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ART AND CULTURE

Traditions, like women in Mexico’s charreadas; everyday objects changed by a visual 
artist; social phenomena like migration expressed through art; the cultural heritage of 

Mexicans in the United States and children’s testimony about crossing the border; a visit 
to the El Triunfo biosphere reserve: this is what this issue’s cultural sections bring our 

readers. All together, they are one more example of the splendor of Mexico.

Cielo, María Tello, 150 x 120 cm (oil on canvas).
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T
he charro mounted high on a horse, shaded by a broad 

sombrero, and swinging a lasso, is a
 Mexican icon. 

It’s n
o surprise that Mexican rodeo riding, or charre

ría, is t
he country’s official sport, and for many the national 

pastime. But most people are taken by surprise when they hear 

about charrería
’s flourishing feminine side: the escaramuza.

Impossible to miss, t
he women riders wear colorful Rev-

olution-era dresses over petticoats and wide sombreros with 

braids hanging past th
eir sh

oulders. B
alancing on sidesad-

dles, th
ey gallop their horses into the arena to wow the au-

dience with a choreographed routine set to music bellowing 

over the sound system.

“It’s 
like rain on a field that’s been dry. W

hen the escara

muza comes, it 
refreshes,” re

flected Guadalupe “Coco” Ca-

ma cho Elorriaga, one of the riders fro
m the first es

caramuza 

team, formed in 1953 in Mexico City. S
he was 10 years o

ld then, 

and is n
ow in her early 70s.

Teams of eight women on horseback, each rider known 

as an “amazona,” maneuver their horses with precision. They 

make patterns across th
e dirt, m

uch like a drill te
am, but on 

horseback. Two escaramuza teams compete at each charrea

da, with routines that last 12 minutes.

The female precision equestria
n sport does not share its 

beginnings with charrería
, rooted in the day-to-day work on 

the haciendas of colonial Mexico. Charros fro
m different 

haciendas would get together to determine who was the best 

executing different herding techniques, lik
e roping horses 

and pulling a cow down to the ground by its 
tail. The Mexican 

Revolution broke up the large landed estates in the early 

twentieth century, p
rompting the charros to formalize their 

teams into what are today’s charrería
 associations, which op-

erate like rodeo clubs. Through these clubs, cowboys across 

*  Photo editor at the Associated Press headquarters for Latin America 

and the Caribbean, based in Mexico City; w
ww.lesliemazoch.com
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Mexic
o contin

ue to
 le

arn
 an

d prove th
eir r

anching s
kills

, 

but in
 a c

ircular 
are

na in
ste

ad of th
e countrys

ide.

The esc
ara

muza,
 on th

e other h
and, evolve

d by a
ccident 

fro
m th

e horse
-rid

ing le
sso

ns o
f si

x li
ttle

 kids in
 M

exic
o’s 

capital
 city.

 Three gir
ls a

nd th
ree boys, 

age
s s

ix t
o tw

elve
, 

took in
stru

ction fro
m well-k

nown ch
arr

o L
uis O

rte
ga 

Ra-

mos a
t th

e N
atio

nal A
sso

ciati
on of C

harr
os. I

t w
as 

1953, 

when th
e are

na w
as 

locate
d in

 th
e capital

’s P
olan

co neigh
-

borhood. T
he ro

deo club lat
er re

locate
d to

 Constit
uyentes 

Avenue, w
here it s

till
 sta

nds to
day.

 Ram
os d

ecided to sh
ow 

off h
is s

tudents’ 
skills

 at
 a 

charr
ead

a, o
r ro

deo, b
y c

horeo-

gra
phing a

 ro
utin

e th
at f

eatu
red what h

e’d tau
ght th

em. A
 

live
 milit

ary
 band play

ed th
e so

ng L
as c

oro
nela

s (T
he W

om-

en C
oronels) 

as 
the children tro

tte
d out th

eir s
low-paced 

moves. T
he crowd loved it.

 For a 
few ye

ars
, th

e co-ed chil-

dren’s t
eam

 to
ured th

e ro
utin

e all
 over M

exic
o an

d as
 fa

r 

aw
ay 

as 
Canada.

 “T
he esc

ara
muza 

was 
not a 

preconceive
d idea; i

t w
asn

’t 

an idea th
at a

ny p
art

icular 
perso

n had, w
ho sai

d ‘we’re go
ing 

to do this a
nd that,’ 

someth
ing p

lan
ned. The es

car
am

uza c
am

e 

about li
ke lif

e,” r
eflected Artu

ro Ruiz L
oredo, w

ho ro
de on 

that fi
rst 

children
’s te

am
 with Cam

ach
o when he w

as s
ix y

ears
 

old. H
e’s n

ow in his l
ate

 60s a
nd tra

ins h
orse

s.

Ruiz L
ored

o re
mem

bers
 th

at 
the t

erm
 esc

ara
muza 

was 

tak
en fro

m th
e Bible. “M

y fa
ther go

t th
e nam

e esc
ara

muza 

fro
m a p

ara
gra

ph in
 th

e Bible where it 
mentions a

 war b
e-

tween
 Jew

s an
d other t

ribes, 
where

 it s
ays

 that b
efo

re w
arri

ng 

they w
ere ‘es

car
am

uzea
ndo’ ” 

(sk
irm

ish
ing).

The esc
ara

muza 
becam

e an
 exclusive

ly f
emale

 endeavo
r 

when the three boys l
eft t

he team
 to learn

 the va
rious sp

orts 

of ch
arr

ería
. O

ther gi
rls 

quickly t
ook th

eir p
lac

es, a
nd ge

n-

era
tions o

f h
orse

women have
 deve

loped th
e e

sca
ram

uza i
nto 

what 
it i

s to
day:

 a 
fan

tas
tic sh

ow of h
orse

womanship th
at 

“It’s like rain on 
a field that’s been dry. 
When the escaramuza comes, 
it refreshes.”
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unites
 M

exi
co’s c

harr
o fa

milie
s an

d just m
ay 

have
 sav

ed ch
a

rrer
ía f

rom decline.

Female
 rid

ers w
ho ro

de on th
e early

 esc
ara

muza 
team

s, 

fro
m the 1

960s to
 the 1

980s, w
anted

 their 
sport t

o be in
clud-

ed in ch
arr

ería
. C

rist
ina Á

lva
rez M

alo
 remembers w

hen sh
e 

would wait 
until 

the end of a 
charr

ead
a to

 perfo
rm

 with
 her 

team
, so

metim
es v

ery l
ate

 into th
e nigh

t.

But fo
r th

e w
omen to have

 a s
peci

fic s
lot fo

r co
mpetit

ion 

at a
 rodeo, th

e a
ll-m

ale
 co

uncil 
of th

e M
exi

can
 Charre

ría 
Fed-

eratio
n needed to

 declare th
e esc

aramuza an official ch
a

rrer
ía s

port. 
Times w

ere begin
ning to

 change for th
e natio

n’s 

past
ime.

“For u
s w

omen, it 
was v

ery
 im

portan
t, fi

rst 
to be in

teg
rat

-

ed as 
ath

lete
s, w

ith our fa
milie

s, m
en, so

cie
ty, w

ith the sp
ort,”

 

reflected Álva
rez M

alo
, an

 esc
ara

muza r
ider si

nce th
e 1960s 

and to
day 

a t
eam

 tra
iner a

nd esc
ara

muza 
judge. “T

hen to
 

demonstra
te to ourse

lve
s th

at w
e could do it.

 Littl
e by li

ttle
 

we won gro
und.”

One of th
e str

ongest s
upporte

rs o
f th

e esc
ara

muza 
who 

sat on the fe
dera

tion co
uncil 

arr
ive

d in the la
te 1

980s: c
ha rr

o 

Enriq
ue Pasc

ual 
López. H

e believed his n
atio

n’s b
eloved 

sport w
as 

losin
g g

round to
 sp

orts
 lik

e so
ccer a

nd te
nnis. 

Pasc
ual w

anted are
nas 

full o
f fa

milie
s in

ste
ad of h

alf 
full o

f 

“m
achos” s

hootin
g o

ff t
heir g

uns. “
As lo

ng a
s th

at i
s g

oing 

on, no woman was 
going to

 come, m
uch less b

rin
g h

er chil-

dren
,” P

asc
ual s

aid
. H

e w
as s

ure t
hat i

f w
omen an

d ch
ildren 

were in
cluded in

 th
e competiti

on, ch
arr

ería
 would ris

e to
 a 

new level. 

Pasc
ual w

as 
elected presid

ent of th
e federat

ion in 1988 

and used his p
ositi

on to push for a 
vote on th

e sta
tus o

f th
e 

women’s s
port. 

One ch
arr

o w
as 

so opposed to th
e idea th

at 

Pasc
ual g

ot a 
deat

h threa
t. B

ut m
ost m

en su
pporte

d the m
ea-

sure, an
d one ye

ar 
before his t

enure was 
over, t

he council 

The escaramuza evolved 
by accident from the horse-riding 

lessons of six little kids in 
Mexico’s capital city. 



voted
 to inclu

de th
e es

car
am

uza a
nd ass

ign
ed it a

 sp
ot in

 th
e 

rodeo lin
e-u

p: af
ter

 col
as, 

or ta
ils.

 The a
ge 

of th
e es

car
am

uza 

had come. It
 was 

1991.

“If 
I h

adn’t m
ade th

ese changes, fi
rst 

the women an
d 

sec
ond th

e c
hildren

, to
day 

the s
am

e o
ld men would sti

ll b
e 

dire
ctin

g th
eir t

eam
s, n

ot ac
ceptin

g c
hange, an

d ch
arr

ería
 

would be in decline,” P
acual s

aid
.

Today, 
thousan

ds of fe
male

 rid
ers

 fro
m hundred

s of es
ca

ram
uza t

eam
s p

erfo
rm

 ac
ross M

exi
co an

d the so
uthern

 U.S. 

The esc
ara

muza 
forever c

hanged th
e fac

e of M
exic

o’s n
a-

tional s
port b

y u
nitin

g m
en, w

omen, an
d ch

ildren
 in one o

f 

the c
ountry’

s oldest
 tra

ditio
ns. T

he m
ost i

mpres
sive

 tim
e to

 

witn
ess

 these
 horse

women in ac
tion is d

urin
g a

n esc
ara

mu

za 
fair

, w
here

 dozen
s o

f te
am

s p
erf

orm
 all

 day. 
Aren

as 
are

 

pack
ed with fam

ilie
s an

d fri
ends to

 ch
eer

 on the te
am

s, a
nd 

tas
ty f

ood an
d liv

e m
usic

 are
 in go

od su
pply.

The es
car

am
uza j

ust m
igh

t be th
e k

ey t
o rai

sin
g ch

arre
ría’

s 

visi
bility

 within M
exic

o an
d ab

road. N
ot only i

s it
 goo

d, cl
ean

, 

affo
rdable f

un for M
exi

can
 fam

ilie
s, b

ut fo
reign

 tourist
s a

re 

wowed when th
ey 

see
 women rid

ing si
desa

ddle i
n billo

wing 

dres
ses

 that h
ark

 back
 to the “A

delit
a,” 

the ic
on of M

exi
co’s 

rev
olutionary

 woman so
ldiers

. W
atc

hing a
n esc

ara
muza p

er-

form
 fee

ls l
ike a

 ste
p back

 in tim
e, b

ut M
exi

co’s w
omen on 

horse
back are

 pushing c
harr

ería
 forward

.

The escaramuza forever changed 
the face of Mexico’s national sport by 

uniting men, women, and children in one of 
the country’s oldest traditions.
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