more suspicious given that the grounds for the
strike were a blue-collar workers’ complaint about the firing and hiring of white-collar
employees, and given that these two sides of the workforce were organized in separate
unions.) More unusual still was the length of the strike, fully twenty-three months, quite
possibly the longest of the Ávila Camacho era.62 Efforts by management to end the strike
by obtaining legal injunctions came to naught. The textile industry was enjoying a
wartime revival, so the two-year closure of a 470-worker mill appeared to signal an
aggravating forfeit of profits for Jenkins and the Morales Condes. Was the government
sending a message that Jenkins was not untouchable?
The stakes rose on 8 May 1944, when the Supreme Court granted the mill owners
an injunction against an Arbitration Board ruling that they were liable for a million pesos
in back pay to the strikers, and the National Worker Council (CON) immediately
responded by threatening a general strike in sympathy with La Trinidad. Set up by the
President in 1942 to reduce inter-union disputes during wartime, the Council incorporated
most labor federations, including the once-mighty CROM and its larger and bitter rival
the CTM.63
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Given that the reasons for the strike had been well aired for two years, the widely
reported events that followed reveal signs of orchestrated political theater, though that is
not to deny the sincerity and solidarity of thousands of workers involved.64 First, at the
President’s urging, the Labor Ministry intervened, summoning the CROM leadership and
the mill’s manager for talks. In early June another labor federation, the FROC (whose
tussles with the CROM over Puebla mills had caused a catalogue of bloodshed in the
1930s),65 threatened a sympathy strike of its own. Over subsequent days, scores of
individual unions at businesses throughout Puebla, from bakeries to public baths, made
similar announcements, collectively garnering further local headlines. The strikers were
then dealt a setback when a federal arbitration judge suspended legal recognition of their
strike, a ruling that encouraged the management to send in a contingent of scabs, escorted
by campesino muscle, to occupy the mill on June 20. (The strikers later claimed that the
judge was bought off.) In response, Ávila Camacho immediately dispatched his Labor
Minister, Francisco Trujillo Gurría, to evaluate the situation at the mill, and the local
military zone commander accompanied him.
In his subsequent statement to the press, Trujillo waxed lyrical: “Something
Dante-esque, something exceptional among the class struggles that I’ve known, did I
observe there,” he began. Headline-baiting aside – and the papers of course led with
“Dante-esque” – the conditions he described were credibly disturbing, arising as they did
from twenty-two months of workers without salaries, and they testified to the sheer will
of labor in its refusal to be co-opted by management. Trujillo had met with gaunt, ragged
men who held their heads high when questioned, replying “I’m with the strike, against
the unjust boss, as long as I’m still alive.” Ten had already died. Some had lost children
to starvation. Others suffered from rheumatism or spinal curvature. Even some of the
saddest figures were defiant, shouting their allegiance to the strike, “¡hasta la muerte!”
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That sentiment was not universal; between supporters of the minority union and those
who had simply had enough of the strike, the Minister counted 153 workers. But 247
favored pressing on. Trujillo was deeply moved. “One has to admire this group of
workers,” he concluded. “One has to respect them.”66
The very next day, on the Minister’s approval and with the strike-breakers
removed, red-and-black flags were re-hung outside the mill and a detachment of troops
helped keep the scabs at bay. Simultaneously, the National Worker Council announced
its postponement of a general strike until July 5, expressing confidence that the President
would solve the dispute. Two days after that deadline, just as the CROM was renewing
its own call for a general strike, President Ávila Camacho announced the state’s
temporary take-over of La Trinidad. The mill renewed its operations the next morning,
employing most of its original workforce, and the state promised to settle half of the back
pay that the strikers had missed. The decree generated sizeable headlines in the national
dailies, jubilation in the labor press, and dozens of congratulatory telegrams to the
President from unions as far away as Mexicali. CTM chief Fidel Velázquez acclaimed
the actions of Minister Trujillo and defended him from the attacks of the business elite.
The CTM’s paper, El Popular, praised the “transcendental ruling of the [Federal]
Executive,” calling it a “very eloquent reply to the clumsy and antipatriotic stubbornness”
of the owners. A follow-up headline chimed: “Neither misery nor death conquered the
workers of the mill La Trinidad.” The centrist El Universal published an atmospheric
feature about a new mood of hope at the factory; it began: “La Trinidad is now a symbol
of Shangri-la…” Weeks afterwards, editorials continued to fete the President’s decision,
Rebeldía taking the unusual step of fingering Jenkins as the mill’s owner and calling the
outcome “a triumph of the proletariat.”67
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The final moves toward state intervention may have taken Jenkins by surprise, not
least because of Ávila Camacho’s relatively hands-off style.68 Throughout the dispute he
had let the mill’s administrator, José Luis Morales Gutiérrez, handle talks with the
authorities. On July 3, however, he telegrammed the President from California,
informing him (more probably reminding him) of his ownership of the mill, noting the
Supreme Court’s ruling that the company was not responsible for back pay during the
strike, and protesting a contradictory Labor Ministry threat that the mill would be
confiscated were half of the back pay not met. Two days later, the company’s executives
in Puebla placed a lengthy protest letter in the conservative-leaning Excélsior, claiming
that contrary to Labor Ministry declarations the federal arbitration court had annulled the
strike’s legality two weeks before.69 On the face of it, Jenkins’ private and public
requests for presidential favor fell on deaf ears, and the CROM, with Ávila Camacho’s
help, scored a historic, drawn-out, high-profile victory against the haute bourgeoisie.
Matters were likely not so simple. Without denying the collective power of La
Trinidad’s strikers to compel the President to take some form of action, there were
indications throughout that the affair was to some extent stage managed. That the strike
was recognized as legal in the first place (and on arguable grounds) suggests that political
considerations beyond the merits of the case were likely involved. The contradictory
rulings of judicial bodies and the efforts and declarations of Minister Trujillo allowed for
high drama and purple prose. Even the harm to Jenkins’ pocketbook was less than it
seemed. He covertly owned several mills in Puebla and Atlixco, to which at least some
of the work orders at La Trinidad could well be diverted.70 It is also noteworthy that
Jenkins’ July 3 telegram was his only missive to the President about La Trinidad. In
contrast to previous administrations, during which he dispatched telegrams to presidents
fairly often, Jenkins rarely wrote to Ávila Camacho. One may well imagine that,
68

On Ávila Camacho’s pursuit of an economic policy of “rectifying conciliation,” redistributing much less
land than Cárdenas and refraining from expropriations of industry, see Medina, Del cardenismo al
avilacamachismo, chap. III.
69
Jenkins to Ávila Camacho, Beverly Hills, 3 July 1944, AGN MAC, exp. 432/220; Excélsior, 7 July 1944,
p.1. The next day, Excélsior’s main editorial criticized rumored plans of a state take-over of the mill; 8
July 1944, p.4.
70
Espinosa Yglesias, “Preface,” 18.

321

whenever urgent matters arose, he telephoned his compadre Maximino at the
Communications Ministry and asked him to take up such and such an issue with his
brother. Jenkins may have made an exception this summer due to his being out of the
country, but telephone links between Los Angeles and Mexico were well-established by
1944.71 Very likely, phone calls are exactly what preceded and followed the telegram.
Sooner or later, Jenkins received assurances that the President’s resolution of the dispute,
while favoring labor, would prove tolerable to the owners.
And so it was. To begin with, the President’s edict pledged to indemnify the
owners, which meant that any net profits would remain theirs. Two years later, the state
reversed the seizure. In August 1946, Jenkins and the Morales Conde family regained
control of La Trinidad. Evidently it was still in decent shape, as the books showed an
unspectacular but solid eleven percent aggregate profit margin under state management,
though two-thirds of the 782,000-peso ($156,000) sum went to cover the former strikers’
back pay. This time there was no announcement and little press coverage. One small
article noted that, with the mill again in the hands of Manuel M. Conde S.A., the strike
was back on. This time the strike did not last.72

Three Deaths
While the mid-1940s were less worrisome a time for Jenkins than they might have
seemed regarding La Trinidad, and more exciting than was reported in terms of his film
industry gains, the era was deeply unsettling on more personal levels. Within a short
span of years he suffered the blows of three deaths.
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The death that affected him most, although in the short run only his daughters
observed it, was that of his wife, Mary.73 On January 15, 1944, she passed away, aged
61, after an up-and-down battle with tuberculosis that had endured since her early teens
in Mulberry, Tennessee. For five years she had lived at The Woods, a large home in
Beverly Hills, surrounded by a spacious garden. She had a favorite spot by a sunny
upstairs window where she would sit every morning and slowly brush her long
strawberry-blonde hair. She had her old-time musical shows on the radio, and she drew
comfort from her Christian tracts. She usually had her three youngest daughters for
company; at times all five of them were there, and there would be parties, with minor
Hollywood stars. She had frequent letters from her husband – he had mail a single typed
sheet almost every day – and she had her Sunday night phone calls from him (three
minutes; if she wanted to talk longer, she would have to call back). But she seldom had
William Oscar in person. He would visit twice a year.
“The day that Mother died, something died in Pop too,” their daughter Jane would
recall. This would have surprised anyone outside his family. To everyone else he
seemed as hard-nosed and driven as ever, at least initially. The only concession he made
to widowerhood was to don a black tie. A few years later, as he neared 70, he began to
adopt a more contemplative demeanor, spend more time with his daughters and grandson,
buy a seaside holiday home, take fishing boat trips, and donate increasingly large sums of
his fortune to charity.
The following winter, Jenkins’ loss was less personal than political. On February
17, 1945, Gen. Maximino Ávila Camacho took a turn for the worse at a banquet in his
honor in Atlixco. He had himself chauffered back to his mansion in Puebla, and he was
sitting on his bed, struggling to remove a particularly tight boot, when he expired. To
many the death was quite unexpected; he was only 53. Suspicions immediately
abounded. As soon as he heard the news, Puebla’s recently departed governor Gonzalo
Bautista was so sure that it was murder, and that Maximino’s cronies would take him for
its plotter, he had his wife and children picked up by loyal agents and whisked away into
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hiding. A popular theory, still voiced in Puebla today, is that the indomitable mill-hands
of Atlixco conspired to poison his Coca-Cola. Maximino had, in fact, battled illness for
some time. After 1940 his hair grayed rapidly, he developed diabetes, and he suffered
from a cardiac condition that caused severe rheumatism in his right leg; he took to
walking with a cane. In late 1944, Puebla’s La Opinión carried reports of Maximino in
various stages of convalescence (read: ill health), which found him in Mexico City,
Acapulco, and a spa in Michoacán. It was even whispered that this kidnapper of teen
damsels, lover of actresses, and father of fourteen children by eight women (fourteen, that
is, whom he recognized) could no longer “perform.” A heart attack is what finished
him.74
And the winter after that, Manuel Pérez, Jenkins’ right-hand man at Atencingo,
was forced into retirement by what must have seemed to many underlings as a definite
Act of God. The man whose voice had struck fear into the hearts of hundreds of mill
workers, thousands of campesinos, and most of his immediate family, woke up one
morning unable to speak. Struck by a species of paralysis that also affected his limbs,
Pérez stayed in bed for several days, trying to recuperate. He partially recovered the use
of his body but not the gift of speech. So he left the mill where he had reined for a
quarter-century, left his local mistress and the children he had produced with her, and
returned to Puebla, where his wife could keep an eye on him. By April 1947 he was
dead.75
Within fewer than twelve months, Jenkins had effectively lost two vital allies in
Puebla. Nevertheless, he still had two apparently useful friends, the new governor of the
state, Carlos Betancourt, and the president of the country.
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The Quid Pro Quo, Part Two
One year after the death of Maximino, to the exact day, Puebla witnessed what
many must have long been sure would never come to pass: the establishment of a truly
independent union at Atencingo. The two occurrences are not unrelated. With the
passing of Maximino, Jenkins lost his most reliable and fearsome ally in his struggle to
contain labor. The strongman’s reputation for stopping strikes by force had preceded
him. He had been especially antagonistic towards the CTM, whose founding leader,
Vicente Lombardo Toledano, was a personal foe since childhood.76 It is quite likely that,
were Maximino still alive, and were Manuel Pérez still of sound body and voice, the
CTM-affiliated National Sugarworkers’ Syndicate (SNA) would not have dared to
organize the Atencingo mill.
As it was, the formation of Atencingo’s Local 77 was almost over before it began.
Fernando Pérez, one of Manuel’s sons, showed up at the founding assembly with a batch
of guardias blancas (private militia), armed with machine guns. He summoned local
police to take the names of everyone present, in order to cower them, and then destroyed
a couple of bridges to prevent the departure of the SNA officials’ bus, which in turn
incurred a fine. The SNA commission had earlier visited the military zone commander,
who agreed to provide support to guarantee the peace, but the promised troops did not
show up. Later, showing his true colors, Gov. Betancourt responded disingenuously to
union complaints, claiming his investigations had found no evidence of aggression
against the union and hotly denying – “falso de toda falsedad” – the existence of
guardias blancas at Atencingo. But neither the SNA officials present, among them
veteran organizers from various states, nor the Atencingo mill workers would back
down.77
Circumstances were propitious for union activity that February, not only locally,
but nationally. The National Sugarworkers’ Syndicate, formed only in 1937, was keen to
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grow its muscle by organizing the bigger mills now that the war was over. Its officer in
charge of establishing new locals was the energetic Martín Rivera, who conducted events
that day in Atencingo and who would later become SNA Secretary General. More
importantly the SNA’s parent, the CTM, was currently adopting a more aggressive
strategy in its dealings with the state. It had supported Ávila Camacho’s policy of a
wartime wage freeze, but by 1946 real minimum wages in the capital had fallen by
twenty-nine percent in five years, and the most powerful national unions were getting
restless. In February, the CTM organized a nationwide work stoppage to protest the
effects of inflation, and it continued to heap pressure on the government through June.78
Giving the CTM extra leverage during those months was the concurrence of a
presidential election campaign, the vote scheduled for July, with ruling-party candidate
Miguel Alemán facing the challenge of former Foreign Minister Ezequiel Padilla. All
told, allowing Atencingo’s workers to organize was a favor the state had good reason to
concede to the CTM – or, to put it another way, a favor it had good reason to charge
against Jenkins’ account.
Parallel events occurred within the Atencingo ejido, the irrigated expanse of
communal farmland where the sugar that supplied the mill had been grown on an
ostensibly autonomous basis since Cárdenas forced Jenkins to surrender the lands. Most
ejidatarios resented the mill company’s continued control of their cooperative society,
which effectively ensured that they remain wage-earning peons. The terms under which
Jenkins had divested his land in 1937 obliged these cane growers to an exclusive supply
arrangement with his mill; this let him fix the price he paid them for their cane. The
ejidatarios wanted to be able to grow other crops besides sugar, such as their most basic
staple corn, and many were anxious that the ejido be subdivided into individual plots,
which they could continue to farm collectively if they wished yet without being obliged
to do so. Porfirio Jaramillo, brother of famed agrarian activist Rubén Jaramillo, came to
the region from Morelos at the invitation of senior ejido members, and he and his
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associates began to mobilize the community in early 1946. This “rebel” faction gradually
gained majority support within the nine Atencingo estates, aided by sympathetic mill
workers and local landless peasants who wanted to become ejidatarios. Manuel Pérez’
successors, including his son Fernando, were too inexperienced and too little feared to be
able to stop them. Jaramillo now made simultaneous appeals to the National
Confederation of Campesinos (CNC) and the federal Agrarian Department, and both
responded sympathetically, jointly sending investigators to Atencingo in June.79
The CNC, a corporatist counterpart to the workers’ CTM, was led at this time by
Gen. Gabriel Leyva Velázquez. A veteran of the Revolution, career army officer, former
senator and Ávila Camacho loyalist, Leyva was the consummate political insider. He
took a personal interest in the Atencingo cane-cutters’ grievances and brought to bear his
knowledge of other cooperatives where ejidatarios enjoyed greater autonomy and higher
wages. The Agrarian Department was headed by Silvano Barba González, the former
governor of Jalisco. Barba was an inner-circle Cardenista, and his leftwing convictions
were quite evident in his activist approach to remedying the balance of power in Jenkins’
domain.80
The Agrarian Department report on Atencingo was damning. It described the
ejido as a “feudal fiefdom” in which the mill administration “exploited the fieldworkers
iniquitously … terrorizing and persecuting any peasants who claim their rights.”
Dissenters, it found, were routinely dismissed and sometimes evicted from their homes.
The report relayed the ejidatarios’ demands and advised strong measures be taken, lest
violence eventually erupt against the mill company. Such findings became the basis of a
briefing and list of recommendations, backed by the CNC, that the Department submitted
to the President. On 31 July 1946, Ávila Camacho gave the Department the go-ahead to
reorganize the ejido cooperative society as a more autonomous unit, freer from mill
domination, and to help it negotiate a new cane supply contract with the Atencingo
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Company.81 Tellingly, the President took this decision the very day after he had
authorized the return to Jenkins of La Trinidad.82 Regardless of his favoritism towards
Jenkins in the film industry, Ávila Camacho evidently felt obliged by loyalty to sugar any
pill he might wish an ally of his to swallow.
How Jenkins tried to counter the Agrarian Department and CNC maneuvers is
little known. Eventually, in September, he telegrammed the President, alleging that the
Department and the CNC were supporting a group of agitators “hostile to all order and
discipline.”83 Jenkins predicted that within a year, should these elements proceed
unchecked, production would decrease by half. He requested that no reorganization take
place prior to the submission of a pending report from the Ministry of Agriculture; the
Ministry oversaw cane production and was apparently less sympathetic than the
Department to Jaramillo and the rebel ejidatarios. This telegram was longer and much
more strenuous in tone than the one Jenkins had sent in 1944, regarding La Trinidad.
Maximino was no longer around to plead his case. Devoted as ever to farming, Jenkins
was concerned that his carefully constructed sugar kingdom was about to be laid to waste
by its own ignorant serfs. His paternalism had conditioned him to predict the gloomiest
of scenarios.
Jenkins’ missive was not ignored. The Agrarian Department launched an
investigation as to whether its operatives had engaged in agitation; it concluded they had
not. More immediately, Jenkins’ telegram failed to prevent the Department from
convening a general assembly of ejidatarios the very next day. The result was a firstever popular election of councils for the Atencingo ejido and its cooperative society. A
procedural dispute delayed the investiture of these councils, but it became clear that the
ejido would soon enjoy administrative autonomy from the mill. This came to pass on
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January 1, 1947, when the reorganized cooperative was officially recognized. The next
month, Porfirio Jaramillo took office as its manager.84
By then Jenkins was effectively out, having initiated the sale of the Atencingo
Company in December 1946.85 His loss of control of the ejido and the unionization of
the mill workers, occurring within months of each other, were major factors behind the
decision. Jenkins may also have sensed that, in the post-war era, as sugar-beet farming
resumed in Europe, sugar cane would prove a less attractive business and one
increasingly controlled by the state.86 How Jenkins was able to sell such a newlydisadvantaged property – and for $7 million, five times the valuation he had given it for
U.S. tax purposes in 193887 – is explained in part by the fact that the investor group to
whom he sold the mill included his friend and film business partner Espinosa Yglesias,
who was now assuming part-time managerial duties there. (Espinosa and two Spanish
immigrants, Lorenzo Cué and Moisés Cossío Gómez, took thirty percent each, buying
mainly on credit.) Perhaps Espinosa might have the advantage of a clean sheet in dealing
with the cane farmers, whereas relations between the ejido and Jenkins would only ever
be thorny. Espinosa himself may well have sensed that, while the commodity value of
sugar was in decline, his purchase was obliged by loyalty and a return of favors. After
all, it was largely thanks to Jenkins’ capital that Espinosa was now one of the lords of the
film industry.88
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Again, what is notable about labor’s gains at Atencingo is that Jenkins’ ally in
Los Pinos made little discernible effort to prevent them. This is more remarkable than
the confiscation of La Trinidad, as Atencingo was a much larger business – by far, it had
constituted Jenkins’ most valuable asset since its acquisition in 1920.89 The mill had
continued to produce substantial profits after its land was expropriated, due to his ability
to keep costs low as the exclusive buyer of the ejido’s cane. However, once again, the
loss to Jenkins was less inconvenient than apparent, and not only due to changes in the
global sugar market. By 1944, with the acquisition of COTSA, his priorities and his
future earnings outlook were clearly shifting. With the death of Mary that year, he may
also have harbored new guilt over Atencingo, since more than anything it was his
devotion to this property that had caused him to renege on his promise to leave Mexico.
Well before then, the Atencingo land divestment of 1937 was conducive to an eventual
change of focus: it eroded Jenkins’ sentimental attachment to most of the estate that he
had cultivated for seventeen years, and it freed him from the most consuming concern of
post-revolutionary landowners, namely the relentless hassle of land invasions, Agrarian
Commission rulings, territorial disputes, and resultant legal proceedings. During the
1940s, Jenkins not only had the money for a sustained assault on a separate bastion of
business, he had the time.
On three counts, Jenkins suffered labor-related setbacks under President Ávila
Camacho, one at La Trinidad and two at Atencingo. Yet even considered collectively,
they made for an inconvenience that was acceptable relative to the advantages and
waivers that the state was already permitting him in the booming film industry. Quite
apart from the tax breaks and other small favors he no doubt received in the day-to-day
construction of theaters, Jenkins was allowed to break or circumvent laws against both
the foreign majority ownership of companies and the establishment of monopolies. The
loss of direct control over the mill operators and cane farmers at Atencingo and the
suspension of his ownership of La Trinidad – no matter how galling these things were to
him at the time – surely represented a fair price to pay as a quid pro quo. In hindsight, as
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Mexico’s sugar sector entered its long post-war decline, Jenkins surely felt that the
governmental interventions he once protested, and which prompted him to sell the sugar
mill, had been blessings in disguise.

The Many Uses of Cinema
By its very nature, a quid pro quo implies a degree of interdependence. Two
parties have problems or challenges they want solved, and each is in a position to help the
other. In the case of Jenkins and Ávila Camacho, interdependence ran deeper than that.
The de facto exchange of favors in which they engaged is but an example, or a symptom,
of a wide-ranging relationship in which Jenkins served the government in a variety of
ways, notably as a provider of entertainment venues for millions, but also as a stalwart
supporter of the ruling party and an occasional financier of federal projects.90 The state,
in return, served Jenkins by facilitating his monopolizing of the film industry and turning
a blind eye to illicit or legally questionable activities elsewhere, such as his 1944
purchase of a 500,000-acre landholding next to the U.S. border near Mexicali, his covert
co-ownership of the Mexico City newspaper Novedades from 1946, and his routine
evasion of taxes.91
Such symbiosis is by no means anomalous. Jenkins forged it at the state level in
previous decades. At the federal level, the post-revolutionary state developed
interdependent relations with influential financiers and industrialists in several strategic
sectors. Beginning in the 1920s, it fostered a mutually supportive relationship with the
banking sector, forging a “bankers’ alliance.” The sector’s leaders had the right
connections with foreign bankers, necessary for the securing of loans deemed vital for
reconstructing Mexico’s economy.92 Contemporarily with Jenkins, the state was
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permitting Emilio Azcárraga to monopolize the radio industry, through his holding
company Radio Programas de México. In return, the Ávila Camacho administration –
like those immediately before and after it – enjoyed a dependable partner in the diffusion
of political addresses and other propaganda, capitalistic and consumerist values, and
sentimental nationalism.93
Jenkins’ service to the state as a mass entertainment provider was especially
valuable because he invested for the long term. He did not dabble in the film business –
as he did as a venture capitalist in other sectors, like the auto industry and
pharmaceuticals – but committed the bulk of his capital to it for several decades. Had
Jenkins merely speculated, buying and selling theaters as he had bought and sold
haciendas during the Revolution, he surely would not have enjoyed the same privileges
and protections. Instead, he invested in building, equipping and operating movie theaters,
as well as buying out rival chains and improving their operations.
It is also quite possible that Jenkins’ investments financially benefitted key
members of the ruling elite, affording his empire a further layer of protection. The scope
was huge: real-estate deals and construction contracts for the building of theaters, bulk
purchases of seats and projection equipment, concessions for candy and popcorn stands,
insurance policies – all these areas offered a chance to do business with politicians or
their relatives. Then there was the possibility, in the case of senior public servants or
especially intransigent state governors, of offering covert stakes in the theater companies
themselves. Evidence of such dealings is so far lacking, but allegations are rife.
Maximino was commonly believed to have an interest in the Jenkins Group’s Puebla
theaters. His brother the President would be an obvious suspect, and he was certainly
believed to have died a very rich man, by one estimate leaving his widow a billion-peso
fortune. As for successive presidents, Alemán enriched himself notoriously, which at
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least suggests an openness to covert deals with Jenkins, and Ruiz Cortines was alleged to
have protected the Jenkins Group in exchange for an interest in the film business.94
But did the state really need Jenkins? Might not his hundreds of theaters have
been built anyway? Indeed they would have been, but not necessarily so quickly, nor so
conveniently for the state. There are three rebuttals to this counter-argument. Building
movie theaters, from the purchase of the land (usually prime real estate) to the installation
of multiple imported projectors, was an expensive pursuit; it required deep pockets,
especially to construct and equip with the rapidity that the state evidently desired. Nor
was it a risk-free venture. Despite Mexico’s spiraling public demand for movies, a
theater might not prove profitable; if the terrain was leased rather than bought, the rent
might go up, contract be damned; a rival might erect a venue in close proximity. Second,
given the propaganda role of movie theaters, not least in projecting the newsreels that
accompanied each feature, it was important for the state to be able to rely on someone of
ideological compatibility, a proven supporter of the PRI; better yet, a friend of the ruling
family who – unlike, say, Abelardo Rodríguez – had no political ambitions or coterie of
his own. The fact that Jenkins was a foreigner was both a guarantee of that and an
exploitable pressure point. Should he prove troublesome, the government could use the
vulnerability of his citizenship as leverage; in the event of extreme circumstances, it
could threaten to expel him under the Constitution’s oft-cited Article 33.95 Finally, it was
more convenient for the state to deal with a dominant industrialist than with a host of
players. To have a single point man effectively governing the film sector facilitated its
political supervision and usage. If the President wanted to ban a certain film, axe a scene
from a newsreel, book a theater for a minister’s speech, or prevent a union leader from

94

Re Maximino: Romano, Anecdotario, 205; Mastretta, Arráncame la vida. Re Manuel: Opinión Pública
(Mexico City), 15 Sept. 1962, p.9; cf. Niblo, Mexico in the 1940s, chap. 5. Re Alemán: Niblo, ibid. Re
Ruiz Cortines: Don Verdades, “Corrido del cine mexicano” (Mexico City: n.p., [1959]).
95
On the frequency with which Art. 33 was applied, see Pablo Yankelevich, “Extranjeros indeseables en
México (1911-1940). Una aproximación cuantitativa a la aplicación del Artículo 33 constitucional,”
Historia Mexicana LIII:3 (2004), 693-744.

333

doing likewise, he only had to make one phone call. Similar rationales would entice the
state to permit a television monopoly in the 1950s.96

The collection of theaters that the Jenkins Group owned, rising from a handful in
1938 to at least 220 by 1950, contributed to a massive generalized boom; no doubt, the
fact that the crafty American had entered the sector signaled to other investors that movie
theaters were a good bet. In Mexico City, the total number of theaters grew from 67 in
1938 to 93 in 1948. Across the nation, those years saw totals grow even more
impressively, from 863 – with only 370 in regular operation – to 1,431.97 And so the
public came, the sheer number of theaters ensuring wide variations in ticket prices for
different target audiences. In 1946, the capital’s nine first-run theaters charged four
pesos, more than the minimum weekly wage, and drew an upscale clientele. Second-run
theaters catered at a more modest price to the middle classes, who typically needed only
wait a week from a picture’s first-run premiere. The urban poor, meanwhile, flocked to
cheap neighborhood theaters, unkindly referred to by their owners as flea pits (cines de
piojitos; literally, “lice theaters”). Here, Mexican fare was much more popular than
Hollywood imports, and a triple-bill might be seen for eighty centavos. In provincial
cities, prices were cheaper still. Balcony seats at Puebla’s middle-ranking Cine Guerrero
could be had for twenty-five centavos.98
What the public saw when the lights went down and the curtains drew back was a
style of entertainment thick with escapism. As film historian Carl Mora has noted,
Mexican movies of the Golden Age shied away from realistic engagement with
contemporary issues, or “social cinema”; they even shied from trumpeting the gains of
96

Fernández and Paxman, El Tigre, 65-9; Alex M. Saragoza, The State and the Media in Mexico: The
Origins of Televisa (f/c).
97
Variety, 17 Aug. 1938, p.25; 16 Nov. 1938, p.12; 30 Mar. 1949, p.16; “18 Feb. 1948, p.54.
98
Noble, Mexican National Cinema, 76f; Águila, Trabajo, fortuna y poder, Ch. IV, p.28; La Opinión, Dec.
1946. As late as 1950, Hollywood distributors complained that of Mexico City’s 3 million population, only
300,000 were movie-goers, but it is quite certain that such estimates – politicized to begin with by worries
over declining market share – ignored those lower-income audiences that favored Mexican films, including
the patrons of the flea pits, from which the distributors’ revenues were anyway minimal (Variety, 16 Aug.
1950, p.16); this preference for Mexican features was mirrored at provincial theaters; Fein, “Hollywood,”
338-42.

334

the Revolution. The accent was on comedy, melodrama and musicals, often a mix of all
three. As a result, Jenkins’ cultural service to the state suggested three important
components: escapist entertainment, a means to urban acculturation, and a vehicle for
national unification. The first aspect might be summarized in the old saw: “al pueblo pan
y circo.” A medium that offered cheap diversion for the multitude was a natural ally of
the state, one whose priorities were economic growth and social stability. Ironically, the
very factor that did most to foster growth threatened stability: World War II sparked a
spiraling cost in foods and other staples, triggering waves of strikes, and high inflation
continued throughout the 1940s. So cinema, in both its Hollywood and its Mexican
incarnations, afforded a cheap diversion from daily woes. If it were to uphold family
values and public decency (buenas costumbres), encourage a stable relationship between
rich and poor, and push the consumption of manufactured goods, so much the better.99
At least, so much the better for the state; the labor press claimed to recognize the ploy.
“What does Mexican Cinema do for Mexico?,” asked one columnist, proceeding to
excoriate the nation’s producers for stupefying audiences with puerile, facile fare.100
A concern related to stability involved the capacity of cities to absorb the millions
of rural migrants that annually swelled their populations – absorb them not only
physically, but culturally. Film, particularly the national cinema, could play a key role,
channeling frustrations into laughter, shaping sentiments, containing desires. Comedians,
most of all Cantinflas, celebrated and idealized the resilience and quick-wittedness of the
proletariat, especially in the face of urban superciliousness and corruption. The singing
cowboy Jorge Negrete afforded the new urbanites a comforting, dream-like connection to
pastoral landscapes they had left behind. The singing carpenter Pedro Infante reminded
the ill-paid of the nobility inherent in being poor, enduring the turmoil of city life, and

99

On Mexico’s post-1936 rejection of social cinema, see Mora, Mexican Cinema, 42-51. On the
convergence during the 1940s of U.S. and Mexican values and ideology, as witnessed in their respective
film outputs, see Fein, “Hollywood,” chaps. 5 and 6.
100
Rebeldía, 4 Aug. 1945, p.3f.

335

resisting its sexual temptations; as social critic Carlos Monsiváis put it in the title of a
meditation on the urban melodrama, “One Suffers, But One Learns.”101
In his “Pepe el Toro” trilogy of melodramas, Infante’s persona also suggested that
to be nobly poor was to be Mexican – there was something cold-hearted and malinchista,
too keen on foreign customs, about the rich – and the nationalism implicit in those films
constituted a third key characteristic of Golden Age cinema. Despite the occasional
lampooning of the wealthy, it was an inclusive nationalism, with the indigenous and their
cultures idealized and prettified, most famously in María Candelaria (1943). Despite
occasional nods to regional specificity, it was an often homogenizing nationalism, as
Jalisco’s mariachis came to strum their way into musicals no matter where they were set.
And as successive presidents, Ávila Camacho and Alemán, cultivated rapprochement
with the United States, it was also a nationalism largely shorn of traditional resentments
towards Mexico’s powerful neighbor.102
Mexican audiences were not passive receptacles of these images and sentimental
urgings. However, using Benedict Anderson’s concept of the “imagined community,”
recent scholarship has argued that, in the twentieth century, collective spectatorship was a
key driver of a shared sense of nationhood (more so than print capitalism, perhaps).103
As for the motives behind state policy, the Ávila Camacho circle certainly believed the
public could be molded. In 1943, when honoring Hollywood honchos Walt Disney and
Louis B. Mayer for their cinematic services to good bilateral relations, Foreign Minister
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Ezequiel Padilla stated that film was able to penetrate “directly into the heart of the
masses.” Three years later, Ávila Camacho submitted a bill to congress, proposing a
commission to promote the film industry, and his pre-amble noted the ability of Mexico’s
cinema to promote “feelings of unity and cohesion.”104
The movie theater was also useful as a conduit of propaganda: newsreels, short
documentaries and public service announcements. In the 1940s, such a service was more
desirable than ever, both to the Mexican state and to the wartime alliance between
Mexico and her northern neighbor. As in other countries, newsreels and shorts were a
regular part of an evening’s program, and in Mexico they were both local and foreign in
origin.105 From 1942, the year in which Mexico declared war on the Axis, the U.S.
Office of the Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs (OCIAA) produced, distributed and
subsidized cinematic propaganda. It encouraged Hollywood and other U.S. newsreel
producers to tailor reels for Latin markets by including items of local interest, so to
advance hemispheric goodwill that might aid the war effort. This they did, raising Latin
American content from one percent of all newsreel items in 1939 to twenty-three percent
in 1944, reportedly to public enthusiasm.106 Mexico’s own newsreel producers had close
ties to the state: former diplomat Gen. Juan Azcárate was owner of EMA, which counted
ex-president Abelardo Rodríguez among its shareholders, while the development bank
Nacional Financiera had a stake in CLASA. EMA (and presumably CLASA too)
received subsidies. In addition, government functionaries would pay to have EMA or
CLASA film their speeches and ribbon-cuttings. Such “political payola,” as one might
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call it, shows not only how news was subsumed by propaganda, but also how elites
perceived the impact of this medium.107
Again, actual impact is hard to gauge, but secret service agents were sometimes
dispatched to report on reactions to specific newsreels. In April 1944, an agent viewed a
CLASA reel at COTSA’s second-run Cine Lindavista and noted that the two items
featuring President Ávila Camacho were greeted with murmurs of admiration and a few
people clapped. A day later, the same agent reported on an EMA reel at the upscale Cine
Iris and noted that Ávila Camacho appeared on screen to no audible response, “as is usual
at the first-class movie theaters.” By implication, the moderate applause at the Lindavista
was the typical response of the middle classes, which in turns suggests that the newsreel
cog in the propaganda machine was working to satisfaction.108
In contrast to its active role in generating propaganda, and also to its complicity in
the growth of the Jenkins exhibition monopoly, the state declined to interfere in the ratio
of Mexican-to-foreign films shown on the country’s screens. Although in Europe and
South America there existed many precedents for such protectionist measures as
minimum screen-time quotas, and although the Cárdenas administration dabbled in that
practice (unsuccessfully, due to insufficient supply of local product), Ávila Camacho
refused to reintroduce them.109 Given a rate of national production that grew from 27
features in 1940 to 82 in 1945,110 many of which were low-budget dross that exhibitors
shied away from, the state’s refusal to appease Mexico’s producers and directors by
implementing quotas was of definite financial benefit to Jenkins. Quotas would have
made little difference in most markets outside the capital, where by around 1943 Mexican
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features held at least as much aggregate screen time as Hollywood’s, and even in Mexico
City national cinema was close to parity with foreign fare.111 In contrast, for the capital’s
first-run theaters, which often built their business as permanent homes to the Hollywood
blockbuster, such a regulation would have been onerous. So the state’s rejection of
quotas hints at further favoritism towards the American.
Yet favoritism is only an explanation in part. Cozy relations between Jenkins and
the state were rooted in a basic ideological compatibility: shared faith in industrial
capitalism as the route to economic progress. Restrictions on foreign films would have
gone against the Ávila Camacho grain.112 Further, during the war years, Mexican cinema
gained major favors from the U.S. government, favors that quotas might have
jeopardized, such as a preferential supply of raw film stock. This newly-precious
commodity, rationed even to U.S. allies like Britain, was denied altogether to Mexico’s
main Latin American competitor, Argentina. A neutral country held to be vulnerable to
Axis advances, Argentina consequently suffered a severe drop in output (from 56 films in
1942 to 23 in 1945), to the benefit of Mexico’s exports to Central and South America.
Mexico’s studios also received a good deal of technical and management assistance, even
help securing additional U.S. exhibition venues for their pictures, from the OCIAA.113
On the other hand, an end to World War II altered these political equations. In
autumn 1946, due to renewed competitive strength from Europe and Hollywood, along
with a drop in the U.S. supply to Mexico of raw film stock, Mexican producers revived
their pre-war clamor for a fifty-percent screen quota. Ávila Camacho and his chosen
successor, president-elect Alemán, turned a deaf ear to them.114 In their decision, the
benefit to Jenkins surely weighed more heavily than before. With the war over the
OCIAA had ceased to function, and there was less of a geopolitical need to refrain from
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protectionism. Jenkins, however, had recently lost (or forfeited) control over the mill
workers and field hands at Atencingo. Following precedent, he had very likely
contributed to the Alemán campaign war chest – both directly and via Aarón Sáenz, who
as head of the sugar distribution cartel was alleged to have collected close to 700,000
pesos for Alemán from the sugar barons when the election was still a year away.115
Alemán certainly treasured his relationship with Hollywood, as was evident in his
invitation of two dozen stars and executives to his inaugural gala.116 This and his
generally laissez-faire leanings would have inclined him against intervention. But there
were also good reasons why Miguel Alemán would have wanted to start off on the right
foot with the powerful Señor Jenkins, ruling-party pillar in the state of Puebla and
emergent lord of Mexico’s silver screens.
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Chapter 8: Enterprise, Profiteering, and the Death of the Golden Age
“The Mexican cinema is at once one of the best and one of the worst in the
world. For every film of artistic and folkloric value like Raíces (Roots), María
Candelaria or La Perla (The Pearl), there are hundreds of bad imitations of
Hollywood which present a false, ridiculous Mexico, …”
Erico Verissimo, Mexico (1957)
“Nationalism becomes a noble sentiment demanding occasional support while,
economically, the country is gradually, but systematically, denationalized.”
Carlos Monsiváis, Amor perdido (1977)1

Acapulco
In December 1946, quite by accident, Jenkins discovered Acapulco. He had just
finished arranging the sale of the Atencingo Company when he fell ill with pneumonia.2
He seemed to recuperate but then took another turn for the worse, so his doctor advised
him to head to the coast and spend a few weeks convalescing. Jenkins had his chauffeur
drive him down to Veracruz, the favored seaside spot for vacationing Pueblans. The city
was famous for its café culture, Cuban-style dances, and the boleros of Agustín Lara, the
premier songwriter of the day. But when they arrived there was a “norte” blowing from
the Gulf of Mexico, a harsh wind that strikes the port from time to time, churning the
beaches with small sandstorms and making the sea too dangerous for swimming. So
Jenkins and his chauffeur turned round. They made a lengthy trip back up to Puebla,
across Mexico’s central plateau, and down to Acapulco on the Pacific Coast.
When Jenkins first beheld it, Acapulco was a tiny fraction of the 800,000-strong
metropolitan sprawl it is today. Despite a storied colonial history, it was a town barely
wakening from more than a century of slumber. For 250 years, Acapulco had been the
annual destination of the Manila Galleon, bringing the spices, porcelain, ivory, and silk of
China and India from across the Pacific. At the Acapulco dock, the goods were packed
onto mule trains bound for Veracruz and then loaded onto the Spanish treasure fleet,
1
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sailing for Seville. But with Mexican independence, the port lapsed into backwater
status. In 1940 it was still a small town; its 10,000 inhabitants, many the mulatto
descendents of slaves, perched upon the hills overlooking the old harbor. Yet a
resurrection was afoot. Mexico’s revolutionary modernizers, ever alert for lucrative real
estate proposals, recognized where Acapulco’s potential lay: not in commerce but in
tourism. They built a highway from the capital in 1927, and set about snapping up the
beachfront for themselves. In 1933 the pioneering Hotel Mirador was opened, with its
view of the La Quebrada cliffs. There the guests could gawp at Acapulco’s bravest
fishermen, recast for tourists as “cliff divers,” defying death on the rocks below by
perfectly timing each 150-foot plunge. During the 1940s, as hotels began to multiply and
President Miguel Alemán made developing the place a pet project, the town would triple
in size.3
Jenkins fell in love with Acapulco at once. He warmed to the balmy climate, the
easygoing people, and the respite from the din of Puebla City. He loved the prospect of
fishing trips and having friends and family to stay at weekends. He saw the place could
be a panacea for Margaret, his second and most vulnerable daughter, in between her
unhappy marriages and battles with the bottle. That winter he roomed in the house of a
friend, high on the hill above the main municipal beach, La Caleta, with a view to the
west of the vast natural harbor of Acapulco Bay, then a pristine six-mile curve of sand,
with no sign of habitation but the odd fishing hut. The following winter he returned and
bought real estate, and not just any patch. At the very summit of the hill where he first
stayed there was an artillery emplacement, no longer manned. Jenkins somehow
convinced the authorities to part with the property, and there he built his holiday home: a
building of three tiers, with garages for several cars and a swimming pool. In Puebla he
boasted a half-acre apartment from whose third-storey windows he could survey much of
the city that was his fiefdom; in Acapulco, he again dwelt in lofty heights. From most
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points in Acapulco Bay and many within the town, one could raise one’s gaze to that lush
round hill and see the house of Señor Jenkins, perched on top of it like a satisfied nipple.
Acapulco was a tonic for Jenkins and a salve for his family. Forty years of hard
work in Puebla, with weekly trips to Atencingo and the capital, had earned him one of
Mexico’s biggest fortunes but separated him from his wife and distanced him from his
daughters. Now a widower, he tried to be a family man again. The resort was a ten-hour
trek by automobile, so he acquired an aeroplane to fly himself there, along with his
family, his guests, and Mia, his household cook, who in these latter years became his
most faithful companion. Being ever frugal, he got the plane second-hand – it was a U.S.
wartime cast-off – and split the purchase with his friend Rómulo O’Farrill; they used it
alternately. Jenkins also bought a fishing boat, which he named after Jane’s infant
daughter, Rosemary. He moored the Rosa María at Acapulco’s nascent yacht club,
where his booming American voice signaled his arrival to everybody.
Trips on the Rosa María became the focus of every visit, with guests expected to
be up at six to head out for a good day’s fishing. Once the boat was in open water,
Jenkins applied the same indefatigability to fishing as he had done to planting cane or
building theaters. There was no time to waste, and all guests were expected to handle
their own lines. Since some did not take the exercise as seriously as their host, preferring
to bask in the sun, the lines often became entangled. Jenkins’ desire to catch ever greater
quantities meant that every few years he would replace his vessel with a bigger one: Rosa
María II, III and eventually IV, which could sleep several people and take long-range
trips up the Pacific coast. Whatever fish the guests could not eat, which was the vast bulk
of it, would be packed in ice and stowed on his plane for the flight back to Puebla.
Jenkins would make gifts of the fish to the nuns of the Trinitarian Order and their girls’
orphanage. Mary had always supported the Trinitarians.
For some of the adults, Jenkins’ industrial approach to fishing could be quite a
chore, so his most frequent shipmates came to be his grandson Billy, now in his late
teens, and his two young godsons, Oscar, Gabriel Alarcón’s second son, and Luisito, son
of his tennis partner Luis Artasánchez. For the younger boys, the boat was all adventure.
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There was the crash of waves, the spray of salt water, the excitement of wrestling to land
a big tuna. There was freedom from parents, and Jenkins let them drink as much CocaCola as they wanted. As he reached 70 and learned to relax a little, Jenkins discovered
the grandfather within. He liked children, both his daughters’ and those of his
colleagues, and he liked spoiling them. In Puebla he took them to the movies; in
Acapulco he took them fishing and swimming. He showered them with popcorn and
popsicles. Far from the fearsome businessman or the stern father of five women, in the
company of children Jenkins was tender. When Oscar and Luisito stayed in Acapulco,
they shared a bedroom, and they would play the old trick of opening their door a fraction
and placing a plastic cup of water on top. Called to the room, Jenkins invariably
responded. He knew what was coming but he always walked in, and he always laughed
when the splash came.
The house was rather spartan, the pool unheated, and Jenkins did not serve
alcohol. When they were not fishing, guests found themselves swimming at La Caleta, or
playing cards or chess. In the evenings Jenkins would serve up his home-made
Tennessee iced tea. His healthy holiday regimen was not to everyone’s taste, but over the
years he hosted a range of visitors, from Club Alpha friends and business associates to
governors and archbishops. José Ignacio Márquez y Toriz, Archbishop of Puebla, was
very fond of the place; to the family, he was Padre Nachito. Jenkins was adamant that his
home be a retreat, one where children would feel at ease. As on the tennis courts of the
Club Alpha, he did not mix business with pleasure – with one exception. On one
afternoon of each visit his local business manager, Pepe Aguirre, would come calling.
Aguirre ran the Investments of Acapulco Company, a business Jenkins set up to speculate
in real estate. Through it he acquired a mile-long band of property, parallel to the beach
but set back from it, at the east end of the bay.4 The 1917 Constitution prohibited
foreigners from owning land within fifty kilometers of the coastline, but this did not stop
Jenkins from joining Acapulco’s development boom, nor from owning a hilltop home
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that all the world could see. He could count on front men (prestanombres) to hold assets
on his behalf. He could also count on the friendship and understanding of the President.

Emissary of Enterprise
Jenkins’ life took a turn at the end of 1946, as did the nation that was his home.
The month in which he sold Atencingo, discovered Acapulco, and began to reconnect
with his family was the month in which Mexico greeted Miguel Alemán as president, and
the political trajectory of the country veered to the right.5 There had been rightward
shifts before, after the 1938 oil expropriation, when massive capital flight and currency
devaluation forced Cárdenas to rein in his radicalism and be nice to big business; and
again in 1940 when Ávila Camacho took office, making a public declaration of his
Catholicism and putting the brakes on land reform. But as Jenkins experienced first
hand, labor remained a combative force; strikes were more numerous under Ávila
Camacho than under Cárdenas. That changed under Alemán, who clamped down on
labor activism and forced most of the unions to become loyal adherents of the ruling
machine, now renamed the Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI). Alemán quickly
adopted the United States’ anti-communist agenda and modeled a new intelligence
apparatus on the FBI, whose chief function was to spy on left-wing Mexicans.
Along with his presidential successors Adolfo Ruiz Cortines and Adolfo López
Mateos, Alemán embraced monopoly, in its many forms. His monopolistic corporatist
state tolerated almost no opposition victories at regional or municipal levels, imposed
governors upon the states with regularity, and insisted that workers, peasants, teachers,
bureaucrats, and even businesses all join unions and associations that pledged allegiance
to the PRI. This political monopoly found something of a mirror image in the private
sector. Many industries came to be concentrated in the hands of one or two corporations
5
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– sometimes in the hands of the state itself – despite constitutional prohibitions. In
tandem with Alemán’s policies of repression, co-optation, centralization, and
monopolistic practice, and partly as a consequence of them, corruption rose to chronic
proportions. There had always been corruption among the ruling elite and within
government departments, before the Revolution, during, and after it, but under Alemán it
evolved in two important ways: it was more blatant, and it was more entrepreneurial.
The venal rapacity that had earned Maximino the moniker “Mr. Fifteen Percent” became
the investment-minded savvy of Alemán and his inner circle. Mexico’s new leaders were
no longer satisfied with rake-offs; they wanted stakes in start-up companies whose
fortunes they could manipulate with contracts, tax breaks, and subsidies – nest eggs from
which they would continue to benefit after their six years in office. They promoted crony
capitalism and benefited from it. Not for nothing did the historian Enrique Krauze
baptize Alemán “The Businessman President.”6
The course on which the new president took the country was much to Jenkins’
liking. Though not as close personally to Alemán as to his predecessor, he was closer
ideologically, and they shared a basic contradiction in their approach to capitalism. The
new business-friendly but centralizing political culture fostered a slew of new companies,
eager to compete for the wallets and purses of the expanding middle class, but also a
concentration of ownership in existing sectors that helped make the wealthy much
wealthier. These conflicting impulses were manifest in the trajectory of Jenkins’ career
from the 1940s onwards. As he continued to diversify his investments, his venture
capitalism took on a missionary aspect. He lent amounts of capital to a large number of
people, many of them Puebla friends or their sons, with a view to cultivating them as
capitalists. These were far from the predatory loans he made during and after the
Revolution. The interest rates were reasonable, and he was no longer so hard-hearted
about securing a return, let alone foreclosing. Jenkins became, in effect, an emissary of
enterprise.7
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This strategy had its origins in Jenkins’ first investments in movie theaters. As of
1938, nearly all of his businesses were joint ventures. While in some ways this pattern
allowed him to minimize risk – danger of expropriation in the Cárdenas years, exposure
to U.S. taxation at all times – Jenkins usually assumed most of the financial liability
himself. He did not expect his partners, always younger than himself, to bring much cash
to the table; rather, he lent them all or most of their fifty-percent stake, on the
understanding that they would repay him when the profits flowed. Whether initiating an
investment or simply making a loan, Jenkins applied the same principal to smaller
ventures, which he entered into with men of less experience than Espinosa Yglesias or
Alarcón. (Except for his daughter Elizabeth, who dipped a toe into film production, they
were always men.)
To Eduardo Mestre’s son Manuel, Jenkins loaned a sum to help him build a sugar
mill, Pedernales, in Michoacán. Adolfo “Chops” Casares, a young chess-playing friend,
gained 500,000 pesos ($58,000) to set up a Puebla City store selling electric appliances
and a further sum to establish a chain of tire dealerships. Edmundo Cobel, a Club Alpha
tennis partner, gained capital to build a thread-making mill after his family’s clothing
store went bust. Joaquín Ibáñez Guadalajara, a lawyer friend, obtained a 500,000-peso
loan to help develop a new Puebla City neighborhood, Chulavista. Jenkins also aided
men of lesser means. On one occasion he agreed to a proposal from his chauffeur to
invest with him in a pig farm. On another, he provided his Matamoros farm manager
Facundo Sánchez, a rancher in his own right, with introductions to several Puebla bank
managers.8
Jenkins also tried to foster enterprise within his family, if somewhat lucklessly.
To his son-in-law Ronald Eustace, Jenkins loaned capital for a Dr. Pepper franchise, to
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help the young Englishman find his feet in Puebla after he and Jane moved there in 1946.
But it launched after various soft-drink bottlers had already set up in the city, and it failed
within a couple of years.9 To son-in-law Lawrence Higgins, Elizabeth’s husband,
Jenkins made major contributions to two automobile ventures: a Mexico City assembly
plant for Nash cars, opened in 1947, for which Jenkins complemented U.S. financing by
putting up $1 million; and a Studebaker distribution company, begun in 1949, in which
Jenkins invested $200,000.10 While neither business proved successful, Jenkins later
loaned his nephew Paul Buntzler Jr. $150,000 to take a stake in Promexa, an assembler
and distributor of Volkswagens that was the forerunner of the phenomenally successful
Puebla-based automaker, Volkswagen de México.11
Jenkins did not merely invest, he encouraged, and he liked to get his charges
thinking about the wise use of capital when they were still young. Sergio B. Guzmán’s
sons Sergio Jr. and Alejandro were two such pupils. While at college, they started
personal investment accounts with Jenkins, depositing some $1,000 apiece in his care.
Every three months, Jenkins would tally their profits, type up a statement of accounts,
and hand the note and the sums to Guzmán for passing on to his boys. Of course, $2,000
was less than a pittance to Jenkins. What mattered was that his friends’ offspring grew
up learning the lessons of capitalism.12
This missionary element to Jenkins’ conduct drew approving comment. As early
as 1946, a newspaper noted

flatteringly but not outrageously

that in all Jenkins’

dealings, “his generous hand is extended, with the aim that Puebla City has intense
activity in its commercial, banking and industrial sectors.” Years later, Jenkins’ private
9
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secretary Manuel Cabañas would write: “He organized numerous partnerships, partly
with the purpose that other people would participate in the economic benefits of his
businesses.” Cabañas then reeled off a list, far from complete, of seventeen companies,
in sectors ranging from road building to ice making.13
Exactly how many firms Jenkins co-founded is impossible to say, for only he kept
track. Every investment and loan he ever made was written down in a little black book,
which he kept in a safe in his home office. But it is doubtful that he was aware of every
purpose to which his money put. He made loans and investments on trust and instinct. A
would-be partner visited him in his office, pitched his idea, and if Jenkins trusted the man
and thought the proposal viable, he reached for his checkbook. There was no due
diligence, no obligatory market research, and little follow-up, apart from occasional visits
by the partner to make a progress report and hand over Jenkins’ share of the profits
that is, if profits were forthcoming, for Jenkins’ entrepreneurial wits sometimes failed
him in later years. As he entered his 80s, his trust was abused more often and he grew
more remote from some of his ventures. Did Jenkins know that one of his partners
invested their joint capital in a couple of Mexico City nightclubs? Did he know that one
of those clubs, the Safari Bar, was a hook-up joint for homosexuals?14

At the same time that he was fomenting a new generation of capitalists, Jenkins
became more of a monopolist in the film industry and more of a rent-seeker in the textile
sector. In the exhibition business, much the biggest of his enterprises, he continued to
muscle out rivals and consume their chains of movie theaters. In the textile industry, he
ran several mills with a minimum of investment in upgrades, relying for profits on
backroom deals with union leaders, off-the-books sales, and a manipulation of
bankruptcy laws that allowed him to fire workers almost at will. In both sectors, Jenkins
was able to get away with these practices due to the persistence of the symbiotic
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relationships he had long cultivated with federal and state politicians, relationships of
necessity in some cases, of convenience in others.
Jenkins’ contradictory approach to business, in the Alemán years and after, was at
one with the post-war zeitgeist. It reflected the capitalistic thrust of an era in which new
businesses multiplied, stimulated by unprecedented Mexican consumerism, yet in which
wealth became increasingly concentrated in the hands of the economic elite. Of Jenkins’
twin strategies, the missionary-capitalist and the monopolistic, the latter was the more
representative and influential.
To a great extent, the 1940s and 1950s were the era in which the mold of modern
Mexico was set, with all its disparities of wealth. There were oligarchs before, and some
of the big-business families of the late Porfiriato were still powerful fifty years later,
notably in the north. But the Revolution, and the peak of its social project in the
Cárdenas era, had opened wide the gates of wealth creation, redistributed land, raised
wages, and multiplied employment in the public sector, altogether facilitating the rise of a
middle class. From the 1940s, the gates began to narrow. Social and economic
hierarchies resumed some of their old rigidity, and the poorest quarter of the population
remained mired in an extreme poverty – barely subsisting, scavenging, or migrating –
that remained unchanged, and arguably worsened, by 1970.15
Where Jenkins most diverged from contemporary practice was in his
philanthropy, in both scale and manner. Somewhat like his new, more altruistic approach
to loan-making, Jenkins’ charitable giving became markedly more substantial. Until the
mid-1940s – not coincidentally, around the death of his wife – it prioritized rural schools
and cultural or religious institutions in Puebla City, donations of great significance to
recipients but rarely involving large sums. As a widower, Jenkins funded or partnered in
bigger targets: urban schools built for thousands, large-scale hospital projects, markets
and water works in Puebla City, and a second Club Alpha, conceived as a non-profit
sports club for middle-class patrons. Jenkins’ philanthropic activity would assume a
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more formal aspect, and involve yet greater sums, when ten years after the death of Mary
he set up a charitable foundation.16

Jenkins’ Film Monopoly: A Failed Assault
In 1960, a film industry insider named Miguel Contreras Torres published The
Black Book of Mexican Cinema, a 450-page J’acuse leveled at William Jenkins.17
Combining polemical attack with personal memoir, this entertaining but unreliable book
emitted the ardor and odor of an embittered cineaste. It was the culmination of a
decade’s lobbying against the Jenkins Group, demanding protection for the film industry
of several presidents. In this arduous struggle, he cast himself as a lone David, slinging
stones at the gringo Goliath. A typical passage in The Black Book depicts the endeavor
as a boxing match, each paragraph concluding “Round to Contreras Torres” or “Round to
the Monopoly.”18 His chief allegations were that Jenkins and his partners killed off the
Golden Age by depriving the national cinema of adequate funding and screen time, and
that they did so for the sake of easy profits, in cahoots with the Hollywood distributors.
In the absence of a dispassionate analysis of Jenkins’ monopoly, or even any sustained
critique of Mexican cinema as a business, Contreras Torres’ allegations became
conventional wisdom among historians, journalists, and critics.19
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Contreras Torres was a maverick.20 The youngest son of a landowning family, he
left his Michoacán home at 15 to join Carranza’s army, becoming a major by the end of
hostilities six years later. He then parlayed his good looks and charisma into a career as
an actor-director-producer. A one-man band, he wrote the scripts, directed photography,
and edited the footage. With the advent of talkies, he limited himself to bit parts,
preferring to write, direct, and produce. He specialized in patriotic dramas, Juárez and
Maximilian, ¡Viva México!, and the like. Some of these starred his European wife,
Medea de Novara (whose real name was the less cinematic Herminne Kindle Futcher).
He even put her in a Maximilian remake, The Mad Empress, surrounding her with
Hollywood actors and aiming at the U.S. box office (where it flopped).21 During World
War II, as Mexican cinema entered industrial mode, his canvases and budgets grew
bigger. He had access to generous financing because, with his revolutionary credentials,
he knew the right generals. He made biographical films about Latin American
independence heroes Simón Bolívar and José María Morelos; he made a hit satire, The
Useless Life of Pito Pérez. Contreras Torres was an embodiment of Mexican cinema, in
all its nationalist glory, in many of its internationalist pretensions. His were not the kind
of films that won prizes, but most of them did make money. He grew up with cinema,
and cinema grew up with him.
When Alemán took office, Contreras Torres’ luck changed and his creativity
began to diminish. In this regard, too, his career reflected industry trends, as well as a
larger pattern. The President differed from his predecessors in that he was not a general;
military connections ceased to count so much in Alemán’s modernizing Mexico. By
1950, Contreras Torres was having trouble completing the financing for his pictures,
which compelled him to look abroad; in the decade that followed he would direct just
seven films, half the total he made in the 1940s. The problem was that the Jenkins Group
20
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held the strings of the biggest purse, and for commercial reasons they declined to finance
any more of his films. From that moment, Contreras Torres found a supplementary
career, as a crusading critic of William Jenkins.22
Contreras Torres was the loudest critic, but he was not the first. Back in 1943, the
Tampico exhibitor Vicente Villasana sounded the first alarm about an impending
monopoly. After the war, isolated criticisms merged into a concerted crescendo, as
Jenkins used his dominance in Mexico City for leverage with distributors. Making
matters worse, Hollywood ramped up production and the British, French, and Italians
revived their war-damaged industries, all of which heightened the competition for
theaters. Jenkins’ growing muscle in what was now a buyer’s market allowed his
lieutenants, Espinosa Yglesias and Alarcón, to dictate terms. As exhibitors, they could
offer a lower percentage of the box office peso to Mexican distributors. As financiers,
they could force leaner budgets on Mexican producers. These producers and distributors
were often the same people, and as they found themselves squeezed at both ends of their
business, they clamored for government protection. They wanted greater subsidy support
and guaranteed screen time. They demanded the state get serious about what was, quite
clearly in the eyes of most of them, an anti-constitutional monopoly.23
Their voices swelled in 1946, as the Ávila Camacho era drew to a close, but to no
avail.
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They swelled again in 1949, and now with greater urgency. That year, a record

108 Mexican films were made, a fifty percent increase in three years, so the competition
for screens reached unprecedented intensity. More alarming still, the Jenkins Group had
substantially grown in power. The National Association of Cinema Impresarios (ANEC),
an alliance of exhibitors formed by Emilio Azcárraga as bulwark against the multi-
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investor COTSA chain, succumbed to Jenkins’ control.25 ANEC’s power was manifest in
January 1947 when it protested a ten-percent box-office tax in Torreón by shutting the
city’s five theaters; Torreón’s city hall backed down within two weeks. In March, the
Jenkins Group scored a major coup by capturing the forty-year old Rodríguez Brothers
Circuit, the largest exhibitor in and around Monterrey. In 1948, Alarcón consolidated his
grip in the northern metropolis by opening a further three venues, and in Mexico City he
gained a major foothold by forging an alliance with a reluctant Azcárraga. That same
year, Espinosa built another six screens in the capital.26
The consequences of such expansionism became clear when northern theater
owners began to lobby Alemán in early 1949. Both individually and under the aegis of
Monterrey’s Association of Independent Exhibitors, they claimed through open letters
and telegrams to the President that Jenkins and Alarcón were hurting them through
monopolistic practices, such as pressing Películas Nacionales, the leading distributor of
Mexican pictures, to withhold product.27 Lack of access to Mexican films, which
afforded close to half of the national box-office take, threatened their theaters with
closure. In a crude attempt at dissembling, allies of Jenkins protested their
“independence” and claimed rivals were spreading lies about the existence of a
monopoly. Yet grievances multiplied. A union of 4,000 mineworkers in Nueva Rosita,
Coahuila complained that the town’s only theater, much loved by miners for its cheap
prices and good shows, was in danger of closure; the Jenkins-Alarcón monopoly had
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bullied distributors of Mexican movies to halt their supply. By April, when the
Monterrey association secured an audience with Alemán, exhibitors in Mexico City were
voicing similar protests.28
Creative personnel were equally alarmed. Screenwriter José Revueltas fired a
broadside in leading newsmagazine Hoy: “Jenkins is Strangling the Film Industry!” In
very frank language for an era in which media self-censorship was standard – he called
Espinosa and Alarcón “traitors” – Revueltas accused Jenkins and his partners not only of
conspiring to keep Mexican product from rivals but also of deliberately “burning” local
films by giving them the briefest of premieres, regardless of their popularity. This was
neither spite nor a Hollywood-backed plot, just a manipulation of standard industry
economics: when movies opened they earned for their producers a relatively high
percentage of the box-office peso; when the same films were re-released in second-run
venues, theater owners kept more of the take, as the risk of showing a picture released
some weeks before was, supposedly, greater. Distributors unwilling to play by these
rules, who opted to deal with independent exhibitors, risked a boycott of all of their films
in cities (like Puebla and Torreón) where Jenkins Group control was total. Those who
did sign deals with Espinosa or Alarcón had to abstain from contracts with any other
exhibitor, even in cities (like those of the northwest) where the Group as yet had no
presence. Revueltas feared these practices might result in Jenkins’ dominion over the
entire production side of the industry. He called for a united front, and state assistance,
versus “American capital” and the “darkest and most aggressive interests that exist
against the Mexican fatherland.”29
Alemán had little choice but to act. There was the evidence itself – Revueltas’
critique, like the telegrams from Monterrey, contained specific examples of theaters
facing ruin – and there was the President’s own populist image to protect. Since his
inauguration, Alemán had projected himself as a patron of the nation’s arts. He liked to
be seen with movie stars, and to trot them out for public relations purposes. In what was
28
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a suspiciously ill-kept secret, he also slept with some of them, including the most famous
diva of them all, María Félix.30 That autumn, congress wrote Mexico’s first cinema
legislation, which promised the film community a variety of boosts and protections,
including the long-sought screen quotas.31 But the Film Industry Law of December 1949
was less than half the battle. As was customary in the issuance of Mexican policy, it
needed to be complemented by regulating legislation and departmental edicts – the legal
fine-print, honed over months if not years – and then by actual enforcement. The first
steps were not promising: the Interior Ministry’s Film Directorate declared that all onetheater towns be subject to a fifty-percent screen quota. Since Mexican pictures outdrew
foreign fare in small towns anyway, the rule lacked any meaning beyond the symbolic.32
It was then that Contreras Torres harnessed his typewriter. Fearing the
government would capitulate, and frustrated in his efforts to fund his latest picture, the
patriotic producer-director shot the opening salvo in his Ten Years’ War against the
imperialist Jenkins. He composed the first in a series of 120 polemics, all about “the
MONOPOLY,” in the newspaper El Universal. He bashed out a letter to the President
about the National Film Bank, claiming the state’s main subsidy apparatus was confining
its support to producers in the Jenkins camp. He concocted an audacious letter to Jenkins
himself, claiming his actions had reduced the industry to such penury that its workers
were vulnerable to communist ideas. The intrepid veteran demanded a face-to-face
meeting with the magnate, adding that if he got no reply within forty-eight hours he
would make his letter public – and so he did, publishing it in three Mexico City dailies.
The day after the barrage appeared, Interior Minister Ruiz Cortines met with Contreras
Torres. Three weeks later, Alemán gave him an audience, an occasion the polemicist
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used to request Jenkins’ expulsion from the country, on account of his “shady
dealings.”33
In the short run, Contreras Torres’ campaign seemed to be working. Before 1950
was out, Alemán had commissioned former president Abelardo Rodríguez to mediate.
(The voracious industrialist had already dipped his paws into the film industry; he would
soon be engaged in a lengthy face-off with Jenkins.) Rodríguez devised a plan to
consolidate producers’ distribution efforts, still rather fragmented, both at home and
abroad.34 In August 1951, the state finally issued its regulating legislation. It looked
promising. The fifty-percent screen quota would apply across the nation. There was
even a clause threatening nationalization upon distributors and exhibitors who did not
comply.35
Hollywood was prepared for such a battle. The “majors” had experience resisting
quotas elsewhere, in nations such as France and Britain. Allied with the Jenkins Group,
they adopted a twin-pronged strategy. Having consulted with the U.S. State Department,
the Hollywood studios let it be known that protectionist limits would be met with
restrictions on Mexican films in the United States; this was a tough counterpunch, for
Mexico’s producers reaped a far higher fraction of their revenues north of the Rio Grande
than did Hollywood south of it.36 At the same time, fifty Mexican theater owners
requested an injunction against the screen quota, on grounds that it was unconstitutional;
it was duly granted. Alemán knew Hollywood well enough to have predicted this
outcome all along. He had made his nationalistic stand. Now, for appearance’s sake, he
let the quota remain on the books without making an effort to enforce it. In late 1952, in
33
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the final months of his tenure, congress approved a revised version of the 1949 Law with
the quota incorporated; after all, the Supreme Court had yet to rule on the matter. It
would be up to Alemán’s designated successor, Ruiz Cortines, to decide if he wanted to
enforce it.37

How many of the allegations against the Jenkins Group were true? Certainly,
leverage over distributors was a critical dimension of Jenkins’ ability to expand at the
expense of rivals. According to Contreras Torres (and the circumstantial evidence
supports him), it was through such exertion that Jenkins forced Emilio Azcárraga,
Mexico’s leading entertainment mogul, to part with his precious Cadena de Oro, a
twenty-venue circuit in Mexico City. Espinosa told both Mexican and Hollywood
distributors that if they carried on supplying films to Azcárraga’s flagship Teatro
Alameda, he would refuse to screen their product at his theaters in the capital and other
major cities where he dominated. Offering the distributors a little carrot to go with the
stick, he pledged to render them an extra five percent of the box office dollar if they
agreed to the boycott. As a result, Azcárraga was reduced to showing second-rate
Mexican films and Hollywood reruns. In 1949, after a period of losses, Azcárraga sold
stakes in six of his largest theaters to Jenkins and Alarcón, for 5.5 million pesos. Two
years later, focusing his energies and resources on the infant industry of television, he
surrendered control of the Cadena de Oro.38
Dealings with distributors had their tensions. Initially, Espinosa and Alarcón had
an agreement to take turns picking whichever title they deemed likeliest to prove the
blockbuster of the week. Espinosa, who had grown up in the business and had a very
sharp mind, showed a canny knack in choosing the right pictures. There came a day,
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however, when Alarcón felt he had been outfoxed once too often. Unannounced, he burst
into Espinosa’s office, yelling and brandishing a pistol, and demanded that Espinosa yield
on some Hollywood picture. An armed Alarcón was not to be trifled with. Quite apart
from his links to the Jesús Cienfuegos murder, he was a championship marksman. His
triumphs in pistol and rifle competitions made headlines, and he had qualified for the
Berlin Olympics. Following this contretemps, Jenkins suggested his lieutenants avoid
ungainly squabbles by dividing the U.S. distributors between them, three or four studios
apiece.39 The majors were generally happy to work with them because they were
building, or buying out, the best theaters, while behind the scenes Jenkins and his
lieutenants cultivated friendships with the leading Hollywood honchos. Jenkins himself
was close to Spyros Skouras, the long-time president of Twentieth Century-Fox.40
Jenkins’ relationship with Películas Nacionales, the main Mexican distributor,
was more shadowy. Launched in 1947, the company represented an effort by producers
to gain leverage with theater owners by acting in concert. The National Film Bank
(BNC) supported the initiative by taking a stake, but after a few years the bank took it
over altogether. While this state subsidy body ostensibly prioritized the producers’
interests, its autonomy was compromised by Jenkins. How this came to pass is unclear,
but one of the BNC’s chief backers was development bank Nacional Financiera, with
which Jenkins had a close relationship; in the 1940s, Jenkins had once purchased an
entire $5 million Nacional Financiera bond issue. Contreras Torres was not the only
critic who felt that BNC chief Andrés Serra Rojas was submissive towards Jenkins.41
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With the cream of U.S. and Mexican cinema more or less sewn up, and with the
aid of smaller exhibitors who threw in their lot with Jenkins,42 Espinosa and Alarcón left
the independents with very little. Usually that amounted to the dregs of the business: rereleased Hollywood fare and whatever European and Mexican films had not secured a
major distributor. The larger the Jenkins empire grew, the more it was able to engineer
boycotts of attractive assets that caught its eye. Once the Cadena de Oro capitulated to
such pressure, there remained only one strong independent operator: Abelardo Rodríguez,
the “millionaire president,” who through a series of partnerships dominated the
northwest, controlling fifty theaters from Mazatlán to Tijuana, and also kept a fifteenvenue foothold in the capital.43
Jenkins’ dominion over filmmaking is harder to gauge. The sector was extremely
fragmented, and producers were often reluctant to admit they went cap-in-hand to the
infamous gringo. As early as 1944, more than forty production outfits were active;
someone hung out a new shingle every few months.44 More confusing still, some
producers used multiple banners, which were often jumbled by the press. Jesús Grovas, a
recurrent partner of Jenkins, operated Producciones Grovas, Cinematográfica Grovas,
Grovas-Oro Films, Jesús A. Grovas y Compañía, Grovas S.A., and (for a change) Dyana
Films.45 There was method in this madness: smaller companies offered lower tax
exposure. Decades later, when the history of the Golden Age came to be written, it still
embarrassed industry players to admit they had consorted with Jenkins. The leading
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producer Raúl de Anda, widely attested by others as a regular recipient of Jenkins Group
funding, gave a lengthy two-part interview about his career in which he mentioned the
American only as the builder of a theater monopoly and a threat to Mexican
distributors.46
What can be said is that Jenkins’ involvement reached mass-production levels
during the Alemán era. Film finance was changing. Once the war ended, and with it the
artificial climate that let the Golden Age blossom, Mexico’s private banks cut back on
their lending. They were alarmed by poor returns and the tardiness of producers in
repaying credit; a tendency among them to inflate their budgets and line their pockets
with the difference did not help.47 That year, the BNC became the biggest source of
industry coin. The federal bank’s approach was that of a public-private partnership;
producers were still expected to come up with much of their budgets themselves.48 As
they cast around for cash, they increasingly looked to exhibitors, seeking advances on
box office returns in exchange for exclusive screening rights. Exhibitors had reason to
secure product in advance: by 1948, a decade-long construction boom brought about a
surplus of theaters.49 Even after public demand caught up with supply, the rivalry
between Espinosa and Alarcón remained. They may have had the same backer, but
they’d be damned if they let the other snare the next Dolores del Río melodrama, the next
Pedro Infante swoon-fest.
In some cases, the Jenkins Group buoyed existing producers. They took a stake in
Sam Wishñack’s Filmex, which between 1944 and 1960 turned out 120 features, and they
reunited with the multifaceted Jesús Grovas. Alarcón took the more personal interest in
46
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production, even taking a producer credit on six pictures. He co-founded two companies,
Intercontinental and Reforma Films, which together turned out thirty-five movies from
1950 to 1962. Frequently Alarcón worked with Raúl de Anda, who parlayed his early
screen-idol status into a career as a writer and producer that spanned 130 pictures. He
also employed Salvador Elizondo, former manager and co-owner of the prestigious
producer CLASA. Espinosa kept a lower profile but worked with another prolific
producer, Gregorio Walerstein, who managed Wishñack’s Filmex for a decade before
setting out on his own.50 A 1953 exposé claimed Jenkins provided eighty percent of film
financing. Like estimates that put his share of theaters at a similar majority, the figure is
fanciful, but it gives a sense of Jenkins’ standing in the imagination of the industry.51
Much evidence for Jenkins’ involvement in production is anecdotal. He was a
regular moviegoer, especially enjoying the comedies of Mexico’s leading humorist,
Cantinflas. Family and friends attest he often invited children to accompany him: his
grandchildren, or the sons and daughters of friends and partners. One frequent invitee
recalled that every time they saw a film in which he had invested, he would telephone
Espinosa or Alarcón from the box office afterwards, to discuss whether the investment
had been a good one.52 Some who disparaged Jenkins later worked for him. In 1948, he
tried to buy CLASA, which in owning sound stages was Mexico’s closest equivalent to a
Hollywood studio. Salvador Elizondo was keen to resist. He found an alternative buyer
in Nacional Financiera, telling its director that letting Jenkins own Mexico’s top
producer-cum-studio would be as bad as “putting the Church in the hands of Lucifer.”
Four years later Elizondo withdrew, but not long afterwards he bumped into Jenkins.
“Why don’t you make some films for me?,” Jenkins asked. Elizondo said he had left the
50
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business but Jenkins insisted, so he consented to form a joint company. Later the
financing arrived in the form of a check for 4 million pesos, delivered by Jenkins’
chauffeur. Attached was a note, hand-written on scrap paper: “Salvador, I’m sending you
the check for four million. I put it in your name because I don’t know what your
company is called.”53
Jenkins may have kept an eye on his movies when they premiered, but his
approach to production was cavalier. What mattered was that producers deliver
quantities of content to help fill his theaters. Possibly he favored comedy, and there may
have been indirect influence, in that the occasional character, plot device, or casting
decision was altered, so as not to risk displeasing Don Guillermo. But Jenkins was
foremost a financier. If his theaters made money, he was happy, for the exhibition side of
the business was the most lucrative; if his movies fared poorly, his producers would
likely ensure that the National Film Bank took much of the financial hit.
Why Alemán allowed Jenkins to consolidate in exhibition and expand into
production is a question with as many answers as there are legs on an octopus, to evoke a
symbol of monopoly common at the time. Some things are certain. Alemán was
ideologically supportive of big business, imperturbed by the existence of monopolies, and
admiring of the United States. Hollywood, an object of his affection, pressed hard to
resist the screen quotas. The Mexican industry, for all its griping, was highly productive,
averaging 95 features per year, up from an annual average of 64 under Ávila Camacho
and 35 under Cárdenas, so Alemán could feasibly respond that Mexico’s film community
had never had it so good.54
Jenkins was on comfortable terms with the President, and not only due to
campaign contributions. The American’s theaters served Alemán, or purported to do so,
just as they had served his predecessor: as escape for urban millions facing high inflation
and low wages, as forums for Mexican films suffused with nationalist and conservative
values, as distribution channels for newsreel propaganda. Jenkins’ other investments
served Alemán’s policy of Import-Substitution Industrialization (ISI), a program begun
53
54

Elizondo interview, Mora-Palabra PHO2/27, pp.37f, 48f.
García Riera, Breve historia, 102, 121, 150, 185.

363

under Cárdenas but pursued with greater vigor by his successors. His backing had made
possible the Nash and Packard auto-assembly plants in Mexico City and Puebla. He
bankrolled smaller ventures such as Puebla’s Dr. Pepper franchise. He held a stake in
Nacional La Droga, a leading pharmaceutical company, from soon after its founding in
1943.55 All such moves served the ISI aim of replacing reliance on imports with an
industrialization drive designed to generate higher-paying jobs, raise Mexico’s standard
of living, and improve the country’s self-regard. So did Jenkins’ purchase of bonds from
Nacional Financiera, which was the state’s main funding mechanism for ISI.
Jenkins demonstrated his proximity to Alemán when he revealed to a Tennessee
friend that the two of them had joined Rómulo O’Farrill in buying the daily Novedades.
Jenkins asked his friend, who had inquired on behalf of a Nashville publisher, to be
discrete with the news, adding: “it is not generally known that I am a shareholder, and I
do not take any part whatever in any of the paper’s activities. I am sure that if I did it
would cause very unfavorable comment.”56 Novedades may have been the tip of an
iceberg. Documented evidence is lacking, but in light of this partnership, Alemán’s
acquisitiveness, and Jenkins’ past coziness with politicians, it is quite possible that the
two shared interests in the nascent TV industry, Acapulco real estate, and the film
industry itself.57 As for Mexico’s other pre-eminent media mogul, Emilio Azcárraga,
Alemán had personal reasons for letting Jenkins strong-arm him and then gobble up his
theaters, for Azcárraga had backed the opposition in the presidential election of 1940 – at
which time Alemán was campaign manager for the victor, Ávila Camacho.58
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How to Enjoy Bankruptcy
In December 1949, two of the most prominent textile mills in Puebla declared
bankruptcy.59 La Concepción, whose near-century of operation made it the oldest factory
in Atlixco, and El León, founded in 1898 on the edge of the same town, were symbols of
the Porfirian past. Owners had included some of the state’s richest immigrants, the Diaz
Rubíns from Spain, the Lions brothers and Adrian Reynaud from France, and the
clattering machinery on which they ran was of Porfirian vintage. Like the entire textile
sector, both had boomed during World War II and had suffered a sharp post-war decline.
What distinguished La Concepción and El León was that, having declared bankruptcy,
both continued to operate, and to some extent make profit, for another decade or so, all
the while staying in an official state of bankruptcy. They were also distinguished by the
fact that their owner was William Jenkins.
After the Revolution, while labor made much-needed gains in wages and
workplace rights, textiles remained mired in inefficiency. This was especially so in
Puebla, where the average mill was smaller than those in Veracruz or Mexico City.
Workers frequently knew more about their machines than their managers (many of whom
were second-generation “juniors,” who unlike their immigrant grandfathers were loath to
dirty their hands in the family mill). Cost-accounting practices were backward.
Protective tariffs, handing the industry a near-monopoly in the home market, worked
against developing product fit for export, as did a federal brake on machine imports.
Owner complacency was one root problem, the intransigence of labor confederation the
CROM was another, and linked to both was the state priority of keeping a social peace.
Owners resisted machine imports, dreading the entry of new competitors, and they agreed
to honor collective contracts with labor in exchange for import controls. This was fine by
CROM chief Morones, who also resisted imports, fearing upgrades at existing mills
would create unemployment. CROM workers, reveling in their security as clients of the
Mexican state, gained a name for ill discipline; truants could no longer be fired without
59
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union consent, and some states forbade managers from docking their pay. Largely failing
to modernize, the textile sector endured cycles of crisis and mill closure up until the
war.60
Despite off-loading La Corona, the mill where he made his first million, Jenkins
had never quit the textile sector. His habit of foreclosing on bad loans got in the way.61
By the time Germany invaded Poland, he was well placed to enjoy the ensuing boom, as
the previous few years had witnessed another lean period, and with it yet more
foreclosures. With Jenkins’ 1939 take-over of La Concepción, he had three mid-sized
factories in his portfolio and at least another two smaller mills. True, he missed out on
part of the wartime profit stream through the two-year strike at La Trinidad, but his other
mills surely helped fulfill orders. Driving those orders more than anything was surging
demand from the U.S. military, which during the war put 16 million people in uniform.
Under such conditions, it did not matter that three-quarters of Puebla’s textile machinery
dated from before 1910; even better, since most mills had been operating below capacity,
there was no need for new investment in order to profit. As the cronista Sergio Guzmán
Ramos described it: “Puebla put to work all the textile-producing junk of the Porfirian era
… and even those who improvised as textile men made money.”62
Allied victory over Japan in August 1945 hit Mexican textiles like a cold shower.
Within three weeks of the destruction of Hiroshima, Puebla’s mill owners were lamenting
their lot to Miguel Alemán, then visiting the state on his campaign tour. Their
warehouses overflowed with unsold product. Great Britain, the world’s biggest exporter
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of cotton textiles, had announced that it would ramp up production, reopen closed mills,
and install new machinery. Puebla’s textile barons recognized the need to modernize to
stay productive. At least, some of them did. El Mayorazgo, Puebla City’s biggest mill,
immediately announced a 4 million-peso refit, ordering 1,000 new machines to generate a
cheaper product line. Miguel Abed, back in town to celebrate his birthday in the
company of his workers at El Patriotismo, said he was about to leave for the United
States and England, to study new technologies and import them for his mill. Otherwise
the news was bad, as mills began to cut their work rate, seeking legal permission for a
three-day week, or shut down altogether.63 Some time in late 1945, Jenkins foreclosed on
El León.64
Puebla’s textile sector was gripped by inertia after the war, contributing to a statewide economic stagnation that persisted for twenty years.65 Geography was partly to
blame, for Puebla City was just two hours from the capital, which under Alemán was fast
becoming an industrial and demographic vortex. It cannot have helped that during the
1940s some of Puebla’s most ambitious entrepreneurs – Manuel Espinosa Yglesias,
Gabriel Alarcón, Rómulo O’Farrill, and Miguel Abed – relocated to Mexico City in
search of bigger opportunities.66
Despite early declarations of intent, the issue of modernization barely registered
in local headlines. Strangely, editorials never discussed it. Reporting instead took a
boosterish turn, focusing on school openings, tourism, and the promises of politicians,
while columnists debated education and morality. Advertising was dominated by U.S.
soft drinks, along with realtors offering fancy homes in new suburbs (populated, in their
graphic imaginations, by American-looking families). It was as though Puebla wished to
enter the modern world – that is, a Westernized, consumerist world – without tackling the
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industrial initiatives that would pay for it. Apart from stories about the rising cost of
living, the press oozed complacency.67 It is hard to resist the notion that Puebla’s textile
barons were similarly complacent. For twenty years the government had cosseted their
industry with tariff protections, shielding them from foreign competitors and impeding
the founding of rival mills. The State of Puebla had treated them with deference for
almost as long; witness Gov. Bautista’s action in early 1944, responding to mill owner
complaints about a new federal tax, in which he offered to forgo the twenty-five percent
of the levy due to the state government, as if businessmen enjoying a wartime bonanza
needed such assistance.68 The refusal to admit Lebanese industrialists onto the board of
Puebla’s textile trade association similarly smacked of a sector atrophying in its
conservatism.69
Some Puebla mill owners did prioritize new machinery, but their plans were
hampered, partly by a scarcity of international supply and partly by Alemán, who favored
larger factories – the kind more often found in other states – with the necessary import
permits.70 His favoritism may have been more than logistical: during the previous
administration, his arch-enemy and rival for Ávila Camacho’s blessing as his successor
had been the President’s brother, Maximino, who was the champion of the Puebla elite.71
As a general policy, Alemán kept a rein on permits for fear of alienating unions;
meanwhile he raised tariffs on textile imports to protect the mills. His centralizing
government, promoting the paternalistic design of a Revolutionary Family of which all

67

I base this summary on a close reading of Puebla newspaper La Opinión (all issues, through to 1963).
Board meetings, 13 Oct. 1943 and 19 Jan. 1944, Asociación de Empresarios Textiles de Puebla y
Tlaxcala, Archive of the Cámara de la Industria Textil de Puebla y Tlaxcala, Puebla (hereafter, CITPyTAsn.), Libro de Actas de Juntas de la Directiva (LAJD), vol. 3. That the textile industry was making huge
profits is affirmed by the fast-rising monthly asset totals of Puebla City banks, published regularly in La
Opinión.
69
See the section “Miguel Abed and the Lebanese,” in Chap. 6.
70
Susan Gauss, Made in Mexico: Regions, Nation, and the State in the Rise of Mexican Industrialism,
1920s-1940s (forthcoming), Chap. 4.
71
Gonzalo N. Santos, Memorias (Mexico City: Grijalbo, 1986), 650f, 822-4, 831-6; Niblo, Mexico in the
1940s, 164.

68

368

Mexicans were a part, sought equally to keep all sectors happy and make them dependent
upon the state.72 In the textile sector, as in the film industry, mediocrity resulted.
Intransigence from the unions, still equating modernization with job losses, was
another major roadblock. Labor’s resistance was especially stubborn in Atlixco, due to a
twenty-year turf war between the CROM and its rivals, above all the ascendant CTM.
The war culminated in April 1948, when four CTM-aligned mills (including La
Concepción) bowed to intense and violent pressure and switched their allegiance to the
CROM.73 The timing was not random, for this was the year of the “Charrazo,” a move
by Alemán to rein in the strongest independent syndicate, the Mexican Railroad Workers’
Union, by fixing the election of a conservative to lead it. The Charrazo proved a
watershed, after which union opposition to the state was seldom tolerated and allegiance
to the ruling PRI expected.74 The Atlixco power play, backed by the President, the army,
and Governor Carlos Betancourt, was another Machiavellian ploy. It ensured a
counterweight to CTM power in Puebla and rewarded the state’s first union leader to
endorse Alemán for president. This man, famed for a posse of pistoleros that killed
workers who opposed him, as well as for his former friendship with Maximino and his
emergence as the CROM’s heir apparent to Morones, was a jovial bully called Antonio J.
Hernández.75
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Soon after cementing himself as cacique of Atlixco, Hernández was at
loggerheads with Jenkins. Problems arose in July 1949 – a month of proliferating strikes
– when Indalecio Canteli, the Spanish general manager of Jenkins’ Atlixco mills, said he
could no longer pay the workers at El León and La Concepción. Initially the CROM
made up the difference, an unusually helpful move from a union known for combative
behavior, but one that let Hernández fortify loyalties at the recently-affiliated La
Concepción. Yet the situation was grave. La Concepción, familiarly known as La
Concha, had recently dispatched an order to Canada, only for the Canadians to send it
back on account of shoddy workmanship. Both mills were hampered by quality
problems, which surely owed as much to the age of the machinery, and the whole sector
was in trouble. Puebla warehouses had accumulated 40 million meters of unsold cloth.76
Gov. Betancourt intervened in October: he met with Jenkins and brokered talks
between Hernández and Canteli. But the industry outlook continued to deteriorate. A
devaluation of the pound boosted British shipments to Central and South America at the
expense of Mexican exports. A strike at another Puebla mill was declared illegal,
prompting the CROM to threaten a walk out at all its factories in the state. Reportedly,
only a credit of 13 million pesos would prevent management from closing La Concha and
El León, both of which employed more than 500 men. Meanwhile the CROM continued
to foster worker loyalty, opening facilities at El León that included a clock tower, a
bandstand, frontón court, and sports fields. As an Atlixco-wide strike loomed, the El
León union leader said that the arbitration board ought to rule in the workers’ favor,
“over and above the bastard purposes and ambitions of a mere few potentates.”
Betancourt at last engineered a meeting between Jenkins and Hernández, but they
reached no understanding. The very next day, El León and La Concha declared
bankruptcy.77
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News of the bankruptcy dominated headlines during December. Or rather, the
half of the news that local papers saw fit to print. Over the first two weeks the conflict
escalated: Jenkins closed the two mills; the CROM blamed the crisis on bad management
and formalized its strike threat; Jenkins threatened to shut his Xaltepec mill in Tehuacán;
the CROM began its strike at La Concha and El León, with solidarity stoppages at two
other mills; (striking at mills that had already closed gave the union the chance to
negotiate from strength at arbitration talks, should the owners wish to restart work).
Jenkins and Hernández met with the Under-Secretary of Labor, but the outcome was not
divulged; presumably the government wanted them to reach an accord themselves, for
there was no further sign of federal involvement, only emotional appeals for a solution
from Betancourt.78 Jenkins held the initiative – the loss-making mills meant much more
to Hernández – and he signaled his upper hand by delegating his English son-in-law,
Ronald Eustace, to replace Canteli and continue talks with Hernández. It then appeared
that El León workers had consented to return at reduced wages. On New Year’s Eve an
agreement was announced, and both mills reopened four days later.79
How the episode came to be resolved was never clarified, but initial hints arose a
few weeks later, when La Opinión congratulated Hernández on the occasion of his saint’s
day, noting that the labor leader enjoyed “great prestige” (a contrast with a month earlier,
when the paper censured his “lack of tactics” and “lack of intelligence”). Betancourt left
Puebla for ten days’ rest and recuperation, bound for Acapulco – where he was to be a
house guest of Jenkins. Since Betancourt and Jenkins were never very close, the
invitation suggested the extent of Jenkins’ gratitude for support in resolving things to his
satisfaction.80 After a month, the two mills were reportedly functioning well, and new
union leaders were installed at both, signaling a demotion of the author of the “bastard
purposes and ambitions” remark.
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La Concha and El León resumed work under bankruptcy protection, and stayed
that way for years to come. Companies emerge from such status just as soon as they can.
Bankruptcy limits their access to credit and blots their reputation. That blot loomed large
in Mexican practice, for the status became part of a firm’s designation; at meetings of
Puebla’s textile trade association, El León was routinely registered as “La Quiebra de El
León, S.A.” (The Bankrupt El León, Inc.). But Jenkins never cared much for matters of
reputation, and as for credit, he was practically his own financier. Should he need to
borrow, he happened by now to own a large minority stake in the Banco de Comercio,
one of the nation’s leading banks.81
Eustace was fairly new to the business, but as administrator of the two mills he
quickly learned from his father-in-law how to negotiate the rules.82 One advantage of
bankruptcy was that it tempered the application of labor laws. While the federal Labor
Code required employers to compensate laid-off workers with a month’s wages for each
year worked, bankruptcy softened this requirement. By keeping the mills in bankruptcy,
even as they made money, Eustace could fire trouble makers and truants almost at will –
almost, not entirely, for Hernández was powerful enough to cause problems if he wanted
to.
And there was a second, more immediate advantage. When a firm went bankrupt,
it could legally offer its creditors measly payment. This was a wonderful opportunity,
because the entire industry operated on credit, not simply bank loans, but also credits
from cotton merchants, machine parts importers, and other suppliers, who advanced their
wares with installment plans. Sometimes retailers also afforded credit, by paying in
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advance for goods.83 A bankrupt could not simply dismiss all debts; such bravura would
bring lawsuits claiming fraud. A major scandal in 1953 involved a Puebla City wool mill
that was also, confusingly, called La Concepción; it left debts of 3 million pesos. Soon
after its closure, creditors accused the owners of bleeding the mill dry, and an
investigation found 2 million pesos missing from the books.84 For Eustace, the trick was
to gauge what percentage of an outstanding debt he could get away without paying. He
did not want to burn bridges with suppliers, but he could be fairly stingy, because his
suppliers all knew that he acted on behalf of Jenkins, which in turned implied the favor of
the governor and by extension the partiality of state judges. Usually Eustace offered
forty cents on the dollar.
Jenkins’ privileged access to the governor, as well as his insider access to
financing, explains why more Puebla mill owners did not try the same long-term ruse – at
least, as far as the local press and the annals of the trade association reveal. After all,
bankrupt companies were answerable to the local judiciary, which according to standard
practice was packed with gubernatorial appointees.85 A more common maneuver that
Eustace learned was off-the-books sales. The practice reduced a firm’s tax liability, and
everybody did it. Indalecio Canteli had proven himself a master of contraband when
running La Concha during the war, so much so that Eustace suspected he had hidden a
good deal of his cash-in-hand from Jenkins. After the war, Canteli continued the
practice, which in turn made it easier for Jenkins to declare bankruptcy, as the mills’
balance sheets looked much less healthy than they actually were.
Antonio J. Hernández, for all his fearsome reputation, proved an amenable ally.
As a prominent labor leader, a keeper of the flame of the Revolution, he had the greatest
incentive to spill the beans about illegal goings-on at the mills, but evidently he kept
quiet. Throughout Eustace’s tenure, until the early 1960s, neither La Concha nor El León
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suffered a strike. There was once a spate of thefts, as workers hoisted bundles of finished
product onto the roofs, or threw them over the walls, returning by night to collect them
for sale on the black market. Hernández and a group of his incondicionales – workers
distinguished by their loyalty to the union, typically foremen and senior machinists –
were all summoned by Jenkins to his palatial apartment in Puebla City. He lectured them
on theft and told them “I want you all to know that you are my eyes.” Hernández did his
part by posting some of his gunmen to the rooftops.
Soon after the mills reopened, a local CROM newspaper ran a cartoon that was
not to the Englishman’s taste. It depicted Eustace and Jenkins as beasts, sucking the
blood of the workers. Eustace went straight to see Hernández. The boss had his
headquarters at the Metepec mill, where he had risen through the union ranks. Guards
stood outside the office, cradling machine guns. Eustace had flown twenty missions
through Nazi flak – he wasn’t going to be intimidated by a couple of goons. Still fuming,
he marched into Hernández’ office and demanded to know what was going on.
Hernández was instantly apologetic. He said he had to allow things like this from time to
time; it was part of keeping up appearances. He promised it would not happen again.86
Eustace came to believe that what Hernández really cared about was numbers on the
payroll. Employer contributions to social security were made directly to the union, so
fewer workers meant a lesser sum for the Atlixco CROM – less of a kitty (already
supplied by union dues) from which to subsidize brass bands, sports teams, and the lordly
lifestyle of its leader.
Labor historian Samuel Malpica claimed Hernández converted the Atlixco
CROM into “a ghost, docile and submissive to government policies.”87 But the leader’s
hands were somewhat tied by the state of the industry. Jenkins could have walked away
from both mills, shuttering them and selling the iron for scrap to his dealer friend Jaime
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Chernitzky. That he did not do so partly owed to his wish to test Eustace. If this young
Brit – whose ambition was to join Espinosa in the film business – could squeeze money
out of two Porfirian relics, he might be capable of greater things. Contraband sales,
vastly reduced debts, and a compliant workforce all aided Eustace in returning the mills
to profit, but even then his success was limited. La Concha was revived in the short term,
thanks to orders from the Middle East, but otherwise it merely broke even or showed a
slight loss. El León made money, but less so by the late 1950s. Quite possibly, Jenkins
struck a deal with Hernández, agreeing to reopen both mills, rather than just El León, in
exchange for the leader’s pledge to be compliant and abstain from strikes.
With the exception of improvements to the finishing plant at La Concha, Jenkins
declined to modernize either of his Atlixco mills, nor did he upgrade La Trinidad. This
was the typical fate of the older factories in Puebla and Tlaxcala.88 Despite the state’s
restrictions on imports, despite the CROM’s resistance, Jenkins could have improved
these factories had he wanted to. He had the President’s ear and the Governor’s support.
A select few Puebla mills did augment their capital and upgrade their machinery, such as
Puebla City’s large mill El Mayorazgo.89 In fact, Jenkins was on the government’s
approved waiting list for delivery of new machines after the war, but in a gesture of
loyalty to his long-serving Atencingo manager Manuel Pérez, he let Pérez’ son Francisco,
who was keen to start his own mill, take his place in line.90
Jenkins’ nonchalant, rent-seeking approach to his mills typified the mood of
Puebla’s older generation. Why invest in upgrades, incurring the wrath and obstructions
of the unions, when there was easier money to be made elsewhere? For many Puebla
mill owners, the preferred alternative was real estate.91 For Jenkins, it was movie
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theaters. And so the state’s textile sector, its pride since the mid-nineteenth century,
became a mix of moribund Porfirian factories, mostly owned by the offspring of
Spaniards, and small upstarts, mostly run by energetic Lebanese, a more recent
immigrant wave still striving for its place in Puebla’s rigid hierarchy. The latter mills,
exploiting new niches like rayon and denim, were not yet large enough to make up for
formers’ decline. So while Mexican manufacturing grew 14 percent between 1945 and
1950, and the same again between 1950 and 1955, manufacturing in Puebla, of which
textiles made up more than half, grew a paltry 1.5 and 1 percent respectively. In the
1960s, some of the most prominent old mills would at last collapse, including La
Trinidad and the biggest factory in Puebla, Antonio J. Hernández’ beloved Metepec.92
Today, not one of the Atlixco mills still operates. Very few of the pre-war Puebla
and Tlaxcala mills still do. The title of an oral history of La Trinidad aptly evokes the
physical and emotional hole that these closures left in their communities: …y esto tan
grande se acabó – “... and this thing that was so large came to an end.”93

Jenkins’ Film Monopoly: A Second Failed Assault
On February 1, 1953, the front pages of Mexico’s two leading dailies, Excélsior
and El Universal, carried boxed advisories apologizing to readers for the absence of most
of their movie publicity. At the time newspapers compiled no film listings of their own,
so the lack of two of the usual three pages of display ads was both an inconvenience to
readers and a major loss of revenue for the press. The apologies blamed the intransigence
of certain cinema chains for the problem. Two days later, the blitz began. El Universal
ran a prominent feature, “First Monopoly on the Road to Extinction: That of Film,” along
with an editorial, “Antimonopoly Policy,” both of assailed the rapacity of William
Jenkins’ film empire and urged the new government of Adolfo Ruiz Cortines to do
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something about it. The next day, its front page blared: “Against the Film Monopoly the
Battle has Begun,” while Excélsior chimed in with “Concrete Charges against the Film
Monopoly.”94
Jenkins had not borne so much vitriol since his kidnapping, thirty-four years
earlier. For a full week, the papers kept up a barrage of page-one attack pieces,
excoriating Jenkins, Espinosa Yglesias, and Alarcón for monopolistic practices and
intimidation of Mexico’s producers. They claimed the life of the film industry was at
stake. Editorials pressed hard for governmental action.95 In Excélsior, cartoonist Rafael
Freyre drew a provocative caricature of Jenkins that depicted him as an octopus – that
traditional metaphor for monopoly – entrapping and asphyxiating a sensually-drawn
woman, the vulnerable embodiment of Mexican cinema.96
The immediate reason for the attacks was the papers’ raising of ad rates a few
months previously, and Jenkins’ refusal to meet the twenty-five percent increase. By
imposing his own advertiser boycott of the newspapers, he hoped to force them to back
down. Instead, they joined forces with Mexico’s disaffected independent producers and
hit back.97 Why they did so had a lot to do with December’s change of government,
ushering in Ruiz Cortines. Although he had previously served as Interior Minister and
handily won the 1952 election as Alemán’s designated disciple – following a tradition of
presidents “unveiling” their heirs dating from the 1920s – Ruiz Cortines set out very
deliberately to distance himself from his predecessor. Immediately after his inauguration,
Ruiz Cortines took a public stand against the corruption that had flourished under
Alemán.98 Things would be done differently now. Self-enrichment by politicians, anticompetitive practices, and the speculative hoarding of staple foods would not be
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tolerated. The press was now freer to adopt a critical tone; such labels as “monopolist”
and “hunger-maker” (hambreador) became frequent terms of critique. The new openness
seemed to embolden the publishers of Excelsior and El Universal to turn a spotlight’s
glare upon Jenkins.
Ruiz Cortines himself fed the fire when he told a delegation of producers that he
would destroy Jenkins’ monopoly. Or at least, that is what they claimed he had said;
were his statement unequivocal, surely the news would have merited a front-page
headline.99 Either way, the report complemented the general sense in early 1953 that the
new president was going to rein in the excesses of the previous six years. Nowhere was
this sense more apparent than on the final day of the PRI’s annual convention, which
happened to coincide with the anti-Jenkins crusade.
On February 7, Jacinto B. Treviño dropped a bombshell. Addressing the
convention floor, this senior general, senator, and former cabinet minister departed from
the customary banalities of speechmakers and launched a blistering attack against the
“direction of the Revolution.” The ruling party had lost its way, he claimed, citing the
imposition of governors and mayors against the people’s will and the self-enrichment of
politicians and venal officials. Ignoring attempts by party loyalists to shout him down, he
also cited the massive fortunes of such well-connected men as former president Abelardo
Rodríguez and, of course, William Jenkins. He claimed the Ruiz Cortines government
was clean and would no longer permit such excesses. The speech grabbed banner
headlines and generated debate for weeks.100
Eduardo Garduño, Ruiz Cortines’ appointee as head of the National Film Bank,
was next to weigh in. He told the press: “the existence of monopolies is disastrous for the
development of the industry … they convert producers into mere appendages of their
organizations.” Garduño’s declaration seemed to signal a genuine governmental
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intention to rein in Jenkins’ power, and the report implied that Garduño was considering
setting up a state-run chain of theaters to guarantee exhibition for local films.101
Abelardo Rodríguez, no doubt incensed by Treviño’s attack on his good person,
tried a diversionary tactic. Seeing that the wolves were out for Jenkins more than
anyone, he too joined the hunt, treating journalists from several dailies to a tirade against
the American. He told them that when he was president, twenty years earlier, he had
stripped Jenkins of his consular rank and expelled him from the country, on grounds of
being a “pernicious foreigner”; he said the government should act against Jenkins’
monopoly and implied it was time to kick him out once again. Rodríguez’ nationalistic
act of the 1930s was dutifully reported in the press, and it came to be reprinted
admiringly for years to come, by Contreras Torres and others.102 Yet it was a lie, nothing
more than wishful thinking on the millionaire general’s part.
At the time Rodríguez became president, in September 1932, Jenkins had ceased
to be Puebla’s consular agent twenty-one months before.103 As for the alleged expulsion,
during Rodríguez’ time in office, neither the national nor the Puebla press published any
such news. There is no mention of it among government files on Jenkins, in either the
Foreign Relations Ministry, or the foreign citizens’ registry of the Puebla Municipal
Archive, or Rodríguez’ presidential records in the National Archive, although the latter
files do contain petitions that Jenkins be expelled, at the time he was jailed for alcohol
trafficking in 1934. Jenkins’ family members have no recollection of any expulsion.
There is, on the other hand, plenty of press and archival evidence of Jenkins’ presence in
Puebla throughout the two-year Rodríguez era.104
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At a time of soul searching within the PRI and discomfort over the wealth of
certain “revolutionaries,” Rodríguez wished to polish his credentials. Evidently, he bet
that that “the boys from the press,” as journalists were then known, would not do their
homework. To claim that he had expelled the country’s wealthiest and most powerful
gringo was an easy way of shoring up his own reputation, easier still given Jenkins’
custom of refusing to give interviews or issue statements, even to refute misinformation.
Rodríguez had a reputation to redeem. The Treviño speech at the convention had only
voiced an open secret: Rodríguez was spectacularly wealthy, in great part via dubious
means.105 Jenkins provided a convenient decoy, and the newspaper campaign provided a
chance to press for action against the American that would suit Rodríguez’ business
interests. He followed up by threatening to quit the film industry.106
June that year saw the launch of Siempre!, which through independent-minded
leadership and a commitment to plural viewpoints and polemical topics would quickly
become the leading newsweekly.107 Soon it published its own Jenkins exposé. The
magazine claimed that Jenkins controlled a whopping 70 percent of Mexico’s movie
theaters (double the actual figure) and provided an incredible 80 percent of film finance.
Without noticing the contradiction, it then alleged that the “true purpose” of this “foreign
monopoly” was to “exterminate the national film industry.”108 In subsequent months, El
Universal caricatured Jenkins several times, once depicting him as “His Majesty William
I,” riding atop a tank, with three of his investor partners marching behind, holding the
train of his royal robe. But the spat over advertising prices that had started the whole
affair had long since been settled – in Jenkins’ favor. In May 1953, a friend wrote to
congratulate Jenkins on having “licked the newspapers.”109
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The attacks by Excélsior and El Universal may have failed in their objectives but
they opened the floodgates of criticism. In the past, it was the rare courageous (or
foolhardy) man who had publicly voiced a critique of Jenkins. After February 1, 1953,
and for the remainder of his life, Jenkins became a routine target of editorialists,
reporters, cartoonists, union leaders, and leftist-nationalist politicians. He was attacked
because he was a monopolist, but also because he was an American. He was attacked for
ideological reasons and business motives, but also because it was expedient to do so. An
attack on Jenkins was a way of bolstering one’s revolutionary standing at a time when the
political elite was tarnished by scandal; a manner of positing oneself as a nationalist in
the face of U.S. economic hegemony; or merely a way of raising the circulation of one’s
periodical.
The press opening under Ruiz Cortines was part of it. So was a deepening divide
within the ruling party. Treviño’s speech articulated a deep vein of resentment within the
left wing of the PRI at the turn Mexico had taken since the radical zenith of the Cárdenas
years. Alemán they held as particularly to blame. Since both former presidents remained
powerful figures behind the scenes, and since they came to embody polar opposites
within the PRI, there emerged during the decade an ideological battle within the party
between left-wing Cardenist and right-wing Alemanist currents. Later on, as Fidel Castro
came to power in Cuba and Cold War geopolitics impinged on Mexico as never before,
those rival currents would engage in open rhetorical warfare.110 In this context, the name
of Jenkins became an inflammatory weapon of the left.
Under Ruiz Cortines, however, the PRI continued to strive – as since its founding
in 1929 – to present a united front. Its priority remained the centralization of power in
the person of the President and the national executive committee of the party. While the
PRI had won the 1952 election quite easily, the near-defeat of 1940 remained a specter,
as did the internal battle over the PRI nomination between Alemán and Foreign Relations
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Minister Ezequiel Padilla in 1945-46, a battle that would have been uglier had Maximino
lived.111 There remained regions of the country where central control was incomplete
and political dynasties (cacicazgos) held sway. Not least of these was the dictatorial
Ávila Camacho machine in Puebla, where Maximino had “unveiled” two successors,
Gonzalo Bautista and Carlos Betancourt, and where a third Ávila Camacho brother,
Rafael, assumed the governorship in 1951.112
Given the simmering dissatisfactions within the PRI over the legacy of Alemán
and a simultaneous desire for unity, it behooved Ruiz Cortines to use the press as an
escape valve. He was not the first to do so. Coordinated press campaigns, against some
excessively venal official or other, occurred under Ávila Camacho and Alemán, and they
were generally interpreted as having presidential approval.113 Viewed in this context, the
anti-Jenkins campaign of 1953 was pure theater, a drama geared towards catharsis: the
release of film industry tensions and cleansing of part of the body politic. Or were the
President’s threats of a clampdown sincere?
If the media barrage were to be believed, Ruiz Cortines had a film industry to
revive. There was some substance to the complaint. While output was still strong, the
number of Mexican films gaining theatrical play dates was receding; from a record 112
releases in 1951, the figure would fall to 83 in 1953.114 Quality evinced a more serious
decline. As film historian Eduardo de la Vega has argued, the high output of the Alemán
years gave an impression of a continued Golden Age that was quite deceptive. He cites
the example of Emilio “El Indio” Fernández, the most acclaimed director of the 1940s.
Fernández followed four lyrical classics, from La perla (1945) to Maclovia (1948), with a
string of low-budget features that caused his reputation to wane – “his decline reflecting
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upon Mexican cinema’s international prestige, which soon became an object of
nostalgia.” Under Alemán, the industry mainly churned out generic films for popular
consumption, especially dramas about fallen women set in cabarets, urban comedies, and
family melodramas, although innovative dramas by two superior talents, directors
Roberto Gavaldón and Spanish exile Luis Buñuel, partially disguised the rot.115
The state replied to producers’ complaints – and to the threat of television, which
debuted in 1950 – with a bold initiative to revive industry fortunes. Headed by Film
Bank chief Eduardo Garduño, and so known as the Plan Garduño, the program pumped
yet more subsidy coin into filmmaking and loosened the rules on what a film could
depict. Earlier the Bank had covered 50 or 60 percent of an approved budget; that
subsidy now reached as high as 85 percent. Mexico began to close the “gloss gap” with
Hollywood, filming in color and even wide-screen formats. Some producers spiced their
pictures with “artistic” nudity; there was a brief trend of films featuring painters and their
female models. But the Plan Garduño failed on two key fronts. Most producers opted to
carry on making the cheap flicks that appealed to lower-income audiences, and many
continued to receive state support for doing so. The favored genres expanded, to include
horror, Westerns, and melodramas starring masked wrestlers, but these films were just as
shoddy as the genre pictures of before. Second, to fund his expanded activities, Garduño
issued shares in the Film Bank, and Jenkins went ahead and bought many of them. By
the end of 1953, producers affiliated with Jenkins were again enjoying Film Bank credit
and it was clear that Garduño’s Plan to bolster independent production was compromised.
A cartoon in El Universal captured the paradox: identifying Jenkins as the “Film
Monopoly,” it showed him as the recipient of both stern rebuke and a bagful of cash from
Garduño.116
Had Ruiz Cortines really wished to move against Jenkins, new pretexts continued
to present themselves. In August 1954, a labor activist named Alfonso Mascarúa was
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murdered in the street outside his Mexico City home. Mascarúa was a prominent
member of the Syndicate of Film Industry Workers (STIC), a union largely comprising
theater personnel, which had struck for six days in July over the effects of that year’s
currency devaluation. At a STIC assembly on the strike’s second day, one speaker rallied
the troops by reminding them of Puebla impresario Jesús Cienfuegos, killed thirteen
years earlier, and blaming the murder on Jenkins. Despite such defiant talk, Mascarúa
had fallen out with STIC leader Pedro Téllez Vargas, accusing him of having capitulated
to the Jenkins Group. Mascarúa was expelled from the STIC and lost his job. Two
weeks after the strike ended, he was shot. Suspicion fell upon Tellez Vargas, with
Mascarúa’s widow openly accusing the STIC leader. For months, Ruiz Cortines’ office
was deluged with hundreds of complaints from union locals demanding justice.117
After a few weeks, the spotlight switched to Jenkins’ lieutenant Gabriel Alarcón.
First, there were precedents, and not only involving rumors about Cienfuegos. In 1951,
Orizaba in Veracruz had witnessed two murders of film union activists, and Alarcón was
locally said to have arranged them.118 Second, while Mascarúa lived in Mexico City and
had earlier worked in Mérida (where his activism got him into trouble with local
authorities), he was actually from Puebla, where he had first worked as a union
organizer.119 Third, and most tellingly, the police investigation led to the September
arrest of three men in Puebla, Alejandro and Joaquín Ponce de León and Felipe Antonio
Trujeque, all known associates of Alarcón. Within a week, federal and state arrest
warrants were issued for Alarcón himself, who responded by seeking injunctions and
disappearing into hiding. When agents showed up at his home in Puebla, Alarcón
managed to evade them by escaping in the trunk of a friend’s car. Over subsequent
weeks, he used several hideouts, including an textile mill owned by his brother-in-law
117

La Opinión, 12 Aug. 1954, p.1; Leandro Castillo Venegas, memo, 24 July 1954, Files of the Dirección
Federal de Seguridad, AGN (hereafter, AGN DFS), Exp. 40-16-954, leg. 1, pp. 257f; various documents,
May-Aug. 1954, AGN, Presidential files of Adolfo Ruiz Cortines (hereafter, AGN ARC), Exp. 111/2855.
The telegrams to Ruiz Cortines, which would persist until July 1955, fill the better part of two boxes (Leg.
1 to Leg. 63).
118
Excélsior, 18 Nov. 1951, p.11-B; El Universal, 5 Feb. 1953, p.4; various documents, Nov./Dec. 1951,
AGN MAV, Exp. 621/28205.
119
La Opinión, 12 Aug. 1954, p.1; various documents, June/July 1943, AGN, Presidential files of Manuel
Ávila Camacho, Exp. 432/550.

384

and the top floor of the headquarters of newspaper El Sol de Puebla, directly above the
newsroom.120
Alarcón was remanded in custody in absentia but never arrested, and as the year
drew to a close it seemed the case would not be resolved. Various people testified to
having seen Alejandro Ponce de León, the alleged ringleader, in Puebla City on the day
of the murder. By the spring, Alarcón was conducting business as usual, completing the
purchase of the Cadena de Oro from Emilio Azcárraga. But his reputation suffered
another setback when it was reported he had paid sums of 200,000 pesos to members of
the Federal Security Directorate (DFS), Mexico’s FBI, to obtain a coveted secret service
badge and immunity in the Mascarúa investigation; a memo between Ruiz Cortines’ staff
confirmed the main allegations.121 In September, a penal court in Mexico City finally
produced a remarkable verdict, condemning all three detainees to twenty years for the
murder of Mascarúa, and sentencing Alarcón to an equal penalty. Three months later, a
higher court overturned all four convictions.122
Another chance to stand firm against Jenkins occurred the following year, when
his last major rival threw in the towel. Abelardo Rodríguez had given the industry his
best shot. Having entered the ring in the early 1940s, the former president spent some
fifteen years building a mini-empire that included several hundred theaters, finance and
distribution companies, stakes in four production houses, and a share in the Tepeyac film
studio.123 His monopoly of northwestern states, complemented by a circuit in Mexico
City, gave him enough clout with the Hollywood distributors to secure a flow of product.
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But in the mid-1950s his strategy started to unravel when he bet big on CinemaScope, the
wide-screen format pioneered by Twentieth Century-Fox.
Rodríguez built dedicated theaters to handle the new technology, including two in
Jenkins’ backyard. In Puebla City, Rodríguez’ 3,000-seat Cine México opened in 1954,
followed by his Cine Puebla (which caused a stink when he demolished half a colonial
mansion to construct it) in 1955. Neither was successful. Fox simply was not producing
enough CinemaScope epics to keep a circuit busy, and in between times Rodríguez was
reduced to scraping the odd picture from Universal or Paramount and showing standardformat Mexican fare. Once the Cine Puebla opened, the rival theaters run by Espinosa
and Alarcón dropped their ticket prices. By August 1957, the Cine México was part of
Espinosa’s circuit, the Cine Puebla part of Alarcón’s, and Rodríguez had sold out
nationwide to Jenkins.124
There were no longer grounds for pretence that the Jenkins Group was anything
other than a monopoly, and still President Ruiz Cortines did nothing. After Rodríguez
surrendered, other independents were evidently inspired to give up too, because a Variety
profile of the Jenkins Group in December 1958 elucidated just how large their empire had
grown. Espinosa’s COTSA and affiliated companies owned or leased 900 theaters round
the republic and was grossing $16 million in annual box office revenues. Alarcón’s
Cadena de Oro and its affiliates owned or leased around 700. That left just 400 or so
independent theaters, many of them small-town flea pits. With nearly eighty percent of
venues under his control, it had become difficult for Mexicans to go to the movies and
not put money in the pocket of William Jenkins.125
Ruiz Cortines’ reluctance to move against the film monopoly had much in
common with the reasoning of Ávila Camacho and Alemán. Jenkins was providing a
public service and doing so efficiently. His hundreds of theaters entertained the urban
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millions, and following the introduction of price caps they did so very cheaply.126
Overall, Jenkins and his partners had contributed decisively to a huge boom in moviegoing: in Mexico City, the number of venues doubled from 67 in 1938 to 133 in 1958,
Ruiz Cortines’ last year in office; nationwide, those years saw the total grow from 863
(with less than half in regular operation) to 2,100.127 Further, a major move against such
a high-profile U.S. businessman would have sent the wrong message at a time when the
state, under the program of Import Substitution Industrialization, was encouraging
foreign companies to set up manufacturing plants. Whatever his rhetoric, Ruiz Cortines
was not a foe of monopoly. In 1955, he gave Mexico’s three infant television networks
permission to merge.128 Besides all these factors, and the persistent possibility that senior
politicians held covert stakes in Jenkins’ holdings, the American’s controversial profile
made for a useful lightening rod for leftist and nationalist discontent.
Jenkins also gained protection by virtue of the fact that he did not repatriate
profits. As was clear to anyone who looked closely at his activities, Jenkins could not
accurately be tagged as a throwback to the Porfirian era of neocolonial capitalism, nor
truly likened to the oil giants whose assets Cárdenas confiscated in 1938, because the
money he made in Mexico stayed in Mexico. He invested in the building and buying of
theaters, in auto assembly plants, in further start-up ventures, and, of increasing
importance to him and to the country, the Banco de Comercio, already Mexico’s secondlargest bank. Though not yet a majority shareholder, Jenkins held the largest individual
stake in the bank by the start of the Ruiz Cortines era.129
He substantiated his commitment to the bank, and by extension to the Mexican
economy, at the time of the 1954 peso devaluation. Although the government undertook
the measure to protect Mexico’s economy and improve its balance of trade, it prompted a
crisis of confidence at the Banco de Comercio; holders of large deposits, fearing the state
might take over the bank, withdrew important sums. Immediately Jenkins stepped in
with a private offer of 100 million pesos ($8 million, at the new exchange rate) to
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stabilize the bank’s finances. As things turned out, no transaction was needed, but in the
financial world the promise of security at times of economic turbulence is itself worth
millions.130
Of course, there was self-interest in the offer, but after more than fifty years of
living in Mexico, Jenkins had developed a loyalty towards his adoptive country that
would have surprised his detractors. It was apparent in Jenkins’ gestures of missionary
capitalism, cultivating the business instincts and start-up companies of his younger
friends. It was evident in how he wrote at length in 1951 to the Board of Trust at his
alma mater, Vanderbilt, trying to persuade it that investing part of the university’s
endowment in Mexico would guarantee a healthy return. In fact, his confidence in the
strength of the peso proved misplaced; had Vanderbilt gone ahead and bought Mexican
bonds, the sum would have instantly lost forty-five percent of its worth when the
currency was devalued three years later.131 When it came to Mexico’s economic
prospects in the post-war era, Jenkins was a true believer.

Who Killed the Golden Age?
There is no doubt that Jenkins exercised a film monopoly. But did he kill the
Golden Age? Did he use his control of theaters to the privilege of Hollywood, squeezing
out local fare? Did he use his leverage over producers to bully them into accepting slim
budgets, obliging them to make films that were cheap, formulaic, and unexportable?
To take the strict, qualitative definition of the Golden Age favored by leading film
historians, who more or less fix the epoch at 1941-45, the answer is clearly no.132 At the
end of World War II, the Jenkins Group was prominent in exhibition, but lacked the
critical mass of theaters to engineer effective boycotts except in a few provincial cities,
and in production its activities were scattershot. The initial crisis of 1946 owed chiefly to
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the revival of European cinema and a ramping up of Hollywood output, and next to the
reluctance of Mexican banks to carry on loaning to producers, who already had a
reputation for inflating budgets and making tardy repayments. Matters were not helped
by a three-year post-war recession. Producers began to trim their budgets before the
purchases of 1947-49 raised the Jenkins Group’s status from merely powerful to that of a
de facto theater monopoly.133 Emilio Azcárraga, one of the wisest voices in the
entertainment industry, declared the budget-cutting was a mistake, but he went
unheeded.134 If anything, the nationalization of the Film Bank in 1947 was pyrrhic
victory for the industry, for the consequent increase in subsidies worked to solidify bad
habits. Loss-making films were written off by the state, and the same producers kept on
producing.
If we take the liberal definition of the Golden Age favored by the more popular
histories, which equate it with the 1940s (or take it up to 1952), the answer is that Jenkins
was party to a crime of which there were many perpetrators. While an analysis of firstrun screen allotments is lacking, it is evident that by the late 1940s Espinosa and Alarcón
were prioritizing supply deals with the Hollywood studios. These typically tied up the
best theaters, leaving Mexican pictures to compete with European imports for whatever
venues were left. There was no malice here, just business sense: Hollywood had
constructed a well-oiled “studio system” that promised safe returns. Its production lines
turned out a foreseeable number of pictures per year, which were carried round the globe
by a sophisticated distribution-cum-publicity machine. Hollywood did not yet rule the
hearts of Mexican moviegoers; in the late 1940s, more than 40 percent of Mexico City
screen time and more than 50 percent of provincial screen time was devoted to national
features, and not because of quotas but due to public demand.135 Yet it is true that
Hollywood’s critical mass of output gave it a competitive advantage, and it is true that the
studios engaged worldwide in “block booking,” forcing exhibitors to accept quantities of
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B-pictures in order to secure proven blockbusters.136 Faced with such practices, and with
the Jenkins Group playing it safe by giving Hollywood first pick of its movie palaces, it
was only fair and rational that the government respond with subsidies and other
protections. Still, effective administration of such protections was often lacking, and here
the blame lay chiefly with the Mexican state.
In production, the fundamental problem was commonly believed to be inadequate
finance. Jenkins preferred lean budgets and was more interested in quantities of Mexican
pictures than the quality of each, and in these respects he definitely contributed to a
dumbing down of Mexican cinema, an orientation towards predictable genre fare that
appeared to satisfy the urban masses, along with their cousins in Texas and California,
but held little appeal for middle- and upper-income Mexicans and zero appeal in South
America or Europe. But the budget-cutting trend was already in place by the time
Jenkins became a dominant source of funding; he exacerbated the problem, rather than
causing it.
Contemporary critics of Jenkins’ influence omitted to mention other weaknesses
in the system, but there were plenty. Producers, as noted, tended to inflate costs and
pocket the difference, which doubtlessly prompted Jenkins to tighten his purse strings
further. Further, they failed to channel a substantial part of their profits into capital
investments, which would have kept the industry from falling further behind Hollywood
and Europe.137 Directors, for their part, instituted a cartel. Whereas the directors’ union
admitted fourteen names in 1944, only one was let in a year later. This closed-door
policy persisted until the 1960s, so directors’ accusations about Jenkins’ monopolistic
practices were quite hypocritical. In contrast to Hollywood, the Mexican industry
deprived itself of the regular entry of younger talents who could have kept its vision
fresh, enhancing its ability to push genre conventions in new and exciting directions. The
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situation worsened over time, so that for the period 1956-60, two-thirds of Mexico’s 570
films were shot by just 20 directors. The well-connected helmer dashed off three or four
films a year, with an average shooting time of three weeks. No wonder industry
creativity stagnated.138
There were further flaws in the critiques. Contreras Torres and others alleged that
the Jenkins Group kept budgets too small, yet they complained that the National Film
Bank favored Jenkins’ affiliated producers. So did producers such as Walerstein,
Elizondo, Grovas, and De Anda have too much cash or too little? A review of their
prolific post-war output finds so few films of merit, one surmises these men bore
substantial responsibility for the general drop in quality. Easy access to finance seemed
to dull their hunger for excellence. Critics also failed to note that Espinosa and Alarcón,
while backed by the same partner, competed with each other as bitter rivals. While they
divided much of the republic between them, with Alarcón dominant in the north and
Espinosa in the west, in Mexico City – where the average film made half of its gross –
they went head-to-head, as did they in Puebla. Theoretically, savvy producers with
promising projects could encourage Jenkins’ partners to bid against each other, to the
benefit of their budgets. But their tendency to ally themselves, working consistently with
one of the two, suggests a preference for coziness and favors rather than an
entrepreneurial spirit. Of course, majority-financing from the National Film Bank did not
encourage entrepreneurship.
It was again little noted by critics that great directors continued to make great
films, and that they were buoyed by decent budgets. As so often in filmmaking, where
there was a will and an original vision, there was a way. Two of the rare directors who
began making movies after their union closed its doors, Luis Buñuel and Roberto
Gavaldón, achieved some of their greatest artistic successes in the 1950s. Their films
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excelled commercially, as well. Gavaldón’s noirish folktale Macario (1959) ran in
Mexico City for sixteen weeks.139
Finally, there is the most expansive definition of the Golden Age, the one favored
by peddlers of nostalgia and the programmers of Mexico’s TV networks, which would
encompass everything to the mid-1960s. The same yes-and-no answer applies, but with
additional caveats. The Plan Garduño of 1953 proved an example of symbolic politics, a
scheme launched with fanfare to restore quality to cinema and contain the Jenkins Group
that through lack of political will achieved the reverse of its objectives. Price caps on
tickets introduced that same year were a strictly populist measure that only deepened the
industry’s inclination to shoot films on a shoestring.140 The nationalization of movie
theaters that awaited in 1960 would give strong evidence of the limitations of blaming
Jenkins. With the industry firmly in state control (the studios were also nationalized), the
general genre-heavy rot continued.
For a dozen or so years, Jenkins and his partners indeed profiteered, and the film
industry indeed declined. But there was an awful lot of blame to go round. The
denouement of our mystery, Who Killed the Golden Age?, is akin to that of Agatha
Christie’s Murder on the Orient Express. There were many hands that plunged the
dagger.
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Chapter 9: The Jenkins Foundation and the Battle for the Soul of the PRI
“The man who dies rich, dies disgraced.”
Andrew Carnegie, North American Review (1889)
“There is a danger, when trying to recover the assumptions and prescriptions of a
culture different in its premises and remote in time, of seeing its participants as
cynical or consciously deceptive.”
Sandra Lauderdale Graham, House and Street (1988)1

The Politics of Philanthropy
In October 1954, William Jenkins formalized his commitment to philanthropy and
honored the memory of his wife by setting up the Mary Street Jenkins Foundation. It was
the first charity of its kind in Mexico.2 Modeled on the great U.S. endowments
established by the Robber Barons – the Rockefeller Foundation, in particular – Jenkins’
charity aimed to function as a revenue-making enterprise whose profits would be
distributed as gifts. It would support education, health, and sport, with priority given to
Puebla. At the time, with $7 million in capital, the Jenkins Foundation was probably the
largest private charity in Mexico. It was certainly the least understood. Its operating
model was completely foreign to Mexicans, for whom charity meant one-time gifts to the
Catholic Church or the founding of a school or orphanage. As a result, many observers
perceived the Jenkins Foundation as merely another ruse by its wily founder to avoid the
payment of taxes.
It cannot have helped that Jenkins set up his charity just as his reputation was
taking a concerted beating. Under President Adolfo Ruiz Cortines, the media enjoyed
unprecedented freedom, and newspapers and magazines – including newly-launched
journals, eager to make a splash – latched onto Jenkins as the archetypal exploitative
gringo. The pattern would continue, with a politicized vehemence, under President
Adolfo López Mateos (1958-64). Jenkins would be hammered as an American
1
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monopolist, a neo-Porfirian landowner, a friend of reactionary forces. He became a
political football, the sport of leftists disgusted at the turn the Revolution had taken under
Alemán and since. Their passions found fuel in a belligerent U.S. foreign policy, directed
first at socialist Guatemala and later at communist Cuba, that had the support of many
conservative Mexicans. At the Cold War heated up, Jenkins happened to be the most
visible American on the national scene.
In the last ten years of his life, Jenkins was still a builder of businesses. He
became more prominent than ever in banking, and he started a melon farm and cotton
plantation in the state of Michoacán. His monopolistic grip over film exhibition
continued to harden – that is, until López Mateos decided, at last, to act against it.
Meanwhile his philanthropic largesse provided schools and hospitals for thousands. But
it was as a lightning rod for gringophobia, which now functioned as a rhetorical tool of
the nationalist left, that Jenkins stood out on the national scene.

However much Jenkins promoted and participated in Mexico’s industrial
development, and however much he gave to charity, there remained a massive blot on his
record. He was a serial evader of taxes, and everybody knew it. His 1934 jailing for
contraband alcohol had brought this trait to public attention, and afterwards the
trafficking had continued. Among friends and family, it was common knowledge that he
bent over backwards to dodge the taxman. Some of his efforts were designed to evade
the U.S. Internal Revenue Service, such as his routine use of front-men to hold shares in
the firms he founded; so ingrained became his habit of minimizing his wealth, he even
registered his second-hand cars under other people’s names.3 Other efforts involved
cajoling the agents of Mexico’s Finance Ministry. There were the usual tricks employed
by many a businessman: agents showing up to inspect a company’s books would be taken
out on the town, wined and dined, shown a good time at some cabaret, and finally
presented with a cash-stuffed envelope. Senior businessmen such as Jenkins delegated
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these nocturnal tasks to sons and nephews; besides, the American was usually in bed by 9
p.m., curled up with a detective novel.4
Then there were more elaborate schemes. The records of Puebla’s Public
Property Registry suggest one: as the Jenkins Group bought out rival movie theater
chains throughout Mexico, these companies came to be officially re-established in Puebla
City.5 Why would Espinosa and Alarcón go to the bureaucratic trouble of doing this, and
why do so in Puebla, now that both lived in Mexico City? Surely, because they and
Jenkins had closer relationships with the governors and mayors of Puebla than with the
bigwigs of Mexico City, Nuevo León, and other states where these companies were
based. Each time the Jenkins Group brought such a company into Puebla’s jurisdiction, it
effectively seized a major tax break. Puebla’s authorities were happy to play along,
waiving all fiscal claims upon Jenkins’ activities, because it was by now well established
that Don Guillermo occupied a class apart. He did not pay taxes in the conventional
manner, but he did subsidize the state and municipal governments with project-specific
donations as he saw fit. He had built up a trove of goodwill since his first loans of the
early 1920s. He had built rural schools and supported the state capital’s Latin American
Hospital and American School. He had made loans and gifts towards state highways and
municipal public works. And ever since his handsome donation to Maximino’s electoral
campaign of 1936, he had been a staunch pillar of the Ávila Camacho political machine.
Jenkins’ utility to Puebla’s authorities reached new heights in 1951, when both
city and state welcomed new leaders: Nicolás Vázquez and Rafael Ávila Camacho.
Vázquez was a close friend of Jenkins, having long functioned as his notary public. A
self-made man of modest origins who despised corruption, Vázquez had run for mayor
before, with an affiliate branch of the conservative National Action Party (PAN), in 1947.
He fell victim to the machinations of the PRI, which engineered a easy victory for his
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lesser-known opponent.6 Succeeding the second time, now within the broad church of
the PRI, Vázquez entered office with the guarantee of Jenkins’ support. During his three
years as mayor, his treasury received an annual subsidy from Jenkins of some 500,000
pesos, equal to an extra ten percent of the budget; this came to light because, as part of
his honesty and accountability drive, Vázquez took the unusual step of publishing yearly
accounts in the press. The additional moneys funded covered markets, built to new
standards of hygiene, and expansion of the water system to poorer sections of the city.7
Rafael Ávila Camacho enjoyed Jenkins’ support for his grand designs in
education. The most ambitious schools initiative in Puebla’s history, Ávila Camacho’s
plans foresaw Schooling Centers catering to thousands of children in eight or nine
principal cities. The Governor was confident he could deliver on his promise because of
the financial backing of Jenkins.8 It was a worthy scheme, for Mexico’s urbanizing trend
did not exclude Puebla, even though the state was industrializing more slowly than
Jalisco, Nuevo León, and other population centers, and because literacy levels still
lagged. But it was also a highly political scheme, for Rafael, like his two elder brothers
before him, harbored presidential ambitions. The building of each Schooling Center
would afford the chance of a grandiose inauguration, attended by dignitaries and amply
covered by “the boys from the press.” So, one by one – indeed, with their completions
staggered for maximum exposure – Schooling Centers opened round the state, each
occasion freighted with as much political symbolism as Rafael could stack upon it. In
November 1952, he scored a personal coup by persuading Miguel Alemán to come and
inaugurate the first of them, in Cholula, which in a blatant act of boot-licking the
Governor had named for the President. The next he opened himself, in Teziutlán, to
coincide with the Day of the Constitution; this one he named for his brother Manuel.
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Rafael also liked mid-January inaugurations, as they coincided with his annual state-ofthe-state address. In January 1955 he scheduled openings on consecutive days in Ciudad
Serdán and Matamoros, the latter town’s school named for Lázaro Cárdenas. And it was
none other than Cárdenas who came to open them, which brought Rafael’s flattery count,
of still-living and still-powerful former presidents, to three.9
Rafael’s pièce de résistance was Puebla City’s own Boy Heroes of Chapultepec
Schooling Center, which he opened himself on January 15, 1957. It was the day of his
final gubernatorial address, and he gave it inside the school’s 4,000-seat auditorium, with
another 15,000 people reportedly listening via loudspeaker in the streets outside. The
school’s name commemorated the six brave cadets who, according to lore, had wrapped
themselves in the Mexican flag and thrown themselves from the ramparts of Chapultepec
Castle rather than surrender to Winfield Scott and his invading army at the end of the
Mexican-American War. At the time, Puebla’s compliant press omitted to note the irony
that it was in fact a Yankee who had largely paid for the school. But it did devote reams
of space to the Governor’s accomplishment. Papers ran aerial photographs of the
complex, marveled at its 15 million-peso cost and 6,000-student capacity, and waxed
lyrical on its landscaping. “The buildings’ rooftop gardens are beautiful,” effused one
reporter, “so beautiful that they render poorly-made and lacking in splendor the Hanging
Gardens of Babylon built to flatter the sight of Semiramis.”10

Notwithstanding Jenkins’ aid to the patriotic education of Puebla, the federal
government decided it was time to bring the old gringo to heel. As a young American
businessman of the era would later recall, “The authorities had his left nut in a vice.
They knew he’d never paid taxes, and with all the movie theaters and the alcohol and so
on, he owed the government a lot of money.”11 Rather than face a lengthy, painful audit,
Jenkins countered with a compromise: he would formalize and substantially increase his
commitment to charity. Instead of continuing to donate in an informal and often covert
9
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manner, he would set up a philanthropic foundation, its books notarized and accountable
to the State of Puebla. He had been studying the structure of the great U.S. foundations –
the Rockefeller, the Carnegie, and others whose literature his Vanderbilt University
friends had been sending him – and he proposed an institution along similar lines, with
Puebla as the chief beneficiary.12
Such a foundation had no precedent in Mexico. Ruiz Cortines’ finance minister,
Antonio Carrillo Flores, needed to be persuaded. Most of all, Jenkins had to convince
him of the propriety of transferring his assets to the foundation with the proviso that they
be exempt from taxation, and of the need to allow a liberal reading of the Constitution’s
guidelines on charities owning real estate. Setting out the plan in writing, Jenkins added:
“I intend to increase the importance of this Foundation by transferring other property and
securities to it and, at my death, to leave my entire fortune to it, with the exception of an
insignificant part to meet possible needs of my family.” Carrillo Flores agreed to both
requests. As its initial endowment, Jenkins ceded shares in his movie theater real estate
company worth 90 million pesos ($7.2 million), which yielded annual earnings of 8
million pesos.13
The uniqueness of the arrangement was widely misunderstood. As far as
commentators such as Puebla cronista Enrique Cordero y Torres could tell, the
foundation was a tax shelter, allowing Jenkins to increase his profits. Though U.S.-style
foundations have multiplied during the half-century since, recent critics have repeated
that claim.14 Such criticism missed the point that in contrast to the Mexican tradition of
one-time donations – a gift to the Church, the establishment of a school or orphanage –
Jenkins’ foundation was supposed to generate a profit. It was the tax-free profits, not the
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principal, that would support charitable works, a financial structure which would allow
the charity to make donations for decades to come.
In October 1954, the Mary Street Jenkins Foundation was born. Jenkins’ decision
to name the charity for his late wife was ironic in that she had never much taken to
Mexico, but it was understandable. It hinted at the guilt he felt – admitted only just
before his death – at having left Mary to live and die alone in Los Angeles. Yet it also
spoke of an agreement they had shared since their first three daughters were young:
whatever fortune Jenkins generated beyond the needs and education of the family would
ultimately, in the tradition of Andrew Carnegie, be given to charity. This is what he had
meant when he wrote to Elizabeth, at her boarding school, back in 1919: “for you know I
am not going to leave any of you anything when I check in.”15
Elizabeth was much on Jenkins’ mind this year, for in May she too had died
alone. By this time she saw her husband only occasionally. He had continued his
philandering and always refused to have children. One evening in May, she was at her
second home in Washington, and a mix of alcohol and sleeping pills led her to drown in
her bathtub. She was just 51. Jenkins never spoke about her death. He had long had a
testy relationship with his eldest daughter; she was the only one of the five he entrusted
with any business dealings, but she was strong-willed and liked to defy his wishes. Still,
the tragedy surely strengthened his resolve to honor his late wife’s memory by increasing
his commitment to charity.16
To help him govern the Foundation, Jenkins named the men he could trust most –
he excluded his daughters, feeling that women with access to money were liable to be
duped, and he did not have a high opinion of his sons-in-law. He chose Manuel Espinosa
Yglesias, his old friend Sergio B. Guzmán, his secretary Manuel Cabañas, and Felipe
García Eguiño, a sugar industry colleague. In a lapse of judgment, he also named Luis
Artasánchez, a tennis partner of his, prominent in textiles. Other friends deemed
Artasánchez insufferably sycophantic towards Jenkins and abusive of his generosity, so
15
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some time later Jenkins removed him. Showing his latter-day sentimental streak, Jenkins
named as the final board member his 23-year old grandson, Billy, recently graduated
from Dartmouth and now fulfilling his national service with the U.S. Marines.17
Conspicuous by his absence was Gabriel Alarcón, then keeping a very low profile
following the Mascarúa murder. Jenkins never voiced an opinion about the incident but
his actions spoke loudly enough. For many years, the two men saw little of each other.
Invitations to Acapulco dried up. They remained partners in existing ventures, but the
firms that Alarcón founded afterwards lacked any sign of Jenkins or his front-men in their
registration papers; instead, he found associates among younger Pueblans. Alarcón
greatly resented Jenkins’ refusal to stand by him or use his influence to get him off the
hook. Explaining the estrangement to his wife, he told her that Jenkins had grown
envious of his success and power, and so had masterminded the hit on Mascarúa and
framed him for it.18
Since becoming a widower, Jenkins had already been upping his donations.19 He
had renovated the Club Alpha, after it declined in popularity. Having acquired its shares,
he built further tennis courts and added a frontón court, a bowling alley, a pool, and a
gym, and turned the club into a non-profit foundation.20 He met the eminent
archaeologist Alfonso Caso and contributed to his excavations at the hilltop site of Monte
Albán, the ancient Zapotec capital in Oaxaca.21 In 1948, he donated $100,000 towards a
hospital in his home town of Shelbyville, and some $250,000 for a new campus for
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Puebla’s American School.22 Two years later he gave $100,000 to Mexico City’s
National Institute of Cardiology, for the addition of a fourth floor, although in this case
there is evidence that he contributed under the duress of the Finance Ministry.23 Then
came his initial support for Nicolás Vázquez and Rafael Ávila Camacho.
From 1955, the donations grew larger still. That year the Foundation began to
plan a second non-profit Club Alpha, catering to more of a middle-class clientele and
including an Olympic-sized swimming pool. It opened in 1962 after an investment of
nearly $1 million.24 Jenkins had already paid half the cost of Puebla’s first few Schooling
Centers, which cost around 2 million pesos each, but now the Foundation donated 8
million pesos ($640,000) towards the Puebla City flagship school.25 At the same time,
the Foundation spent $150,000 on building a hospital in Izúcar de Matamoros, which
would provide free treatment to the peasant farmers of the Atencingo cooperative, and
$240,000 on a new building for Puebla City’s Red Cross Hospital. It then embarked on
its most ambitious project of Jenkins’ lifetime, a cancer hospital for Puebla, conceived as
the best in Latin America and budgeted at $2.4 million.26
Despite his multiple displays of largesse, or perhaps because of them, some
observers doubted Jenkins’ motives. As well as suspecting the Foundation was a tax
dodge, they alleged an equally self-serving purpose: this infamous exploiter of workers
and peasants, friend of tyrants, and creator of monopolies was trying to clean up his
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image. The claim became popular and remains so today, but it often reveals more about
the ideology of its purveyors.27 Considering himself misrepresented in the press after his
1919 kidnapping, Jenkins had long ago decided he would not care what the public
thought of him. He never gave interviews, seldom made declarations, and when the
media libeled him he kept mum. In 1939 Juan Posada Noriega, a writer-journalist who
made a career of flattering the powerful, sent him his latest book, which referred to him
in glowing terms. Jenkins replied that it gave him no pleasure. “For many years, it has
been my invariable custom not to seek publicity in any form, and even less to defend
myself against the constant attacks of which I have been a target for more than twenty
years.” He added: “This being my custom, I naturally cannot distribute copies of your
book as you would like, because everyone will say that I’m doing it because you mention
me in it.”28
While in the early 1930s Jenkins attended one or two openings of schools that he
had funded, thereafter he stayed away from inaugurations altogether. His managers, his
daughters, and later his Foundation directors routinely took his place.29 His reticence was
never clearer than when Ruiz Cortines came to Puebla to inaugurate the Red Cross
Hospital annex in 1957: even then, Jenkins would not be drawn into the open. It was a
trio of Foundation directors who welcomed the President, while the press obliged by
27
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confining itself to say that the building was donated by “a wealthy gentleman, whom
everyone thanks.”30
If the Mary Street Jenkins Foundation served a secondary purpose, it was neither
as a profiteering ploy nor as a PR machine but as a political support mechanism, allied to
the PRI. It was a coffer into which Puebla’s governors and mayors could dip – once they
convinced Jenkins of the worth of their projects – to help them fulfill campaign promises
and bolster their reputations. By the same token, the Foundation strengthened Jenkins’
hand in the selection of candidates. Both Nicolas Vázquez (1951-54) and Rafael
Artasánchez (1957-60) were widely believed to have been awarded the PRI’s shoo-in
candidacy for mayor on account of Jenkins’ backing (some labeled them “impositions” of
Jenkins), and while the American’s influence would not have been the sole factor it
surely helped. Conversely, if an incumbent governor were to suggest a successor, or a
future mayor, whom Jenkins considered incompetent, he could threaten to withhold
Foundation cash.31
Yet there were limits to Jenkins’ power. Contrary to vox populi, he did not
appoint state governors. A suggestion of such limits emerged in 1956, when a Puebla
union accused Jenkins of moving to take over the state government by foisting his “front
man” Rómulo O’Farrill. Since they were friends and partners, and since O’Farrill had
proved himself in politics (as Puebla mayor, 1928-30) and business (as a leader in the
auto industry, newspapers, and television), there is no doubt that Jenkins would have
liked to see O’Farrill as governor. But Rafael Ávila Camacho opted instead to impose as
his successor the gray bureaucrat Fausto M. Ortega, whom he felt he would better be able
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to control.32 Nor, after helping the Governor’s brother Manuel to victory in 1940, was
Jenkins again able to influence the presidential succession. Convenient though it would
have been to see his conservative friend Rafael succeed Ruiz Cortines as president, and
much as Rafael coveted the post, in November 1957 it was Adolfo López Mateos, the
Labor Minister, who was unveiled as the PRI’s candidate for the next general election.

The Politics of Banking
Whatever politicking might be going on within the Puebla branch of the PRI, the
Ruiz Cortines administration appreciated the party loyalty of the Jenkins Group, and it
served them well when they took over the Banco de Comercio, today’s Bancomer.33
Since its founding in 1932, the Banco de Comercio had quickly grown to become
Mexico’s second largest bank, overtaking such storied institutions as the Bank of London
and Mexico, founded in 1864, and the local branch of New York’s National City Bank.34
By the mid-1950s, it held 18 percent of Mexican deposits, and only the Banco Nacional
de México (today’s Banamex) remained larger; the former favorite of the Porfirian
regime still led with 30 percent. Backing the Banco de Comercio were some of Mexico’s
most powerful industrialists, notably four men known as the BUDA Group, an acronym
of their surnames. These were Raúl Baillères, one of Mexico’s richest men; Salvador
Ugarte, the bank’s president; Augusto Domínguez, who separately owned a private bank;
and Ernesto Amescua, an insurance mogul. Collectively, the BUDA quartet was
accustomed to working with the state in the shaping of financial policy. By wealth,
Jenkins inhabited the same lofty league as these men; by reputation, he rather fell short.
So it was a shock to Mexico’s entire financial elite when Jenkins, together with his wily
lieutenant Espinosa Yglesias, emerged in 1955 as the bank’s majority owner. Economic
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historian Gustavo del Ángel has called the move Mexico’s “first large-scale hostile
takeover.”
While the buy-out was sudden, it built on years of growing participation and took
place with no little stealth. Jenkins had first taken a stake in 1942, when the bank traded
stock for his shares in its Puebla affiliate. Three years later, he had the chance to increase
his position when a major client, Nacional de Drogas, suffered a post-war collapse in
revenues as the market for pharmaceuticals was flooded with competing product. The
bank’s solvency threatened, it issued new shares to raise capital, and Jenkins bought
heavily. He was able to further buy shares from the families of two founders, when
inheritance disputes occasioned their sale. Subsequent capital increases by the bank,
funding its expansion as it sought to rival Banamex, allowed Jenkins yet more purchases.
How aware the bank’s founders were of all these moves is not known, for Jenkins
typically bought via third parties. By 1950, he emerged as much the biggest single
shareholder, owning forty-one percent of stock and placing Espinosa on the board to
formally represent him, but the other directors reconciled themselves to the prominence
of this outsider. They did not think themselves threatened because the Law of Foreign
Investment forbade foreign control of banks, and because Jenkins, on putting Espinosa on
the board, had subscribed to its gentlemen’s agreement that no one shareholder would
seek a majority stake. As one director, Manuel Senderos, later put it: “Despite the fact
that he had a certain reputation, Jenkins was an upright man with his partners. We knew
he would respect the agreement among board members not to take control of the bank –
at least he himself would.”
As Senderos’ reminiscence implies, the board did not count on the machinations
of Espinosa. By 1954, the ambitious Pueblan was eying pastures greener than the film
industry, where profits were starting to plateau with the imposition of ticket price caps.
There was also the prospect of a new challenge, for in film exhibition all major
competitors bar Abelardo Rodríguez had now succumbed to the Jenkins Group. Much as
he had done ten years before, when sniffing out a stake in the Film Bank that would give
Jenkins a majority and hence control of the COTSA chain, Espinosa cast around for a
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weak link within the Banco de Comercio shareholder group. This time, he acted behind
Jenkins’ back. Espinosa settled on the young Manuel Senderos, who had inherited a ten
percent share – enough to give Jenkins majority control of the bank. Espinosa
succeeding in prizing the stake through a mix of calculation, fortuity, and guile. He
offered Senderos a premium, 9.5 million pesos for a holding worth under 8 million, and
did so at a time when Senderos was prioritizing financial commitments elsewhere;
further, Espinosa told him that the buyer was the Mary Street Jenkins Foundation, which
sought profitable investments for its endowment. As it turned out, the shares did enter
the books of the Foundation, but as Jenkins controlled the charity he also held the voting
rights to any shares it owned.35 The purchase, effected in March 1955, put Mexico’s
number two bank in the American’s hands.
While Espinosa was ecstatic – “few times in my life had I been so happy,” he
would write in his memoirs – Jenkins was decidedly not. His partner of seventeen years
had deliberately and furtively effected a deal that put Jenkins in a position of illegal
ownership; he had even cashed in bonds belonging to him to make the purchase. Jenkins
had a history of skirting all kinds of laws, but nothing compared to the audacity of
owning a nationally prominent bank. After all that had happened over the past two years
– the press campaign of 1953, the Mascarúa murder, the tussle with the Finance Minister
over tax evasion and the Foundation – the last thing Jenkins needed was to be target of
another nationalistic propaganda onslaught. Espinosa did not admit it in his memoir, but
he forced Jenkins’ hand. It would be the cunning Espinosa who assumed control of the
bank that March, had himself named chief executive in April, and ran the institution as a
personal financial empire for decades to come.
Still, for the time being, Espinosa would depend on Jenkins. He did not yet have
the available capital to purchase Jenkins’ fifty-one percent holding, presumably worth
some $4 million.36 He traded his shares in COTSA’s sister company, which owned the
theater buildings, for some of Jenkins’ shares in the bank, but – again unadmitted in his
35
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memoir – that left a large portion in the hands of the American and his Foundation. Only
on Jenkins’ death would Espinosa fully control the bank, when he bought the block of
shares that were kept in the Foundation’s safe. Some time after the 1955 buyout, while
on vacation in Acapulco, Jenkins’ teenaged godson Luisito Artasánchez heard a guest ask
his host whether it was true that Espinosa Yglesias now owned the Banco de Comercio.
Jenkins was silent for a while, contemplating his chessboard. “Yes, it’s true,” he said
eventually, “but I own Espinosa Yglesias.”37
There remains the issue of politics. For all their efforts to disguise the de facto
ownership of the Banco de Comercio, Espinosa and Jenkins were widely known to be
business partners, and the common perception was that Espinosa was a front man for
Jenkins’ financial might. So how did they get away with the take-over? How so,
moreover, when most of the BUDA Group and their boardroom allies were militating
against it? For fifteen months Espinosa’s leadership was repeatedly assailed from within.
Baillères, the bank’s largest single investor prior to 1955, was incensed that a majority
shareholding and executive power were concentrated in a single person. Since its
founding, the bank’s success had owed in great part to a carefully maintained
equilibrium, its founders all accountable to one another and day-to-day operations led by
an independent general manager, Aníbal de Iturbide. Espinosa’s assumption of neardictatorial control was a huge backwards step for corporate governance. Worse, he was
not even a banker: he was an upstart from the movie industry! At first Baillères tried to
force Espinosa to resign his executive directorship and sell his shares by threatening the
mass exit of most of the board, a move that would prompt many major clients to abandon
the bank. A cooler head among the directors, seeking a compromise, obtained a
collective threat of resignation that only insisted Espinosa surrender his executive post.
Backed by Jenkins, Espinosa refused to budge.
That summer tensions spiked again, with a showdown between Espinosa and
Iturbide. The general manager approved a multi-million dollar purchase of bonds from
board member Carlos Trouyet’s cellulose company without consulting Espinosa; this
37
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prompted him to request Iturbide’s resignation. It was more the size of the sum than the
then-routine practice of insider lending that upset Espinosa.38 Iturbide quit, as did
Trouyet, and soon the newspapers – whose business reporting was typically insipid –
splashed the story. “Aníbal de Iturbide’s resignation creates a serious problem for the
Banco de Comercio,” gloated a headline in the leftwing El Popular, which claimed many
clients had withdrawn their deposits.39 An exodus was understandable, for Iturbide, who
was president of the Mexican Bankers’ Association, and Trouyet, a millionaire multiindustrialist, were respected and well connected.40 A third crisis blew up in 1956.
Seeking to turn the Banco de Comercio into a multifaceted financial institution, Espinosa
wanted Baillères and Senderos to sell to it the investment bank and insurance company
they respectively owned. At the same time, tensions were worsening between the chief
executive and the independent-minded members of the board, as Espinosa threw his
weight around and threatened their business interests. In November, he was faced with a
wave of resignations: ten board members quit, some then accepting the invitation of
Iturbide and Trouyet to join a rival, the Banco Comercial Mexicano.41
El Popular took the gloves off: “The gangsterish methods that for many years
have been the watchword of the group formed by the multimillionaire William O. Jenkins
have invaded the important circle of the private banks,” it began. Thanks to the
“gangsterism” of Jenkins, Espinosa, and Alarcón, the Banco de Comercio had already
lost its soul, Aníbal de Iturbide, and now it saw the exit of Baillères, Domínguez,
Amescua, and others, which endangered the accounts of its clients, sewed doubt among
the public, and thus threatened the country’s economy. The Finance Ministry might well
intervene in the bank, the paper claimed, because the development of Mexico could not
38
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be put at risk by Jenkins, “who employs the methods of the sadly famous Al Capone …
murders, abuses, theft, and legal violations.”42
The Finance Ministry was indeed intervening, but not in the manner the alarmist
report advocated. Behind the scenes, Antonio Carrillo Flores had all along been giving
Espinosa his assurances of support, and when the BUDA Group and its allies quit (all but
Salvador Ugarte), the Minister recommended respected men to replace them, including
Juan Sánchez Navarro, later recognized as the great ideologue of the private sector.43
According to Espinosa, Carrillo Flores and several other ministers all expressed their
confidence in his leadership, in part because Ugarte remained president and Armando
Hernández remained sub-director, which gave the bank operational continuity; indeed,
the government insisted Ugarte stay.44 The ministers proved correct in their confidence,
for despite all the commotion and customer departures, Espinosa rode out the storm and
soon led the bank to new heights of profit and market share, not to mention national
influence. But there was a lot more to the government’s complicity than this.
For many years, the BUDA Group and several allies, such as Iturbide and
Nacional de Drogas founder Eustaquio Escandón, had been active members of the PAN.
Mexico’s main opposition party, the PAN called for a much more free-market path of
development than the state-centered model pursued by the PRI, which had already
nationalized the oil sector and the railroads and was eying further assets. The PAN was
also closely allied with the Catholic Church. Whenever government policy veered to the
left, BUDA and their proxies voiced criticism, sometimes via open letters in the press,
and often to tangible effect. This much is well-known.45 What is not is the extent of
federal concern about the Group’s power. In 1949, President Alemán entrusted his
42
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newly-created secret service, the Federal Security Directorate (DFS), with spying on
them. In language that reflected state fears of a resurgent PAN – which had nearly
swayed the 1940 election through its informal backing of Almazán – DFS agents
concluded that BUDA not only sustained the PAN financially but was gearing up an antigovernment campaign of which a recent open letter to Alemán was merely the initial
shot. Some of the agents’ language was excessive, like their allegation that BUDA
“controlled” the banking sector, which ignored the strength of Banamex. But evidence of
political influence abounded.
The BUDA quartet themselves kept a very low profile, but they had succeeded in
placing loyalists at the head of the National Banking Commission, a regulatory board
distinguished for its culture of secrecy, and various business associations. These included
the Confederations of Industrial Chambers (Concamin) and of National Chambers of
Commerce (Concanaco), the Bankers’ Association, the Insurance Association, and the
elite Business Owners’ Association (Coparmex). Such groups had a record of lobbying
hard against tax increases, and each was now using its member network to distribute
PAN propaganda, in order to build a vote-gathering apparatus. BUDA allies were
encouraging members of the pro-government Manufacturing Industry Chamber
(Canacintra) to leave, and to date the members from the cement and iron industries had
done so. The Banco de Comercio, specifically, was using its regional network of affiliate
banks as “tentacles” of the party and acquiring businesses whose employees could be
converted into PAN loyalists via the pressure of company unions. Later that year, the
bank’s Mexico City flagship branch mailed PAN flyers to accountholders along with
their statements.46 While the PAN failed to alter the course of the 1952 election, the
BUDA Group continued to criticize economic policies after Ruiz Cortines took office.47
In light of these precedents, the willingness of Ruiz Cortines and Carrillo Flores
to allow a controversial American and his arriviste partner to buy the country’s number
two bank makes a great deal more sense. Both Jenkins and Espinosa were PRI loyalists.
46
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Here again was the symbiotic imperative at play: to preserve its political monopoly, the
PRI-governed state needed to contain the PAN’s sphere of influence, while Jenkins
needed the state to turn a blind eye to foreign ownership restrictions and approve a
purchase to which other powerful businessmen were adamantly opposed – no small favor
given the public perception that, despite Espinosa’s visibility, Jenkins was the power
behind the bank.48 Decades later, when researching a memoir about her father,
Espinosa’s eldest daughter met with Carrillo Flores and asked him about the Banco de
Comercio acquisition. The former Finance Minister told her that Baillères and other
senior shareholders had met with him and tried to persuade him to halt the takeover,
arguing that Espinosa was just a movie theater operator and knew nothing about banking,
but he had turned them down because of their affiliation to the PAN.49

López Mateos, Gringophobia, and the Soul of the PRI
When Adolfo López Mateos became president in December 1958 he inherited a
slowing economy, an agitated labor movement, and a Cold War environment heating up,
with Fidel Castro’s rebellion in Cuba close to victory. López Mateos’ six years in office
would be a time of conflicting policies. First he confronted protest with an iron hand,
repressing striking rail workers and jailing their leaders; then he showed sympathy for the
poor with increased social spending and land reform. On one hand, unlike all other Latin
American leaders, he refused to sever relations with Cuba when Castro declared his
revolution to be Communist; on the other, he remained friendly with the United States,
careful not to stem investment and eager to welcome President Kennedy to Mexico. If
there was a consistent tone to López Mateos’ tenure it was less conservatism or socialism
than political and economic nationalism.
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The seeming policy contradictions owed much to a delicate political balancing
act, for the era was fraught with ideological turbulence. The neo-Alemán and neoCárdenas currents within the PRI battled for the soul of the party, and the tussle often
spilled into the streets, as Mexico’s mushrooming population of students and teachers
actively took sides, as did the Catholic Church.50 The Alemanists wanted more of the
policies that had driven rapid growth, like Import Substitution Industrialization (ISI) and
low taxation, and they condemned the international rise of socialism. The Cardenists
claimed the Revolution had lost its compass, citing the re-emergence of state-approved
business monopolies as evidence; they advocated a new commitment to redistributing
wealth. There were statistics to support both arguments. The economy had grown at an
impressive annual average of six percent since the mid-1930s start of ISI, and together
with expansion of the federal bureaucracy, ISI had helped to develop a middle class. But
the fruits of growth had fallen into the lap of the elite by overwhelming disproportion,
and a survey for 1960 found that the index of income inequality in Mexico, despite its
celebrated Revolution, was higher than in the rest of Latin America, and getting worse.51
Each wing of the PRI could cite empirical evidence, but with U.S. foreign policy
and the Castro revolution inflaming passions, the debate between Alemanists and
Cardenists often shifted into the rhetorical realm. Left-wing rallies goaded crowds to
chant “¡Cuba sí, yanquis no!” Right-wing crowds countered “¡Cristianismo sí,
comunismo no!” Leftist cartoonists satirized the business class with ugly caricatures;
conservatives depicted Cárdenas dressed as Chairman Mao.52 Amid the bombastic swirl
was that perennial lightening rod, William O. Jenkins. As a capitalist, monopolist,
cultural imperialist, flouter of rules, citizen of the United States, and target of published
critiques dating from 1919, Jenkins – or rather, his public persona – offered the most
visible local vehicle for gringophobia. Jenkins-bashing was thus an ideal persuasive tool
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for leftists seeking to gain the nationalistic high ground and generate wider opposition to
the more conservative policies of the PRI.
Gringophobia, resurrected by the Revolution, had very much waned after
Cardenism reached its radical zenith in 1938.53 The oil industry expropriation of that
year removed the biggest bone of contention between the United States and Mexico, and
the moderate reactions of President Franklin Roosevelt and Ambassador Josephus
Daniels added further salve to historical resentments. Then the Second World War,
coinciding with the centrist presidency of Manuel Ávila Camacho, fostered a profound
change in bilateral relations. The title of a study of the new environment, with its en
masse entry of U.S. firms, encapsulates the shift in sentiments: Yankee Don’t Go Home!54
Under Ávila Camacho, state censorship, wartime propaganda, and U.S. support for the
film and radio sectors altogether minimized negative views of Americans.55
But the rapid growth of industrial capitalism, and with it urbanization, inflation,
and rising consumerism, caused a public backlash against government policies by the late
1940s, and suspicion of U.S. interests and motives returned. There was a concern that,
following a rapid transition from anti-fascist to Cold War geopolitics, the United States
was less interested in being a “Good Neighbor.” The ambivalence deepened in 1954
when President Eisenhower engineered regime change in Guatemala, using the CIA to
depose an elected socialist president. After 1959, when the United States opposed and
boycotted the Castro revolution, backed the failed Bay of Pigs invasion, and gave general
support to right-wing dictatorships elsewhere in Latin America, public apprehension
grew. In the cultural sphere, the postwar surge in Hollywood movies and, from the mid1950s, the phenomenon of rock’n’roll, caused consternation in elite circles, as did the
apparent cultural ignorance of the surging numbers of U.S. tourists. At the same time, a
53
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great influx of U.S. businessmen and managers brought Mexicans face-to-face on a daily
basis with Americans as never before, and resentments festered over superior pay scales
for U.S. executives and their insensitivity to cultural differences. In response, politicians
and intellectuals – some writing from the left, others from the right, but all sharing
nationalistic concerns – geared up their attacks on the triple threat of U.S. influence:
political, cultural, economic.56
Elite suspicion of the United States and its citizens found ample echo in popular
culture, where the response was often more emotive and visceral – more phobic –
especially it as viewed economic and cultural influence.57 In the films of the 1950s,
exploitative Americans (usually exploiters of natural resources or labor rather than
plotters of territorial annexation or political domination) appeared as characters more
frequently than in previous decades.58 According to David Wilt, who surveyed 1,800
Mexican films before drawing his conclusions, the cinematic staple of the U.S. Exploiter,
ruthless in his methods and disdainful of Mexico, was “not so much a caricatured
individual as a symbol or an embodiment of particular attitudes and beliefs.” Few
Mexicans would have come into personal contact with the wealthier sort of businessman
who typified this stereotype, but given the great popularity of movie-going, Mexican
films, in the dialectical fashion of commercial cinema, both perpetuated a stereotype of
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U.S. businessmen as exploiters and reflected how public appetite for such images
increased over time.59
Other media captured and augmented the new mood of public suspicion. In
fiction, Luis Spota’s Murieron a mitad del río evoked the hardships suffered by migrants
who crossed the Rio Grande into the United States for work, as did Luis Córdova’s Los
alambrados. In non-fiction, the most infamous U.S. investor prior to Jenkins, oil baron
Edward L. Doheny, got a posthumous come-uppance in the provocatively-titled Doheny,
el cruel.60 Public intellectuals sometimes gave free voice to their prejudices. Even the
great historian Daniel Cosío Villegas, whose output included a measured analysis of
Mexican views of its northern neighbor, could not refrain from sweepingly dismissing
U.S. tourists as “noisy, stupid, meddling, inconsiderate, and childish.”61
The popularity of the U.S. Exploiter in films, newspaper cartoons, and other
mass-produced media attested to pervasive suspicion of Americans – particularly
businessmen – in the popular imagination. The popularity of exploitative Americans,
vulgar U.S. culture, and an imperialist United States as the subject of books, essays, and
newspaper columns reflected an intellectual debate dating back to the nineteenth century
and now revived as elites grew concerned about the Revolution’s fast-receding legacy
and Mexico’s place in a U.S.-dominated hemisphere. But gringophobia transcended the
commercial designs of filmmakers and the critical designs of intellectuals. It also had
political uses.
López Mateos deliberately permitted anti-American rhetoric to proliferate. It
distracted public attention from domestic troubles and fostered national unity. It
encouraged people to believe that the initial repression of the railroad workers had been
an aberration, for Mexico was a country in which freedom of protest was clearly
permitted. It created the impression that the President would not be browbeaten by the
59

Ibid., 284.
Spota, Murieron a mitad del río (Mexico City: n.p., 1948); Luis Córdova, Los alambrados (Mexico City:
Coacalco, 1955); Gabriel Antonio Menéndez, Doheny, el cruel: Valoración histórica de la lucha
sangrienta por el petróleo mexicano (Mexico City: Bolsa Mexicana del Libro, 1958).
61
Quoted in Reid, Spanish American Images, 136. Cf. Cosío Villegas, “From Mexico,” in As Others See
Us: The United States Through Foreign Eyes, ed. Franz M. Joseph (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Univ. Press,
1959).
60

415

United States. It functioned as an escape valve for discontent among political dissidents,
especially the Cardenists.62 Finally, it complimented a foreign policy that trumpeted
Mexico’s independence from Cold War partisanship in order to overshadow conservative
policies at home and growing economic ties to the United States.63 The confrontation
was not limited to rhetoric; there were actions also, but like the refusal to sever ties with
Cuba, these actions were largely symbolic. The rhetorical and political treatment
accorded Jenkins under López Mateos, the last presidential term he would live to see,
provides a vivid illustration of this political calculus at work.

With the monopoly-related attacks of 1953, when he was battered by the press,
the Pérez Treviño speech before the PRI, and the declarations of former president
Rodríguez, Jenkins re-entered political discourse as the gringo that leftists and
nationalists most loved to hate. Press coverage of his film and banking activities, along
with paid insertions penned by the filmmaker Miguel Contreras Torres, proceeded to
keep him in the public eye.64 And so, under López Mateos, a periodical could pronounce
its nationalist good standing, attract readers, and distract them from the troubles of the
day, by adding its voice to the critique.
Opinión Pública, a muckraking monthly of leftist-nationalist convictions,
published the lengthiest profile yet in 1959. It recapitulated the Jenkins black legend,
added some seasoning of its own, and provided a template for future sketches of the
man.65 It was also quite breathtaking in its aggressive language and claims for the
complicity of past presidents in the development of Jenkins’ wealth and power. The
magazine heralded the piece with a full-cover caricature, satirizing Jenkins as a despotic
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monarch with a toy-like crown on his head. Said the title: “William Jenkins, Lord and
Master of Mexico.”
Academics, the piece began, “forget that Mexico would be happy without
foreigners, for they come to serve their respective nations of origin and not our country.”
After a review of Mexico’s historical suffering at the hands of outsiders, it named Jenkins
as “owner of the state government of Puebla” and one of the Big Men controlling the
political and economic life of the nation. He had bought off first the Puebla government
and then the federal government and had accumulated the greatest fortune in Mexico. In
Puebla, he maintained the most fearsome and bloodthirsty guardias blancas in all the
country, who murdered everyone who opposed his will. It was not the Ávila Camachos
who ruled Puebla for the past twenty years, but Jenkins, designating governors, senators,
deputies, and all the mayors. Through his ownership of the Banco de Comercio he
exploited thousands of employees, for they worked outside the protection of the Federal
Labor Law, and the fact that seventy percent of them were female made Jenkins “a great
national pimp.” Through buying off the judiciary he had obtained Alarcón’s exoneration
for the Mascarúa killing. It was a mystery as to why “the most pernicious foreigner that
we have” was allowed to remain in Mexico, violating the Constitution and reportedly
committing many murders, so it must be because he had bribed past presidents. The
presence of this “formidable filibusterer” jeopardized the Good Neighbor relationship.
Opinión Pública, like so many voices before, ended by calling for Jenkins’ expulsion and
the confiscation of his wealth.
Jenkins was not the only foreigner targeted by Opinión Pública, whose tone was
more generally xenophobic than gringophobic; it was usually deferential towards
Washington. The Swedish industrialist Axel Wenner-Gren and the Spanish contractor
Manuel Suárez also came in for the “pernicious foreigner” treatment, if in much less
splashy a fashion. But the magazine’s brand of investigative journalism often involved
selecting a target for excoriation and then continuing to whip him. Associates of
Maximino Ávila Camacho were a favorite, but no foreigner was as repeatedly attacked
during the López Mateos years as Jenkins. Subsequent articles assailed him for
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exploitative farming practices in Michoacán (“with his tentacles he is sucking the blood
of the peasants”), his refusal to donate to the First Lady’s children’s charity (“God has
punished him, for he cannot eat more than a little leg of chicken each day”), and the
production, along with Espinosa and Alarcón, of “terrible films that denigrate Mexico
abroad by presenting us as a people of drunks, pistoleros, and shouters of ‘songs.’”66
Éxito, a new tabloid newsweekly, also ran a Jenkins profile in 1959. Its
allegations again suggested a greater press freedom, in which the exposure of suspect
business practices was encouraged by a government leaning left in its rhetoric.67 Its tone
was less visceral but more embellished, as though Jenkins’ villainous exploits made him
reprehensible and admirable in equal parts: “Since his famous and theatrical, episodic and
cinematic self-kidnapping, William Jenkins, the gringo of Puebla, has been captured in
tradition and legend as someone of whom to be careful, like a character from Cervantes’
Rinconete y Cortadillo or Lesage’s Gil Blas; in essence, a figure from a picaresque
novel…” A man who “seemed to be older than Methuselah” (he was 82), Jenkins added
“color, and sometimes blood, to the era.” He was an “ambitious son of Gringolandia”
who sheltered himself in consular immunity and with his iron will dominated politicians,
Maximino included. He fired “little cannon blasts” of up to 100,000 pesos at governors,
attorney generals, military officers, and judges, and provided “the circus” of the silver
screen to the Mexican people.68
In 1960, Jenkins-bashing reached a new peak. Yet another a start-up periodical
quickly made Jenkins one of its favorite targets: the leftwing Política, a magazine
launched on May Day, subsidized by the Cuban government, and quite influential for the
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seven years of its existence.69 At times its language was brazenly anti-American. In its
third issue it ran a photo essay about Atencingo, “A Hell on Mexican Soil,” painting
Puebla’s sugar region in darkest terms; it claimed the estate was still controlled by
Jenkins, of whom it said: “the greatest devil is blond.” In the fourth and fifth issues, it
reported criticisms of Jenkins’ purchase of land in Michoacán. A little later, it attacked
the Jenkins Group’s film industry monopoly.70
Miguel Contreras Torres, the American’s nemesis-pretend, published The Black
Book of Mexican Cinema, his scathing indictment of Jenkins and his circle, blaming them
for the death of the Golden Age. In the words of his biographer, the book “distilled all
his rancor, bitterness, and desperate final relationship with those who had excluded him
from the industry’s leadership”; it revealed him to be isolated and “located outside
reality.” Distinguished by vitriolic prose, inaccuracies, and an unwillingness to consider
the complicity of the creative community in cinema’s decline, the Black Book was a
catalogue of Jenkins’ monopolistic methods. It also dredged up and embellished
numerous episodes, from the kidnapping to the supposed expulsion of 1934 to the
Mascarúa murder. The 450-page volume added a great deal of flesh to the black legend
of the nefarious gringo, and while “interested parties” reportedly tried to buy up the
book’s print run to prevent it from circulating, journalists eagerly began to quote it.71
Just before the Black Book appeared, there also circulated a “Mexican Cinema
Corrido.”72 Printed in an eight-page booklet and authored under a pen-name, it bore the
Contreras Torres hallmarks: vilification of the Jenkins Group and repudiation of almost
every producer and director of note, since all had “sold out” one way or another (apart
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from Contreras Torres, that is, portrayed here as the victim of a Film Bank boycott). But
the corrido, using the mask of anonymous satire, added fresh allegations against past
presidents, accusing Alemán of having protected Alarcón in illicit dealings and Ruiz
Cortines of aiding Jenkins’ monopoly in exchange for a stake in the business. It claimed
the press was entirely on the Jenkins Group’s payroll, and ended by purporting to quote
Don Guillermo addressing his minions:
“Governors have I imposed,
I manipulate Presidents,
And that’s how I never pay taxes.”73
The notion of Jenkins as a perennial tax evader was more widely popularized by a
three-pane cartoon in the leading daily Excélsior, coinciding with the mid-1960 census.74
A census-taker at Jenkins’ door finds him dressed like a wealthy Hollywood dandy, in a
dressing gown, cravat, and slippers, and with a giant diamond ring appended to his nose.
“How much do you earn?” asks the official. Jenkins drops to his knees in supplication: “I
swear, almost nothing. I’m bankrupt. Movie theaters that charge 4 pesos are no
business…” The census-taker wipes his tears with a handkerchief as he departs – “Poor
man! We have to help him” – while behind him Jenkins has shut his door, drawn as the
iron portal of a bank vault.
That same month Lázaro Cárdenas joined the chorus. Speaking one evening at a
small-town school in his home state of Michoacán, the former president lambasted
Jenkins as a “large-scale landowner (latifundista) and monopolist.” Jenkins had recently
bought 3,700 acres near Apatzingán, for cotton-growing and fruit-farming, and Cárdenas
called upon the region’s farmers and businessmen not to sell him any more. Pounding
the table, he exhorted his listeners: “Neither sell your properties nor do business with
foreign capitalists!” Most remarkable about the episode is that the audience numbered a
mere 100, and yet the speech ran at the top of page one of the next day’s Excélsior; it also
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merited a lengthy follow-up article that canvassed the opinions, quite conflicting, of all
the political parties.75
Why would the paper give generous coverage to so minor a speech, given by a
president out of office for twenty years? Because of the ongoing battle for the soul of the
PRI. As of a year earlier, inspired in part by the Cuban Revolution, Cárdenas had
returned to the national stage. Breaking with a tradition of post-presidential silence
observed so closely that some had dubbed him “the Sphinx,” Cárdenas made speeches
and declarations and helped to create a Movement for National Liberation (MLN), a
civil-society pressure group conceived to re-orient the ruling party to the left. The new
activism lasted for four years, a time of growing criticism of the PRI’s authoritarianism
and its embrace of industrial capitalism.76 Cárdenas’ targeting of Jenkins was a deeply
symbolic act. As a foreigner, a “monopolist” and a “latifundista,” he embodied the
resurgence of three of the chief ills that the Revolution, in the view of the left, had
attempted to curtail. Cárdenas’ recourse to xenophobia emphasized the dangers that
Alemán-style capitalism and embrace of foreign investment posed for the country: to
pursue the current path of economic development risked returning Mexico to its dark
Porfirian past. Rhetoric aside, the complaint had some legitimacy. Despite the massive
creation of communal farms (ejidos) under Cárdenas, twenty years of subsequent proagribusiness policy meant that by 1960 just 3.3 percent of farms accounted for 55 percent
of all agricultural production.77
There was another angle to the story, which revealed Jenkins as even more of a
rhetorical tool than met the eye. Was it not strange that Jenkins was buying land in
Cárdenas’ own backyard? A statement issued by the right-wing National Sinarquist
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Union (UNS) raised that very question. It pointed out that Michoacán was a “Cardenist
feudal terrain” and noted that, only recently, Cárdenas had attended a banquet in his
honor hosted by Jenkins’ partner Gabriel Alarcón. “What’s going on behind all this?,”
the UNS inquired.78
The answer, which never appeared in print, was that Cárdenas gave Jenkins a
green light. Jenkins had proposed a major investment in Michoacán agriculture,
involving the clearance of woods and scrubland, the introduction of a massive irrigation
network, the purchase of an ice factory, and construction of extra railroad lines. Melons
would be farmed, packed in ice, and exported to the United States; cotton would be
grown for the domestic market. Several million dollars would be committed and
hundreds if not thousands of jobs created.79 For Cárdenas, who had retained great power
in Michoacán and could have barred Jenkins’ entry had he chosen to, it was a win-win
proposition: first, the project would be a boon to his homeland’s economy; second,
Jenkins’ presence in the state – not revealed until after he had bought sufficient land for
the farm – would provide the former president with a high-profile whipping boy. He
could rail against this pernicious gringo in public and welcome his investment dollars in
private.
Finally, attacks shifted from rhetoric to action. In late 1960, López Mateos
decreed the nationalization of the Jenkins Group’s movie theaters. How much the slew
of public criticism that year motivated the President’s action is hard to say; certainly it
gave López Mateos a sense of how popular the move would be, which in turn raises the
possibility that he actively encouraged the flak to build public expectation, so to reap
greater political capital. In all, 365 theaters were taken, at a cost of $26 million. Those
cinemas were only a quarter of what the Jenkins Group controlled, but they were the
cream of the crop, the COTSA and Cadena de Oro venues that Jenkins owned with
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Espinosa and Alarcón; the rest involved partnerships and leases with lesser players, often
in poorer neighborhoods and smaller cities. López Mateos garnered the expected
plaudits. The Governor of Campeche wrote to say the move would prevent unjust delays
in the release of Mexican films, and so it demonstrated the President’s “pure patriotism.”
Jenkins was livid, calling the buyout a “disaster.” The state did not actually buy the
theaters; it took over the operating companies and arranged to lease the buildings. This
should have ensured that the Mary Street Jenkins Foundation would continue to receive a
healthy rent on the properties, but the state proved a poor tenant, regularly falling behind
on its payments.80
The expropriation was an anticlimax. State control of the best theaters – in
addition to the Churubusco Studios, the largest sound-stage complex, bought two years
before – did little to alter the trajectory of Mexican cinema, nor Hollywood’s dominance.
Talk of an industry in crisis continued. During the 1960s, the same creatively atrophied
corps of producers, directors, and writers dominated the nation’s output, and the contrast
between Mexican and U.S. fare was never so great. Cheap bedroom farces and maskedwrestler flicks vied for screens with literate epics and the European-inspired artistry of
the American New Wave, although a new generation of Mexican directors began to earn
critical praise and new viewers at the end of the decade.81
Nationalizing the film industry was ultimately a symbolic act. This put it in a
similar category to the other high-profile seizure of 1960, that of the electricity sector.
This was a move that U.S. and European investors protested little, for power generation
was already dominated by the Federal Electricity Commission and had ceased to be very
profitable. Taking over the power sector let López Mateos make comparisons to the
celebrated oil expropriation of 1938.82 Still, the film industry move was arguably the
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more purely symbolic of the two, as it was the less economically rational: unlike the
foreign power companies, Jenkins had not been repatriating profits.83 And while those
firms belonged to faceless investors, this American was famous.

“El Legendario William O. Jenkins”
On June 4, 1963, William Jenkins died at his home in Puebla. He was 85, and
although he had been playing tennis only a few months before, fifteen years of prostate
problems caught up with him. Heart failure dealt the final blow.84
“The Legendary William O. Jenkins,” announced an obituary in Excélsior, the
prominent national daily. The headline epitomized the general tone of the newspapers, in
the capital, Puebla City, and the United States. But by “legendary” they were not
referring to the Jenkins black legend, or not primarily, for the coverage was admiring and
complimentary. Some of it was even defensive. “Jenkins was not always well
understood,” said Novedades, the Mexico City paper in which he had held a stake. It
defended him against “unjust legends,” such as the common view that he accumulated
great wealth to satisfy his ego and thirst for riches.85
Much was said, again admiringly, about Jenkins’ extraordinary climb to wealth,
as if his life were a Horatio Alger tale. “Son of Modest Farmers, Jenkins Came to Amass
more than 3,000 Million Pesos,” chimed Puebla’s La Opinión. There was difference of
opinion as to the sum. Some papers followed the estimate of Time, which had earlier put
Jenkins’ wealth at a (much inflated) $200 million to $300 million, while the capital’s El
Universal reported a worth of 500 million pesos ($40 million, an underestimate). Either
way, he was “reputed to be the wealthiest man in Mexico,” according to the New York
Times.86
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Even the most cautious approach was celebratory. El Sol de Puebla announced
with its headline the difficulty of establishing facts about Jenkins: “Only He Himself
Could Relate the True Story of his Life.” Penned by Luis Castro (who doubled as Puebla
correspondent for U.S. wire service the Associated Press), the obituary was much the
lengthiest published and took pains to admit that much of the Jenkins story was
unknowable, while much else owed to rumor. But even this piece was positive,
defending Jenkins against the self-kidnapping charge and even the trafficking of alcohol,
and glossing over conflicts at Atencingo and in the film industry. Castro praised Jenkins
for his business acumen and gave ample record of his philanthropy.87
Altogether, what the obituaries conspired to create, if to differing degrees, was a
white legend. It did not remotely stop the black legend from evolving. In 1964, the
Porrúa publishing house issued a national encyclopedia that became, through six editions
over thirty years, a standard reference work. Its entry on Jenkins recorded, without
reservation, that the 1919 kidnapping was a hoax. When Enrique Cordero y Torres, dean
of the Puebla cronistas, came to publish his two-volume Biographical Dictionary of
Puebla in 1972, he devoted by far the lengthiest entry to Jenkins, making much of the
“self-kidnapping,” the contraband alcohol, the murder of Atencingo labor leaders
(imputed to Jenkins even after he sold out), the Mascarúa killing, and his creating a
foundation as a tax dodge. The profile lifted substantially from Castro’s obituary but
omitted most of the complimentary parts, while it included a good deal of vitriol from
Contreras Torres’ Black Book of Mexican Cinema.88
Most reference works hewed to the black legend rather than the white. One
exception was a Puebla encyclopedia published by Miguel Ángel Peral, another cronista.
In the entry on Jenkins – “businessman and benefactor” – Peral blamed the kidnapping on
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Zapatistas, implied the jailing for contraband was unfair, and devoted half the entry to
listing sums awarded to schools and hospitals by the Mary Street Jenkins Foundation.89
Over subsequent decades, press coverage of the charity’s donations and
inaugurations have lent great substance and popularity to the white-legend version of
Jenkins’ life and legacy. Simultaneously, the majority of reference works, profiles in
Proceso and elsewhere, and novels by Ángeles Mastretta and others have popularized a
contrary view. Almost all of these sources, like their authors, have one thing in common:
a polarized view of William Jenkins. In his adoptive city, his presence still looms large.
Among other things, the Puebla Convention Center is named for him, as is the humanities
building at the University of the Americas. Here, to praise Jenkins is to announce oneself
as a conservative; to condemn him is to assert oneself as a leftist.

Viewed from a local perspective, Jenkins’ death contributed to the end of an era.
Since 1937, Puebla had been governed by a dynasty, the family and allies of the Ávila
Camachos, and Jenkins had functioned as its main private-sector pillar. Then, in 1963, a
relative outsider became governor: Gen. Antonio Nava Castillo. Early on, Nava had
belonged to the Ávila Camacho clique, serving twice in the federal Chamber of Deputies
and representing the ruling party’s military wing in a committee Maximino set up to
manage 1940’s gubernatorial “election.” But for the next twenty years, Nava earned his
credentials in Mexico City, as a career officer, including a three-year spell as director of
the Federal Penitentiary. His imposition as governor was the choice not of the Ávila
Camachos but of President López Mateos. The Puebla dynasty was largely broken.
While the state would see several more leaders who had cut their teeth in Maximino’s
circle, future governors were from now on the choice of the president.90
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Nava did not last long. His crushing of a student protest movement and crass
attempt at self-enrichment via a milk monopoly caused López Mateos to replace him in
1964. But during his twenty-one months in office he started to lift Puebla out of
economic stagnation. Unlike his four predecessors, whose failure to bring major
investment to Puebla smacked of complacency, Nava drew up a well-conceived industrial
policy, enacting an investment law with training centers and conferences to support it.
His efforts heralded an industrial dawn, with Volkswagen and steel giant Hylsa
establishing plants near Puebla City in following years. These changes, too, embodied a
post-Jenkins era. Puebla ceased to be a state in which political and economic stagnation
went hand-in-hand, best known for rickety mills running on ancient machinery.91
From a national perspective, Jenkins’ death signaled no watershed, and to some
extent that was a testimony to his legacy as a pillar of the right wing of the PRI. The
political economy he had helped to create – a symbiosis of political and business
monopolies, adhering to a state-driven but U.S.-friendly conservatism – was well
entrenched. Two events later that year testified to that. In July, Mexico returned to the
U.S. bond market after an absence of fifty-three years. In November, the President
unveiled as his successor the Interior Minister, Gustavo Díaz Ordaz, another member of
the PRI’s right wing.92 Regardless of gestures of Cold War non-alignment and the
symbolism of nationalizations, and despite the efforts of Cárdenas and the leftwing press,
the President and the PRI continued to steer a fundamentally conservative course.
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Conclusion

The story of William O. Jenkins is not a closed book. As long as the Mary Street
Jenkins Foundation continues to operate, the man’s legacy will impact the lives of
Mexicans and the Jenkins name will have resonance. This particularly the case in the
state of Puebla, where the Cholula-based Universidad de las Américas, created under
Jenkins Foundation auspices in 1970, has developed a reputation as one of Mexico’s
leading universities, albeit one sometimes beset by problems of governance.1
But at more than forty years’ remove from Jenkins’ death, we can survey his
career and see how it affords new insights into four interconnected features that greatly
define the map of the Mexican twentieth century: the country’s economic development, a
capitalistic project even at the height of revolutionary rhetoric; the relationship between
business and political elites, which seemed to oscillate between coziness and tension but
was always undergirded by interdependence; the critical role of the regions in the
country’s economic and political development; and the politicized and polarizing
tradition of casting the United States and its businessmen as enemies of national progress.
Although a U.S. citizen, Jenkins can be seen as typical of a new breed of Mexican
businessman, who emerged in the wake of the Revolution and became nationally
prominent around the middle of the century. Such men (women had yet to enter the
business elite as principal actors) helped foster an acceptance of industrial capitalism as
the key to economic prosperity and personal upward mobility. They were middle class or
immigrant in origin. They were entrepreneurial and modernizing, but also given to rent
seeking, insider lending, monopolistic practice; inclined to interdependent relations with
the state, but rather disdainful of politicians. Unlike the generals of the postrevolutionary era who exploited their political influence to enter business, Jenkins and the
new capitalists ventured less into the low-risk export-based sector of the economy and
took greater interest in catering to and innovating for the domestic market; they also
1

For a celebratory account, see: Enrique Cárdenas, UDLA, una esperanza, una realidad. Don Manuel
Espinosa Yglesias (Cholula, Pue.: Fundación UDLA-Puebla, 2000). On problems at the UDLA, see:
“Repression at UDLA,” Latin American Perspectives 3:4 (Autumn 1976): 2, 122; Monica Campell,
“Dissension Racks Elite Mexican University,” Chronicle of Higher Education, 14 Dec. 2007.

428

tended to diversify less than the military businessmen, for whom connections and state
concessions resulted in highly varied portfolios. However, both sets of businessmen
gravitated towards monopoly positions, contributing to a long-term concentration of
wealth, after the state took a conservative, crony-capitalist turn at mid-century.
To a great extent, the 1940s and 1950s – when Jenkins reached his moneyspinning zenith – were the era in which the mold of modern Mexico was set, with all its
disparities of income. There were oligarchs before, and some of the big-business families
of the late Porfiriato were still powerful fifty years later. But the social revolution,
initiated with the Constitution of 1917 and peaking with the high-profile property and oil
expropriations of 1936-38, had opened wide the gates of wealth creation, redistributed
land, raised wages, and multiplied employment in the public sector; these changes
facilitated the rise of a substantial middle class. From the 1940s, those opportunities
began to narrow. Social and economic hierarchies resumed some of their old rigidity,
and the poorest quarter of the population remained mired in an extreme poverty that
remained unchanged, and arguably worsened, by 1970. After a fifteen-year interlude,
that fundamentally anti-egalitarian trajectory resumed, when the PRI embraced neoliberalism. Despite some governmental success in alleviating poverty since the PAN
came to power in 2000, a remarkably unequal distribution of income defines Mexico
still.2
Jenkins’ business career is telling not only for his preferred modes of wealth
creation, particularly his monopolistic and rent-seeking practices, but also for his
business legacy. The one protégé above all who would emerge from his shadow as both
entrepreneur and monopolist in his own right was Manuel Espinosa Yglesias, later named
– like Jenkins before him – as the richest man in Mexico. In turn, the outstanding protégé
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who would emerge from Espinosa Yglesias’ shadow was Carlos Slim, today a living
symbol of state-facilitated wealth and one of the world’s two or three richest men.3
Much of Jenkins’ success in business owed to his relationships with political
authorities: local, regional, and federal. His story demonstrates how state-capital
alliances were vital, both to the success of the business elite and to the rule of a broad
scale of power brokers, from small-town caciques through city mayors and governors to
the president. I find there were twin dimensions to this bond: a broad-based “symbiotic
imperative” between the two spheres, as well as a “symbiotic convenience” between
individual politicians and entrepreneurs.
I use the term “symbiotic imperative” because after the Revolution state and
capital were compelled to enter into an interdependent relationship. The state depended
on the business elite to help revive the economy, through new investment, job creation,
the payment of taxes, and the securing of loans from bankers with whom the industrialists
had connections. Businessmen depended on the state for the restoration of order, the
building of roads, the taming of radicalized labor and the enforcement of property rights.
They demanded the state take a moderate, selective approach to enforcing the radical
clauses of the 1917 Constitution. That kind of relationship, one of political necessity, is
distinct from but often intertwined with a “symbiotic convenience,” which often existed
between certain politicians and industrialists. The latter involved mutually beneficial and
usually covert business partnerships, along with other exchanges of favors. Such practice
was common during the Porfiriato, re-emerged with a new set of players in the 1920s,
and was indulged on a massive scale under President Alemán.
The Jenkins story also exemplifies an important and under-researched regional
dimension to both kinds of symbiosis. Interdependence tended to begin at the municipal
or state level, where everyday interactions between businessmen and politicians are most
frequent. Jenkins’ multifaceted forging of alliances in the state of Puebla, made in order
3
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to protect Atencingo and his other assets from post-revolutionary radicals – agraristas,
union organizers, governors, and presidents – helped to bring about an entrenchment of
conservative government that privileged the interests of the business elite, sometimes in
defiance of the federal government.
The alliance that Jenkins struck with Maximino Ávila Camacho was particularly
illustrative and resonant, holding enormous sway over the economy and politics of an
important region. It helped establish a provincial political dynasty that would endure
under Ávila Camacho’s family and acolytes until 1963, in turn providing a challenge to a
supposedly monolithic PRI-controlled state. This alliance also exerted influence on statebuilding at the national level. The strength of business-backed governors such as
Maximino, well-poised to dictate state-level vote-counting in the 1940 general election,
helped explain the pragmatic decision of Cárdenas to back Maximino’s politically
moderate brother Manuel as his successor, in preference to a long-anticipated left-winger.
Jenkins’ connections with Puebla governors, while they served their selfinterested purpose, were not without side-effects. They contributed to a public perception
of this American as a “pernicious foreigner” who was above the law, immune to taxes,
protected by special interests, and able to exert illegal influence in the political life of the
nation. They provoked attacks that grew in volume from the early 1950s. These were
met with indifference by Jenkins himself, but they played an illustrative role in the
political life of the nation as competing left-wingers (Cardenists) and right-wingers
(Alemanists) used polarizing rhetoric to battle for the soul of the PRI. Their respective
speeches and slogans painted business leaders as neo-Porfirian reactionaries and leftist
activists as godless communists. Inflamed passions in turn fuelled societal divisions,
which reached a crisis point with the state’s massacre of 300 or so student protesters in
Mexico City, in October 1968.
The language and frequency with which Jenkins was attacked points up the
prominence of “gringophobia” as a rhetorical staple. This form of xenophobia had its
origins in elite discourse of the nineteenth century, when it evinced a political focus, but
it mutated at the end of the Revolution to take on a primarily economic and cultural
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aspect and assume greater emotional appeal at the popular level. Consequently, an
incoming president like Ruíz Cortines could boost his credibility by promising to break
the yanqui film monopoly; a former leader like Cárdenas could draw headlines by
excoriating Jenkins for buying land from farmers for new agricultural ventures; reporters
and editors could polish their revolutionary credentials and boost sales with exposés
about the assets and influence of the pernicious gringo. Such criticism of Jenkins – some
of it well-founded, much of it exaggerated and decontextualized – both illustrated and
contributed to a deepening suspicion of the United States within public opinion, suspicion
simultaneously stoked by U.S. Cold War actions in Guatemala and Cuba.
Since Jenkins’ death in 1963, the exploitative gringo has remained a common
stereotype. It gained a heightened profile during the PRI’s shift to the left of the 1970s
and the NAFTA debates of the 1990s, with their attendant concerns over U.S. economic
exploitation and a risk of return to the foreign domination of land and industry that
prevailed before the Revolution. Of course, such concerns have a certain legitimacy, not
only because of historical precedent but also due to the fact that Mexico relies on the
United States for three-quarters of its trade and investment. So it should not surprise us –
were Mexico to experience another sustained recession, or were some government to
advocate allowing foreign capital into the sacrosanct oil industry – if the capitalist gringo
bogeyman were to rear his ugly ahead once again in political and public discourse,
helping shift debates away from economic practicalities and towards demagoguery and
populism.
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Reguero, Sergio; son-in-law of Gabriel Alarcón’s elder brother José; former editor of El
Heraldo de Puebla (1986-2003); Puebla, 28 March 2005.
†Ripstein, Alfredo; film producer from 1942 and founder-president of Alameda Films,
1948-2006; Mexico City, 18 July 2006.
Sánchez Flores, Gilberto; son-in-law of Atencingo Cooperative manager (1957-60) and
Jenkins’ Matamoros political ally, Manuel Sánchez Espinosa; Puebla, 24 May
2006.
Sánchez Gallegos, Humberto; junior administrator at Jenkins’ Michoacán cotton
properties, early 1960s; Apatzingán, Michoacán, 8 Aug. 2006.
Sánchez Márquez, Socorro and Gloria; daughters of Jenkins’ Matamoros farm
administrator, Facundo Sánchez Espinosa; Puebla, 8 May 2005.
Sánchez Pontón, Manuel; veteran Puebla journalist, 1944-present, and editor of La
Opinión, 1961-1974; nephew of Gov. Luís Sánchez Pontón (1920-21); Puebla, 15
May 2006, 3 Aug. 2007.
Schreiber, Gerhard; chief financial officer and board member, Volkswagen de México,
1964-88; Puebla, 23 June 2006.
Shofner, Betty, Chris & Ann; daughter-in-law and grandchildren of Jenkins’ sister Kate;
Shelbyville, TN, 11 July 2004.
Vázquez Nava, José Luís; son of Jenkins’ notary and MSJF board member Nicolás
Vázquez; Puebla, 26 & 30 May 2006.
Velasco Matienzo, Javier de; grandson of Francisco de Velasco, Mayor of Puebla (190611) and of Andrés Matienzo, Mayor of Puebla (1913-14); Puebla, 19 July 2007.
†Vélez Pliego, Alfonso; former rector, Universidad Autónoma de Puebla, 1981-87;
Puebla, April 1994.
Villa Godoy, Sergio; director, Fundación Aarón Sáenz; executive at various private and
state-run sugar companies and associations, 1954 to present; Mexico City, 2 July
2007.
Villar Abascal, Francisco; fourth-generation of owner of La Economía textile mill;
Puebla, 16 May 2006.
† since deceased.

439

3. Periodicals consulted
La Crónica (Puebla)
Diario Oficial (Mexico City)
Excélsior (Mexico City)
Éxito (Mexico City)
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El Nacional (Mexico City)
New York Times
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Opinión Pública (Mexico City)
El Periódico Oficial (Puebla)
Política (Mexico City)
El Popular (Mexico City)
Rebeldía (Puebla)
Siempre! (Mexico City)
Tiempo (Mexico City)
El Universal (Mexico City)
Variety (New York)
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