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Residents of Tlacotalpan gather each Feb. 2 to celebrate the ‘Fiesta de la Virgen de la Candelaria.’

Tlacotalpan was flooded last year due to the overflowing of the Papaloapan River.

HIGH SPIRITS 
AFTER HIGH WATERS
Tlacotalpan ready for annual February fair

BY RUTH SAMUELSON
The News

The last time the mu-
nicipality of Tlacotal-
pan popped up in the 
news, residents were 
fleeing the area, not 

encouraging tourists to visit. 
The Veracruz town, which sits 

on the banks of the Papaloapan Riv-
er, is loaded with charming low-slung 
houses painted fuchsia, sky blue and 
melon – the same mix of colors you’d 
find in a freezer of paletas. 

With a population of nearly 14,000 
residents, according to 2005 govern-
ment statistics, Tlacotalpan deserves 
the “small town” status. But its repu-
tation certainly exceeds its size with 
its “fusion of Spanish and Caribbean 
traditions of exceptional importance 
and quality,” as UNESCO, the cultural 
branch of the United Nations, wrote 
in 1998 when inscribing Tlacotalpan 
onto its World Heritage List in 1998.  

In late August 2010, a new trait 
suddenly defined the area. When 
the Papaloapan River overflowed, the 
government ordered evacuation of 
most of the municipality’s residents. 
The streets and arched entrance-
ways of historic buildings filled with 
river water, and residents soldiered 
through waters up to their wastes.

State authorities reported that 
some 12,000 people left the area. Oth-
ers chose to stay: “There are at least 
1,000 residents, who you can see rest-
ing in their boats along the ancient 
edges of the river or on their roofs,” El 
Universal reported on Sept. 8, 2010. 

Though the river receded, the 
flood images are still fresh as Tla-
cotalpan nears it annual Fiesta de la 
Virgen de La Candelaria. The event 
is one of the town’s and the state’s 
most emblematic, and this year, it is 
not just a celebration of the Virgen, 
or the town, or the local culture. It is 
clearly the time to prove that Tlaco-
talpan has recovered from its ordeal 
and is up and running, say state and 
national tourism o!cials.

“Go to Tlacotalpan to the festi-
val,” said Jorge Ortega, president of 
the National Association of Mexican 
Cities of World Heritage, which sup-
ports UNESCO-recognized cities. 
“If we have a theme that’s going to 
help us recharge in these di!cult mo-
ments, it’s the great richness of our 
culture.”

The Fiesta de la Virgen de La 
Candelaria takes place Jan. 31 
through Feb. 9, though the fair’s most 

renowned and classic events take 
place during the earlier days. The 
festival is, of course, associated with 
the Día de la Virgen de la Candelar-
ia on Feb. 2, which Catholics consid-
er the day in which Mary presented 
her son, forty days after his birth, in 
the temple of Jerusalem. 

Elsewhere, the holiday is associ-
ated with parties where friends and 
family members consume tamales 
and the cornmeal-based drink atole. 
But in Tlacotalpan, the rituals are a 
bit more involved. 

 On Feb. 2, town residents rise at 
dawn and meet at the town’s main 
church and sing “Las mañanitas” 
the famous Mexican birthday song.  
Then a Virgen Mary figurine is taken 
to the river, where the locals hope she 
will bless the Papaloapan and protect 
them from floods.  Like a crowning 
jewel, the statue sits atop the larg-
est boat in the water, but many other 
smaller boats float alongside it. 

La Virgen de la Candelaria has a 

Census figures show there were on-
ly 320 Spaniards in the area by 1777, 
UNESCO reported. 

Another important date dur-
ing the festival is the Día del Toro 
(“Day of the bull”), on Feb. 1. Typi-
cally, the day begins with early morn-
ing boat races on the river, the win-
ner of which is responsible for taking 
the bulls to the other side of the river. 
Normally, the bulls swim across, but 
people hold ropes wrapped around 
their necks and heads to keep them 
under control.  The bulls then are tak-
en through the town, taunted by var-
ious spectators running around the 
streets. 

In total, there are 137 events 
scheduled, according to tourism of-
ficials – everything from kayak rac-
ing competitions to musical concerts 
provided by the Orquesta Tradicional 
Moscovita, which plays music with 
Afro-Caribbean rhythms.

At the press event earlier this 
month, officials said that the 362 
buildings in the historic zone have 
been renovated to repair damage. 
Facades have been repainted, but in 
some cases, cracks remain. 

In total, the reconstruction came 
with a price-tag of 24.5 million pe-
sos, with funds pooled from the state 
of Veracruz, the Social Development 
Secretariat (Sedesol) and local co"ers. 

While the town is setting up an ar-
ea for 600 to 800 tents, this camping 
zone, coupled with Tlacotalpan’s se-
lection of hotels and lodgings, won’t 
support the expected crowds, said 
Leticia Perlasca Núñez, the head of 
Tourism, Culture and Cinematogra-
phy for the State of Veracruz.  

“There are many homes that will 
become guesthouses to receive peo-
ple that want to come to Tlacotal-
pan,” said Perlasca Núñez. But for 
those who still can’t find a place to 
sleep, Perlasca Núñez said  visitors 
should stay in nearby municipalities 
like Cosamaloapan, Lerdo de Tejada 
and Alvarado. 

The basic message overall though 
was: please go, we’ve done everything 
possible to make it a great experience 
for you. Or as the town’s mayor, Hilar-
io Villegas Sosa, said, “we Tlacotalpe-
ños are prepared and ready to receive 
all of the tourists that can come.”  

Villegas added:“It has been an in-
tense undertaking – to be able to con-
struct and create these conditions in 
the city. It is very di"erent from the 
images that you saw four months 
ago. It is a city that is alive and full 
of happiness.” 

longstanding place in the town, dat-
ing back much earlier than the fes-
tival itself, established in the 19th 
century.  

According to UNESCO, “the site 
of Tlacotalpan formed part of an 
enormous grant of land made around 
1550 by the Spanish King to Gaspar 

Rivadeneyra, on which he kept live-
stock. He was unable to prevent the 
establishment of a village of fisher-
men on the site of the present-day 
town, but he obliged them to build 
a chapel dedicated to La Virgen de la 
Candelaria.”  Spaniards were never an 
overwhelming presence in the area. 
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362
No. of buildings in 

Tlacotalpan’s historic zone 
that have been renovated to 

repair flood damage


