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Preface

WENTY-FIVE YEARS AGO, on the parched Meseta Central of Mexico,

I sat under a tree with a small group of campesinos as we shared our
thoughts during a break in a soil conservation workshop. The workshop,
like many others before it, addressed the pressing problems of soil erosion,
drought, and low crop yields. Unlike the other courses, however, this one
was not taught by professional extensionists; it was given by farmers for
other farmers. The campesino teachers were indigenous visitors from
Guatemala who still wore the richly embroidered, handwoven clothes typ-
ical of the Kaqchikel Mayans. Speaking in slow, broken Spanish, they
repeated themselves frequently as they dug their hands into the soil feeling
its tilch. They carefully inspected roots, observed leaves, and counted
insects. Sometimes, they unsheathed their machetes from their belts and
drew figures in the dirt to illustrate their points. Their manner was warm
and unassuming, their curiosity infectious. These teachers were a far cry
from the government extension agents I knew who gave formal lessons in
classrooms, read from coveted books, and used unintelligible technical
words to teach about modern agriculture. In the minds of the Mexican
farmers, however, schools were for learning and fields were for working.
They were still skeptical of the knowledge brought by these strange, yet
somehow familiar, outsiders . . . and I was nervous.

I had organized the course months earlier as one of the last activities of
the alternative agriculture project I was concluding with my partner in the
village of Vicente Guerrero, Tlaxcala. Crowded onto a small communal
ejido, the seventy campesino families eked out their livelihoods on one- to
two-hectare plots of hilly, drought-ridden, largely treeless land. Everywhere,
tepetate (lifeless, weathered dirt the color and consistency of brick) pushed
through the thin brown layer of receding topsoil, making the ground
impenetrable.’ Work was hard, and agriculture, a mixture of traditional
cultivation methods laced with a bit of chemical fertilizer and inordinate
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