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!""# In New York City I ate as internationally as possible, not French 

and Italian but food prepared by recent immigrant groups (Pol-

ish, Dominican, Vietnamese, Philippine, regional Chinese), which not only is the 

cheapest but also the least Americanized, that is, the closest to what these  

immigrants actually ate in their countries of origin. When I arrived in Mexico 

City, I ate everything I could get my teeth into: street food, food prepared in mar-

kets, in traditional neighborhood dives and in elegant restaurants that had been 

around for decades. I quickly realized that food in Mexico is not considered Mex-

ican food but instead regional, traditional, pre-Hispanic, holiday or anti-hangover 

food.

What’s generally considered Mexican food around the world is actually Ex-Mex, 

that is, from those states in the US that once belonged to Mexico. Except in certain 

multinational food chains, it is almost impossible to find burritos, chimichangas, 

crunchy tacos or nachos in Mexico City. Even people who are familiar with food in 

Mexico are often confused about its origins, as much of what passes for Mexican 

food is merely traditional Spanish cooking, while even some of the most patriotic 

dishes, like mole or chiles en nogada, have roots in Asia.

Over long periods of time certain cultures co-evolve with the plants and ani-

mals that exist within their ecosystem and their digestive system adapts to better 

assimilate certain foods. I was not born in Mexico, nor were any of my ancestors, 

and thus my digestive system is genetically different than that of Mexicans. The 

food I best digest is not necessarily the food that has been eaten here for thousands 

of years, like corn, beans and chiles, yet my body has been modified by the food I 

have consumed over the last two decades here in Mexico City. I might never be a 

Mexican but I am definitely no longer the same New Yorker, at least biologically 

speaking, I was when I moved down here.
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Just as my digestive system and I have changed over the last couple of decades, 

so too has my neighborhood, the Condesa, evolving from a mostly residential 

neighborhood into the city’s most condensed international-style food emporium. 

Due to this transformation, the food now eaten in my neighborhood, at least in the 

dozens and dozens of restaurants that have opened in the last ten years, is radi-

cally different than that consumed here when I first arrived, and these changes 

reflect more than just culinary trends. 

The Condesa wasn’t yet a neighborhood when the Jockey Club’s dog track and 

polo field were built here at the end of the 19th century. After the Revolution tore 

down the playgrounds of the rich across the country, the racetrack was converted 

into a park (Parque Mexico). A community soon grew up around the park, popu-

lated in part by European Jewish immigrants and characterized by the Art Deco 

architecture they brought with them from the Old World. For most of the 20th cen-

tury, the Condesa was a heterogeneous neighborhood, both in terms of its mix  

of working-class and homeowners, residential and commercial, as well as its mix 

of food options.

More than just cheap, tasty food, eating out in my neighborhood brought me in 

contact with a whole new culture. I met my wife at an old Argentinean diner (I was 

munching on an empanada, she was eating the stuffed chicken) located one block 

away from where we now live, and together we began a long relationship of eating 

out every day, often three times a day.

In an effort to conserve their culture, the European immigrants started up sev-

eral neighborhood restaurants (one Polish, one German, and one Hungarian) that 

served their own community, and although few oldtimers were left and the restau-

rants were often empty by the time I arrived in Mexico City, they were still in op-

eration. Besides these traditional European restaurants in the Condesa, we ate at 

several fondas, family-run, home-style restaurants that serve comidas corridas (a 

succession of small dishes). We often ate chicken cutlets at Los Bisquets (now a 

large chain throughout the city), rice and beans in a local market, meat and veggie 

tacos in taco joints, large tortas (sandwiches) from street stands near the subway 

station, and quesadillas sold on any of a dozen street corners. We would also go to 

cantinas where just ordering a beer or two entitled us to several dishes. 

About ten years after I arrived, tired of being merely a consumer of food, I 

opened a restaurant/bar. The locale had been a Spanish restaurant, famous for its 

cocas (Mallorcan pizza), furnished with a long bar and booths. I cleaned it up, in-

stalled a sound system, and decorated the joint with four long light boxes in which 

I exhibited photomurals I took of street scenes in Havana, Panama City, Lima, Rio 

and Brooklyn in place of the murals the cityscapes that had been painted on the 

walls. The design and concept was faithful to the Spanish restaurant that had been 

there for seventy years, although the food was an homage to La Floridita, an old-

style restaurant/bar in Havana.

Over the last few years, however, the Condesa has since been transformed into 

the dining room for the whole city. Unlike the European immigrants who settled 

here and sought to preserve their traditional culture and diet in a strange land, and 

unlike the taco joints that have served the same food for decades, the new restau-

rants tend to reflect trendy international food options. 

Although the Condesa is now often called La Fondesa, almost all of the old-style 

fondas from the neighborhood have been bought out and converted into internation-

al-style restaurants which are directly responsible for the elevated rents that have 

made fondas a thing of the past, and what is now eaten here is a globalized mish-

mash of fashion food, imitations of foreign fare with little relation to the original.

If I hang a left after stepping out of my house I’m immediately con-

fronted by a hamburger joint, a hotdog restaurant, a Greek deli, a 

Chinese restaurant, an Argentine steakhouse and a 7/11. If I take a right and walk 

two blocks from my house I enter Condesa’s trendy food mall, with a glut of US and 

European-style restaurants, bistros, trattorias, pubs, sushi joints, as well as Domino 

pizzas and Starbucks, that have nothing to do with Mexican culture (or any other 

for that matter).

Coinciding with the start of the 21st century, the Condesa becameone of the 

city’s main dining destinations for the younger generations of Mexicans flaunting 

their own (or their parents’) disposable income, for European and American corpo-

rate workers in Mexico, and for tourists. Yet despite the global consumer play-

ground it has been transformed into, my neighborhood still retains ties to Mexico’s 

indigenous culinary traditions. In Mexico City, the past never disappears com-

pletely and radically different economies and cultures overlap, each finding its own 

niche within the social strata that such a large and populated city offers. Amidst 

all these new culinary concepts competing for consumers, there is still food cooked 

with the same ingredients and in the same way as human beings have been pre-

paring food in the Mexico City Valley for thousands of years.

Today, traditional food tends to be served on cheap plastic plates, often from 

homemade pushcarts, pick-up trucks or in unfurnished spaces, without waiters or 

table clothes, and is usually eaten standing up. One tiny hole-in-the-wall taco joint 

a few blocks from my house has become a legend amongst locals (immortalized by 

the Mexican rock band Molotov) and foreigners as well (it received a rave review in 
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Gourmet magazine). The tacos here bear no relation to Taco Bell tacos in the States, 

or to the meat tacos found in chains all over Mexico. Some are made with beef or 

pork or the inner organs of animals, legacies of Spain, but there are also fillings 

made with nopal cactus, green and brown mole, huitlacoche (corn mold), flor de cala-

baza (pumpkin flower), quelites (a cross between an herb and a shrub), beans and 

avocado, all foodstuffs that have been grown and consumed locally since before 

even the Aztecs arrived on the scene.

Every Monday, a mercado sobre ruedas (a ‘market-on-wheels’ that travels around 

the neighborhood) sets up in front of my house. In addition to butcher meats and 

dairy products, this market sells indigenous fruit (papayas, mameys), vegetables 

(avocados, tomatoes, potatoes) and hand-made blue tortillas. Outside of a church 

located two blocks from my house, corn-on-the-cob and corn-in-a-cup are served 

boiling hot out of a large pot. A metal tent mounted on a bicycle toots its steam-

driven whistle at night offering camotes (sweet potatoes) and fried bananas, while 

from a pot of boiling water on wheels with a portable loudspeaker another vendor 

sells tamales stuffed with rajas or mole. A pick-up truck that parks on a corner a 

couple of blocks away from my house sells regional products from Oaxaca, includ-

ing bags of grasshoppers.

These food options, many which existed before Cortés ever set eyes on Mexico-

Tenochtitlan, are gradually being squeezed out by the profound social and eco-

nomic changes currently occurring within the neighborhood. The production and 

consumption of traditional foods helps preserve the indigenous cultures within 

Mexico, and the disappearance of these food options in the Condesa is a reflection 

of the extinction of the indigenous presence within the city.

An increasingly dense concentration of human 

beings in the Mexico City Valley eventually gave 

rise to the first city in the Americas (Cuicuilco), which in turn gave rise to agricul-

ture. To keep accounts of crop yields and food tributes writing was invented, to 

schedule the harvests calendars were created, and the preparation of food grew 

into a social activity that permeated the whole culture (religion, music, art). When 

the Aztec immigrants first arrived in the Mexico City Valley, several major cities 

had already come and gone, but the culture of these nations lived on, especially in 

the form of the cultivation and preparation of certain plants, insects and animals.

Even after hundreds of years of searching for a homeland, suffering all the 

misery and desperation of migrants in a harsh land, the Aztecs couldn’t have been 

overjoyed to settle on a small, barren island surrounded by salt water lakes and 

swampland, especially at mealtime. It would have been hard enough for the Aztecs 

to survive on the food they managed to scrounge up for themselves (often only the 

moss growing on rocks and the spiders scudding along the lakes) but they also had 

to share their food with dozens of gods. The gods were always hungry, constantly 

clamoring for food. If their appetites went unappeased, crops or even whole har-

vests could be destroyed. By the time Mexico-Tenochtitlan had grown to become 

the greatest imperial city in the Americas, the gods responsible for this meteoric 

rise to power were eating to their heart’s content.

Although the corn, chiles, chocolate, pulque, reptiles and birds offered up to 

them in their altars were tasty appetizers, the gods’ often demanded richer, more 

substantial fare. What the Aztec gods most hungered for was blood, and there was 

none as delicious as human blood. To satisfy their gods’ hunger, the Aztecs would 

regularly pierce their tongues or ears with maguey cactus thorns, and the blood 

that spilled onto the ground was considered payment for all they had received 

from the gods. The nobles and priests, who lived higher on the hog and thus in-

curred a greater debt, pricked their pricks with thorns.

There were times, however, when mere blood could not satiate the gods’ appe-

tite. Before wars and battles, during disruptions in the cosmic order (earthquakes, 

eclipses, floods, dry spells, famines, etc.), when sacred objects had been stolen 

from the temples or the gods had been offended, or when someone from the noble 

class died and wanted company on their trip to the great beyond, something even 

more meaty was needed to appease the gods’ hunger. 

Even more than blood, the gods relished human flesh. Human sacrifice had 

been celebrated by all of the past civilizations within the Mexico City Valley, but 

the Aztecs perfected the process and upped the numbers. Though prisoners of war 

and slaves were mostly offered for sacrifice, sick boys, babies, virgins and hunch-

backs were also acceptable food for the gods. 

The gods’ meals were usually prepared in a temple on top of a pyramid, with 

the slab of meat (that is, a live human being) laid out upon a large stone that lifted 

their chest and their head held down by four priests. The victim’s belly would then 

be sliced open by an “obsidian butterfly” (a double-edged knife), after which a 

priest would reach up into the thorax and wrench out the “precious cactus fruit” 

(their heart). When the heart was removed, tubes were stuck inside the body to 

funnel the “precious water” (blood) into a “flower” (a fountain), which was col-

lected inside a green squash and handed to the owner of the slave or the captor of 

the prisoner.

No part of the body was ever thrown away, and everything was either eaten or 

converted into art or souvenirs. Aztec priests were not only skilled in the kill, they 
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were also masters of dressing the bodies after the ceremony. Razor-sharp obsidian 

knives, as well as swordfish beaks chopped off limbs, served to flay skin, slice mus-

cles and tendons, and separate heads from bodies. The victim’s head was skinned 

and then displayed in the tzompantli (the rack of skulls that adorned the temples), 

while the body parts the owners, captors or priests didn’t want were cut into small 

pieces and offered as a gift to royalty. The victim’s entrails were usually fed to the 

animals, birds, and snakes in the zoo in Chapultepec.

Human sacrifice, the most important communal 

activity in all great indigenous civilizations, served 

more than just providing food to the gods. The sacrifices carried out atop the pyra-

mids were public spectacles that brought communities together and helped main-

tain social unity. They also served as political propaganda designed to strike fear 

in the hearts of all the locals and the foreign dignitaries in attendance and to deter 

them from ever considering rebelling against the empire. Human sacrifice, how-

ever, also served an even more practical function.

Meat and other sources of proteins had become very scarce in the Mexico City 

Valley since around 7,000 BC, when hunters had completely exterminated mam-

mals (woolly mammoths, camels, horses, deer and antelopes) suitable for domesti-

cation. Before these animals disappeared from the Valley, meat represented 80% of 

what native’s ate, but once this source of protein was eliminated inhabitants’ meat 

consumption dropped to less than 20% of their diet. 

Due to the large population and class inequalities within the Aztec capital, the 

lower classes rarely had the opportunity to eat meat. Although fish and waterfowl 

were available from the lakes, most of the commoners living in the city lacked ac-

cess to this protein source, subsisting mainly on domesticated plants such as 

squash, beans and corn. In contrast to the commoners, the Aztec elite had a diet 

enriched by wild game imported from outside the Valley where mammals had not 

been exterminated. 

In the late 15th century, Mexico-Tenochtitlan was beset by five consecutive 

years of crop failure brought about by frosts and drought. Royal reserves were able 

to feed the inhabitants of the city for only a year, after which everyone was on their 

own. Commoners and even some nobles were forced to sell their children into slav-

ery in order to obtain food enough to survive. This severe lack of food put great 

pressure on the State to find a new source of protein or else risk a civil war.

The Aztecs regularly engaged in guerras floridas with neighboring nations. Be-

fore battle, the Aztecs often had to send food to the warriors of their enemies, as 

the heavy tributes of food the Aztecs demanded from these nations kept them 

undernourished, and the Aztecs would further fatten up the captured warriors in 

an attempt to put a little extra fat on their bones before sacrificing them to the 

gods. Beautiful male slaves who represented Aztec gods would be wined and dined 

for months and given free reign amongst the slave women, all with the aim of pro-

ducing juicier meat. Just before they were sacrificed, the victims were plied with 

large quantities of pulque laced with psychoactive mushrooms or peyote to steady 

their nerves (and perhaps to improve the flavor of their flesh).

After the sacrifice of a prisoner captured in battle, a feast would be given at the 

captor’s house, a major event to which family and those of social standing in the 

community were invited. The central dish of the feast was often a stew of toma-

toes, peppers and meat carved from the sacrificial victim, with a side of corn and 

chile. Steaming bowls of pozole enriched with juicy chunks of human meat or tama-

les large enough to accommodate a human arm or leg inside were also served, and 

human blood was often added to thicken mole sauce made from peanuts, chocolate, 

chiles and other spices. The victims’ brain, extracted through holes drilled into the 

skull, a delicious, protein-packed snack, was reserved for the high priests. Al-

though royalty got first dibs on the most succulent body parts, Moctezuma himself 

ate little human meat, and when he did he made sure it was well cooked and high-

ly seasoned.

Bernal Díaz, a soldier who arrived with Cortés and wrote an account of the 

Conquest, witnessed the sacrifice of his fellow countrymen captured by the Aztec 

warriors during the Spaniards’ La noche triste: “Then they kicked the bodies down 

the steps, and the Indian butchers who were waiting below cut off their arms and 

legs and flayed their faces, which they afterwards prepared like glove leather, with 

their beards on, and kept for their drunken festivals. Then they ate their flesh with 

a sauce of peppers and tomatoes.”

Bernal Díaz also mentions that the Aztecs “used to cook the meat of young 

boys, and as they had so many kinds of stews and so many other things, we never 

checked to see if they were made with human or another kind of meat”. Some hu-

man meat was sold in city markets to commoners, although this was against the 

law and severely punished if discovered. According to Cortés, on a long march he 

caught some Aztecs soldiers with a corpse they had dressed up to appear alive and 

upon which they would snack along the way.

Mexican archeologists excavating an Aztec sacrificial site in the neighborhood 

of Tlatelolco between 1960 and 1969 uncovered headless skeletons lacking limb 

bones and piles of human skulls broken open to extract the brains. (This excava-

tion, which proved beyond a doubt the brutality of the Aztec regime, was carried 
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out at the same time and in the same site as the Tlatelolco student massacre, in 

which hundreds of students and political activists were brutally murdered while 

protesting pacifically.) In a very recent dig, one hundred bodies were dragged from 

beneath Mexico City’s Metropolitan Cathedral, sixty-seven of which had their skin, 

muscles or tendons ripped off, bones were found with butcher-like cut marks, 

many of the skulls were perforated, and cooking pots were found next to skeletons 

missing limb bones.

Up until a few decades ago, Mexican scholars tended to deny that Aztecs and 

other indigenous nations were cannibals in an effort to keep them from being 

viewed as a primitive and barbaric race. On the other hand, some gringo anthro-

pologists went so far as to claim that the “cannibal empire” of the Aztecs used their 

enemy nations as “stockyards” of meat. These days most everyone agrees that Az-

tecs ate human flesh, the only question is whether it was standard fare or served 

up only in times of extreme hunger.

The cannibal nation argument is based on the 

claim that Aztecs needed meat and fat to provide 

them with sufficient protein to survive. In fact, though, during the time of the Az-

tec empire, the Mexico City Valley possessed one of the world’s richest biodiversity, 

an almost unlimited variety of animals, plants and insects that could provide suf-

ficient protein to the local populace.

Although herbivorous mammals had been exterminated in the Valley, the Az-

tecs domesticated wild birds, such as turkeys, as well as rabbits and hairless cholos-

quincle dogs, which were castrated, force-fed and sold in the market as meat. Big 

cats such as lions and pumas, as well as wild boars and bears, could still be hunted 

in the mountains, and there were fish in abundance within the many lakes sur-

rounding Tenochtitlan. Several kinds of turtles, frogs, river shrimp, axolotls, liz-

ards, iguanas and snakes, all excellent sources of protein, were readily available to 

be eaten, as well.

More than any of these creatures, insects provided the best source of protein 

for the Aztecs. The Aztecs had no specific word for insects, referring to them mere-

ly as “the meat we eat.” (The meat-eating Europeans in Mexico, however, consid-

ered creepy crawlers the devil’s handymen and mostly refused to eat them.)

Thousands of insect species lived (and continue to live) in the Mexico City Val-

ley, including around 500 edible ones, with worms, ants, bees, butterflies, grubs, 

gnats, flies, mosquitoes, wasps, beetles and grasshoppers among the most com-

mon. (Chapultepec Park was named for the abundance of grasshoppers there.)  

Insect eggs and larva were considered great delicacies, with the eggs of water flies 

or water spiders the pre-Hispanic equivalent of caviar. 

Edible insects supply minerals, essential amino acids, iron, calcium, B vita-

mins, riboflavin, magnesium and, more than anything else, protein. Insects can 

contain up to twice as much protein as beef (a single earthworm provides the nu-

tritional equivalent of 50 grams of meat). While only one-tenth of all food eaten by 

cattle is converted into meat, insects convert food to meat at a much higher rate 

and thus offer more protein per pound than beef or chicken. 

The consumption of insects helps fight diseases of the heart, digestive system, 

respiratory tract, bones and nerves, and they also act as natural antibiotics and 

function as pain killers. Eating honey ants counteracts fevers, water bugs have 

anesthetic and analgesic properties and bee’s poison can help fight arthritis and 

rheumatism.

Munching on insects instead of animals could do great things not just for our 

health but for that of our planet, as well. Insects are infinitely less inexpensive to 

breed and harvest than animals, need no chemicals or machinery to reproduce or 

grow, don’t use great extensions of land, require no refrigeration and, because 

they are readily available almost everywhere on the planet, little fossil fuel is 

needed to transport them to market. Pound for pound, insects are the ‘greenest’ 

meat on the planet.

Insects reproduce way faster than any animal and thus provide an easily re-

newable source of food. A female cricket can lay up to 1,500 eggs in one month, 

termites lay over 30,000 eggs a day, while ants can pump out over 300,000 a day. 

Given that insects far outnumbered the Aztec population, it seems improbable that 

Aztecs would go to all the trouble of capturing and sacrificing other human beings 

just to get the protein that the bugs crawling across the floors of their homes or 

flying around their fields could have provided.

Although insects provided an excellent source of protein they were still mostly 

just appetizers for the Aztecs, and it was the plant kingdom that was called upon to 

supply the needed sustenance. The Aztec had developed advanced techniques of 

terracing, irrigating and fertilizing, and along with the chinampas that comprised 

20,000 acres of artificial crop islands located within the city’s lakes, they were 

blessed with four harvests a year and food enough to feed the whole city. Intercrop-

ping (growing several different crops on the same land) produced excellent results, 

particularly when beans were planted with maize corn, as the nitrogen-fixing beans 

helped increase corn yields. In addition, the traditional practice of planting edible 

wild herbs alongside squash and maize served both to deter pests and to provide ad-

ditional foods before the corn harvest, a time when there could have been scarcity.
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For the pre-Hispanic cultures in the Mexico City Valley corn was much more 

than just a food and it was referred to as ‘flesh and bones.’ Although by itself corn 

offers no protein, when prepared as tortillas and eaten with beans, squash or ama-

ranth, these foodstuffs together provide amino acids similar to that of animal pro-

tein. Onions, red and green tomatoes, jicamas and sweet potatoes were cultivated 

in the Valley, as well, and there was also a great selection of fruit, both those grown 

locally and those brought into the city as tribute from coastal or tropical villages. 

Dozens of varieties of edible mushrooms were also available, while chiles were 

present at every meal. 

The spiky leaves of the nopal cactus have always been a staple in the local diet 

and they are a rich source of readily available protein. Pulque, the naturally fer-

mented drink extracted from the agave cactus, although mostly restricted to roy-

alty, the elderly, the sick and warriors except during certain holidays, provided 

large quantities of carbohydrates, minerals and vitamins. 

Even edible flowers contributed to the local diet. The noche buena flower (a tra-

ditional Christmas decoration), cempoalxochitl (the Day of the Dead flower), mar-

garitas, vanilla bean and pumpkin flowers were all eaten in salads and soups, and 

flowers were used to flavor hot chocolate. The wild, edible herb quelite, rich in vita-

min A, was another easily acquired ingredient, as were pumpkin seeds that pro-

vided more protein than egg whites. Honey from bees and cactus sap were widely 

used as sweeteners.

The spirulina algae that covered the surface of lakes in the Mexico City Valley 

provided a great source of protein, vitamins and minerals, could be easily collected 

and was abundant enough to make it part of the local diet. The Aztecs ate so much 

swamp grass and “rock dung” (moss), especially when they first migrated to their 

swamp island, that they became known throughout the Valley as the “weed eaters.”

After the Conquest, the diet in Mexico City changed 

radically. One of the greatest transformations in 

the Mexico City Valley was the introduction of pigs, sheep, goats and cows, brought 

to the New World to provide the Spaniards with a healthy diet of protein and fat. 

Just as European bacteria, viruses and parasites went wild when they first arrived 

in the New World, so too these grazing animals, without any other mammals of 

their kind to compete against, had free rein to expand and reproduce. 

Throughout a large part of the 17th and 18th century, cows, pigs and sheep 

multiplied so much that their meat was cheap enough that most inhabitants in 

Mexico City (including the indigenous population) could afford to eat meat every 

day. In fact, after wheat and corn, meat became the third most consumed food and 

represented a greater percent of the daily diet than it does today. The wealthy class 

dined on sheep, soldiers and prisoners were fed beef, the poor had to chew their 

way through bull meat, but pork was affordable to most everyone. Although Aztecs 

originally consumed almost no fat or dairy products, after the Conquest, pre-His-

panic dishes came to depend for flavor on animal fat and were often smothered in 

cream and cheese produced from cow milk.

Meat and dairy products continue to represent a major part of the local diet and 

of the Mexican economy, as well. For the northern states in Mexico, the exporta-

tion of meat to the US is a major part of the economy, while southern states have 

been converted into grazing land to supply meat for Mexico City. The raising and 

slaughtering of animals in Mexico has been modernized and industrialized to meet 

the demand of so many carnivorous consumers. To increase the yield of meat per 

beast, farm animals are now force-fed a steady diet of tranquilizers, hormones, 

antibiotics and hundreds of other chemicals from before they are born to even af-

ter they die (chickens in Mexico are shipped to market floating within a cocktail of 

chemicals that fattens them up port-mortem).

In humans, growth hormones have been implicated in allergic reactions, pros-

tate and breast cancer, and the premature onset of menstruation and breast devel-

opment. Recent cases of food poisoning in Mexico City from the consumption of 

beef liver and cow’s eyes (a special treat eaten in tacos) have uncovered the wide-

spread use of clembuterol and other illegal hormones. Clembuterol is an illegal 

anabolic steroid and bronchodilator often used by athletes to increase muscle 

build-up and performance. Recently, several Mexican World Cup soccer players 

tested positive for clembuterol and were suspended, that is, until their lawyers 

convinced the authorities that the presence of steroid in the athletes’ bodies came 

not from illegal injections but rather from chicken they had eaten the day before 

they were tested. 

Most antibiotics manufactured today are not used to treat humans but instead 

are injected into the ears of healthy pigs, chickens and cows in order to fatten them 

up as well as to control the constant outbreak of diseases in the overpopulated and 

often unhygienic animal factories. The use of antibiotics (including penicillin and 

tetracycline) creates resistance to certain bacteria, thus threatening not just the 

animals but also their human consumers. 

Pesticides often find their way into industrial animal feed and concentrate in 

animal fat and milk consumed by humans. Dioxins in the pesticides have been 

shown to produce cancer and disrupt hormonal activity, thus altering the reproduc-

tive, neurological and immunological systems of fetuses and newborns. In addition, 
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natural poisons can be produced within the animal when slaughtered that when 

mixed with urea and uric acid within the animal can also contaminate meat. To 

supplement their food supply, industrial animals are often fed the meat of other 

animals, turning vegetarian animals into carnivores. Even worse, industrial ani-

mals are often fed the meat, or at least ground-up bones, of their own species, thus 

converting them into cannibals, an excellent way to spread fatal illnesses (such as 

Mad Cow disease).

Besides the official government-licensed slaughterhouses (in which the meat of 

cows, chickens and other animals is exempt from inspection), there are around 

1,500 clandestine slaughterhouses in Mexico City. It is estimated that almost 80% 

of all animals sacrificed in the city slaughterhouses are killed in cruel, unsanitary 

conditions. Most animals are sliced up on floors covered in animal shit (both from 

the animals being slaughtered as well as from the rats, cats and dogs that scrounge 

for leftovers). The slaughterhouse in Ciudad Nezahuacoyotl, one of the largest in 

the city, was recently closed down for unsanitary conditions, though it wasn’t nec-

essarily any worse than hundreds of others still in operation. Today, most pork 

consumed in Mexico City comes from unregulated, garbage-fed pigs sold by local 

butchers in informal markets, and the origin of the meat eaten in tacos in street 

food stands and cheap restaurants could very well be horse, mule and donkey 

meat, all much cheaper than beef, pork or chicken.

In Mexico City, no part of any animal is ever thrown away and every part of the 

beast is consumed in some form or another. Stands on street corners in my neigh-

borhood sell tacos stuffed with fried skin, snouts, eyes, ears, inner organs, intes-

tines, sweat glands, uteruses and udders. Cow brain is served in quesadillas stands 

on the street or fried in black butter at fancy restaurants. Goat head served whole 

can be eaten in traditional restaurants, bull’s balls are served fresh in a taco joint 

just outside the bullfighting ring, and morongo (blood sausage) is a local favorite.

Even though the Pacific Ocean and the Gulf of Mexico are hours away from the 

city, fish and seafood have always been a delicacy in Mexico City. During the Aztec 

empire, relays of runners would bring fresh fish and seafood into the city from Ve-

racruz or Acapulco for the elaborate banquets of the royalty. These days, seafood 

and fish are brought into the main markets during the week by refrigerated trucks. 

Within the city’s fish and seafood markets, there are no government sanitary con-

trols (due to a conflict between local and federal authorities), and sanitary condi-

tions and freshness are not always of the highest quality. In addition, thousands of 

street stands lack refrigeration or running water sell ceviche, sushi and raw oysters. 

Animal organs, tripe and viscera, and whole fish, as well, provide an ideal en-

vironment within which microorganisms can flourish. The prevalence of rats and 

cockroaches, lax hygienic regulation, and the poor conservation and cooking of 

meat or fish combine to convert Mexico City markets and eating establishments 

into ideal parasite breeding grounds. Although there are strict sanitary laws and 

codes, there is no enforced standard water temperature for washing dishes (many 

restaurants don’t even use hot water), for food storage or handling, nor for workers’ 

hygiene (other than signs in the bathrooms that ask workers to wash their hands). 

In fact, government inspectors never actually inspect kitchens in the Condesa res-

taurants and no restaurant has ever been closed down or even fined because of 

unsanitary conditions.

Street food is even less regulated than restaurants. Food stands usually display 

their food without any protection against airborne microbes or pollution, most lack 

running water, many use ice made from tap water, and many cooks prepare and 

serve the food with the same hand that they receive dirty bills and coins. As a re-

sult, food eaten in the Condesa, both that which is served indoors and on the street, 

both local and international, comes with a healthy serving of microorganisms.

Microorganisms have inhabited the inner organs 

of humans for thousands of years. Humans tend 

to come into contact with their local bacteria at a very early age. In general, hu-

mans and microorganisms coexist in mutual symbiosis, with humans feeding 

their guests who in return help by breaking down and pre-digesting certain foods 

humans can’t assimilate.

When a new, uninvited guest slips in, though, severe turf wars can ensue, and 

the host tends to pay for the damage (Moctezuma’s revenge, the bad shits brought 

on by the consumption of food rich in local parasites, is a good example of this). 

One out of every four chilangos and one out of every three tourists in the city suffer 

from parasites, most without even realizing what they carry within their bodies 

(many parasites are only discovered during autopsies). In several studies carried 

out in lower-income neighborhoods within Mexico City, 100% of all those tested 

were shown to be infested with aggressive microorganisms, and most chilangos 

carry within their bodies around 300 different kinds of worm parasites and over 70 

kinds of protozoa. After my first bloody bout, I played host to salmonella twice 

more and to aggressive amoebas and parasites several times, probably much more 

than I am aware.

Ascaris roundworm parasites are so common they can be found inside the 

large intestines of one-quarter of the world’s population and up to 90% of the in-

fantile population of certain countries. Contracted mostly from contaminated  

<'/'36(2%<'/'.632



98 99

water and uncooked vegetables fertilized with human shit, Ascaris invade the 

large intestine where they reproduce like mad. When their population reaches 

critical mass, they can jam up the large intestine, blocking the flow of shit until the 

intestine bursts. They can also gang up on the epiglottis in the throat, causing  

suffocation or asphyxia, or besiege the respiratory tract, provoking hemorrhage or 

inflammation of the lungs. These worms can lead to stunted growth in babies, and 

in children they often invade the liver, the peritoneal cavity and the appendix. In-

fected adults carry as many as 27 million worm eggs, and with up to 200,000 eggs 

excreted daily these humans can be seen as factories designed to spread parasites 

to friends and family.

Giardia is the most common parasite, flourishing within 9 million bodies in 

Mexico, with perhaps a 40% infection rate in Mexico City. Traveling within parti-

cles of human shit, Giardi survives in undercooked meat, in lettuce or canned 

salmon, and once inside the human body its eggs descend into the stomach and 

then worm their way to the small intestine where they hook themselves onto the 

wall provoking diarrhea and stomach pain. When mature, these protozoa migrate 

into the large intestine where they reproduce, giving rise to alternating bouts of 

diarrhea and constipation, as well as stomach pains and dysentery (painful diar-

rhea mixed with blood and mucus). Giardi can also penetrate into the bloodstream, 

causing anemia and damaging the liver, lungs and brain, and they can even disfig-

ure a person’s face with ulcers.

When pigs eat human shit (which they do surprisingly often) they can be con-

taminated with tapeworms, and when humans eat the infected pig meat they can 

contract cysticercoids. It is calculated that one in every three dishes of pork served 

in Mexico City contains this tapeworm (probably even higher for tacos al pastor, the 

meat coming from a huge slab of roasting pig meat). Over 3% of corpses examined 

in Mexico City showed signs of cysticercoids, and 2.5% of doctor consultations 

within the city were because of infections of this parasite. Once inside the human 

body, the adult tapeworm can reach up to seven feet long and with the small hooks 

on its head it can latch onto skin and muscles, as well as eyes, spinal column and 

brain. The presence of these worms usually provokes only mild discomfort, but 

their death can set off violent reactions that can cause muscle pain, weakness, fe-

ver, convulsions and brain inflammation. It is believed that tapeworms are respon-

sible for half of all the cases of epilepsy in Mexico.

Trichinella usually enters humans who eat undercooked or poorly packaged 

pork, although it can also be acquired by eating meat from sea mammals, horses, 

bears and wild boars (the last two sold in several pre-Hispanic and Yucatan restau-

rants in Mexico City). After entering a human body, the female worms lay eggs that 

give rise to 1,000 larva which are transported to the large intestine by way of the 

lymph nodes and the bloodstream. Once mature, these parasites eat their way out 

of the intestines and travel throughout the body, penetrating muscles, especially 

those of the tongue, the eyes and between ribs, where they cause inflammation 

and aches and pain. When larvae reach the heart muscle, inflammation can occur 

and lead to heart attacks. The majority of the symptoms (thirst, fever, profuse 

sweating, bleeding beneath the fingernails, muscle aches or inflammation of the 

eyelids) present themselves only after the first week or two, making early detection 

difficult.

Other microorganisms that survive within the meat of animals and cause food 

poisoning in humans, including the very popular E. coli and my own personal fa-

vorite salmonella, can lead to mucus and blood in the feces, Down syndrome, peri-

tonitis and in some cases death (usually from dehydration). Most Mexicans carry 

amoebas within them, and even those who don’t suffer symptoms can share their 

amoebas with others. Often amoebas lie dormant until awakened by the presence 

of other amoebas, protozoa or even viruses, and gut parasites co-exist and often 

work better as a team, benefiting from the attacks of the others on the host’s im-

mune system. Like the united front of pigs, cows and sheep, a variety of aggressive 

microorganisms allows for greater penetration and dominance of human beings.

Gastrointestinal problems caused by parasites represent the most common 

diseases in the history of the Mexico City Valley. At the start of the 20th century, 

more than one out of every hundred people in the city died of gastrointestinal dis-

orders. Antibiotics now offer the quickest, most effective short-term treatment for 

microorganisms but treatments that don’t completely exterminate parasites only 

make them stronger. In the long run, antibiotics can do more damage to human 

hosts than to their parasites, not only giving rise to antibiotic-resistant and more 

virulent strains, but also killing off much of the beneficial gut flora, thus opening 

the body’s defenses to other harmful parasites.

Aztecs understood that the best way to deal with parasites was to prevent their 

propagation and dispersion. Aztec cities had strict sanitary codes, with all human 

waste deposited in communal dumps, and thus Aztecs didn’t suffer much from 

parasite infestation. When they were attacked by parasites, Aztecs used the natu-

ral defenses of plants to help fight off parasites. Local edible plants not only have 

antibiotic properties, they also act as probiotics. Papaya extract, pumpkin seeds, 

ajenjo (the plant absinthe is made from) and chiles all coexist with complex bacte-

rial communities that have developed defenses against parasite invasions and 

which they share with their human consumers, which is why these plants have 

always been an essential part of the local diet. 
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