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This work is dedicated to the living, Brenda Corrales Corrales and
Aurora Loera, and to the departed, Ricardo Loera (d. 1995),
Orlando Loera (d. 2007), and Alejandra Corrales (d. 1996),
perlas del Río Sonora.

Contents

List of Figures
List of Tables

ix
x

Preface xi
Acknowledgments

xiii

1

The Secret Geographies of Mexican Cattle Ranching

2

The Development of Cattle Ranching in Sonora, Mexico

3

Land, Labor, and Resource Management on Private Ranches

4

Ranch Ecology, Landscape Change, and Power

5

Gender, Community, and the Spatial Dynamics of Ranching

6

Private, Communal, and Privatizing Ranches in Neo-liberal
Mexico 150

7

Trail’s End: Ranching a Continent 176
Appendix A. Ranching and Regional Literature
Appendix B. Research Methodology and Sources
Notes

217

Glossary

221

Works Cited 225
Index 253

1
31
57

88

199
209

125

Figures

1.1
1.2
1.3
2.1
2.2
2.3
3.1
3.2
3.3
3.4
4.1
4.2
4.3
4.4
4.5
5.1
5.2
5.3
5.4
6.1
6.2
7.1
7.2
7.3
7.4

Regional map of Sonora 2
Map of the Río Sonora Valley 20
Men in Black Hats? 23
Barbed wire and territoriality 34
An old Catholic Church in Baviácora, Sonora 41
An early rock corral near Moctezuma 45
A rancher at his natural spring 67
Labor allocation on ranches 74
Animals on la milpa 76
Jesús, back on the ranch again 82
Sinaloan thorn scrub invading pastures 98
Bulldozer ecology and buffelgrass 108
A landscape of desire for ranchers 111
Buffelgrass along a Sonoran roadside 113
A fence does matter. 121
Gender on parade and in the making 131
The construction of rural femininity 132
Delicia, with husband and son, in discussion 139
Male horse culture at a race 145
Long wave fluctuations between private and communal visions for
Mexican land tenure 153
The “fat ranch” of the Sarellas in Banámichi, Sonora 174
Buffelgrass narratives: Wanted dead, not alive. 178
A political march under way 189
Religious iconography embedded in the landscape 192
Ranching remains one of the most desired lifestyles in rural
Sonora. 196

Unless otherwise noted, all photographs are by the author.

Tables

2.1
6.1

Land resource ownership in the Río Sonora Valley: Ejido,
communal, and private property 56
Livestock and ownership patterns of private and ejido
ranchers 163

Preface

Make everything as simple as possible, but not simpler.
—Albert Einstein

This book is a study of contemporary private ranches and ranchers in the
state of Sonora, Mexico. It is based on long-term fieldwork, the bulk of
which occurred between the years 1995 and 1997, with two return visits
in 2002 and 2003 and archival work during the summers of 2006 and
2007. I keep in touch with a handful of ranchers, all of them profiled in
this book, to get periodic updates about the Río Sonora and ranches in
this valley of Mexico. Telephones and e-mail were helpful when ranches
have passed on to the next generation. Observation, ethnography, field
measurements, and informal conversations are the basis of this work. It
is not a book I could have written ten or even five years ago, given that
I was trying to understand a lifestyle and form of land use that has continually changed. It is not a work of history, in spite of my visits to several
archives over the last ten years, because my interest is in land and water
management decisions, actions, and contemporary ranching ecologies.
I neither defend nor condemn this livelihood and form of land use; a
ranch owner, Miguel, pointed out the futility of such actions when he
acknowledged that although previous family members had made mistakes, as he had, he was interested in doing better for his property. The
question he put to me was simple: “What are we doing well and what are
we doing wrong?” What I hope to have done is highlight the geographies,
politics, and ecologies of private ranches while comparing and contrasting these with the other land management institutions of Mexico. The
kinds of management decisions, actions, and daily tactics for herding have
changed little over time and space. The numbers, economics, cattle breeds,
and land-use strategies have changed. I hope this work comes close to
answering Miguel’s honest question.
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Preface

I have written this book as much for students as for my colleagues in
geography, environmental sciences, area studies, history, sociology, and
anthropology. Clarity of expression and explanation is the emphasis, and
I can only hope that ranchers and policy makers who might stumble
upon this work will find a set of clear messages. Private ranchers are not
a monolithic class of people; they act in wildly different ways, compete
against each other, and simply think in contrasting ways. Traditionally,
land tenure in Mexico has been reduced to a picture of communal versus
private landownership. The binary has worked insofar as past writers
have created a false dichotomy for explaining rural Mexico. But it does
little to honor and explain the continuum of landholding arrangements
in Mexico. Grasslands and rangelands are, of course, of concern to a
wider pool of specialists and general interest. There is an extensive literature in “range science,” largely using experimental methods, but little of
it touches on the human dimensions of ranch management. In Mexico,
range specialists spent a great deal of time on the specifics and applied
knowledge for improving rangelands, yet paid little attention to the
ranches or ranchers themselves. This attitude is slow to change. Ranchers
across the Americas share much in common. I hope this book addresses
some of the traditional shortcomings in scholarship on ranching without
succumbing to, or repeating, past conventional wisdom.
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1 The Secret Geographies of Mexican
Cattle Ranching

We saw Don Benito just in time. He was making his way out of the Tecate
shack as we drove by. I slowed and Miguel Sarella, in the passenger seat,
called out to him.
“Hey, haven’t you recovered yet from last night?” teased Miguel, a big
grin on his face.
“God, I was so drunk last night I drove past town and was halfway to
Sinoquipe!” shot back Benito.
Señor Benito is an infrequent visitor to Banámichi, as he prefers the
company of his girlfriend in Hermosillo to that of the few remaining
beasts on his ranch west of town. The years had cumulatively ruined
the quality of his cattle herd, so Benito made the drastic decision to sell
most of his herd to the first buyer he encountered in Hermosillo. So we
were lucky to find him in town and away from the state capital that day.
It gave us the chance to catch up, to see how he was doing and how his
ranch was faring, even if he was eager to get home.
“My cows now have plastic and stickers surrounding them,” he joked,
referring to their probable fate in the supermarkets of Hermosillo.
Like many of his neighbors, Señor Benito viewed the years of drought
in the early to mid-1990s in boom-and-bust terms, so that herds would
return only if rainfall and the price of calves increased in the following
years. He said he was storing his capital in a savings account and added,
“until times get better, like they used to be for us. It hasn’t been the same
since . . . oh, maybe since Echevarría was president, when was that? I
guess it was the late [19]70s, but prices just seem to get lower on the
animals and everything else just keeps going up. Maybe we should just
adopt the dollar as our money!”
His statement was one of my first introductions to cattle ranchers
along the Río Sonora Valley, in the state of Sonora, Mexico (see fig. 1.1).

