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Histonic Boroen Townsite To Be SugJecT oF
INTERNATIONAL CoLLoauium

Templo de Nuestra Seiiora del Refugio, Guerrero Viejo, Tamaulipas.

Michael Tracy and the River Pierce
Foundation are planning a colloquium,
“Culrure, Water, and Money: The Passion
of the Frontier,” for 14 and 15 April
1995. It will focus on preservation of the
townsite of Guerrero Viejo, Tamaulipas,
Mexico, an 18th-century town located on
the Mexican side of the Rio Grande,
downstream from San Ygnacio, Texas,
headquarters of the River Pierce
Foundation. In 1953, the population of
Guerrero was relocated to the new town
of Nueva Ciudad Guerrero by the
Mexican government so that the reservoir
of Falcén Dam could expand into the
historic townsite, which lies on the banks
of the Rio Salado. On the U.S. side of the
border, residents of the small town of
Zapata, Texas, county seat of Zapata

County, and surrounding ranches were
expropriated and displaced (but not reset-
tled) by the International Boundary and
Water Commission. Old Zapata was
destroyed prior to its immersion by
Falcon Lake. Guerrero Viejo was not
destroyed, however. Because it lies at one
edge of the reservoir, it is only partially

flooded, even when the water is highest.

In the flood-prone portion of the townsite
only two structures survive, the early-
20th-century church of Nuestra Sefiora
del Refugio and a two-story bandstand,
centered in the plaza in front of the
church. The church is a sandstone shell,
only partially roofed. The portion of the
townsite that does not flood contains the
shells of simple but very solidly construct-



ed one-story houses whose precise align-
ments mark off Guerrero’s grid of
unpaved streets. All of the surviving
buildings in Guerrero Viejo are built of
locally quarried sandstone. Only traces of
the stucco with which they were surfaced
remain. Most houses are roofless; some
still rerain double-leaf wood street doors,
grilled window cages, and in one case a
TV antenna. Fragments of two public
buildings, the Hotel Flores and the paridn,
the public market building, also survive.
Although the townsite is owned by the
Mexican government, a number of houses
are occupied informally by members of
two extended families who earn their
livings fishing in the Rio Salado. There
are no public utilities, services, or institu-
tions in Guerrero Viejo.

Guerrero is threatened by deterioration
and decay from exposure to Falcon Lake,
which has bleached the dark sandstone
that it inundates a chalky white. Exposure
to the elements and unrestrained vegeta-
tion are eroding the building shells that
do not flood. Theft of architectural arti-
facts and vandalism are also a problem.
Mexico’s National Institute of Anth-
ropology and History, which is responsi-
ble for the site, has posted signs asking
visitors not to disturb its integrity. But the
town’s two cemeteries are vulnerable,
especially the older one, whose walls

have been breached and which has been
invaded by vegetation.

In March 1993, a cleanup effort spon-
sored by the Ministry of Tourism of the
Republic of Mexico, with the city of
Guerrero Nuevo and Los Caminos del
Rio, A.C. de México, as cosponsors, was
organized to remove trash and cut back
vegetation. This drew more than 300
Mexican and Texan volunteers from as
far away as Monterrey, San Antonio, and
Dallas. Some of the participants were
returning to the town site for the first
time since its initial flooding 40 years ago.
Many families, not only in Guerrero
Nuevo but in Laredo, Texas, and Nuevo
Laredo, Tamaulipas, have ancestral con-
nections to Guerrero Viejo, which was the
foremost urban center in the region until
it was eclipsed by the two Laredos in the
1850s. José Bernardo Gutiérrez de Lara,
one of the leaders of the Mexican inde-
pendence movement in Texas, was from
Guerrero, as was Antonio Zapata, the
African-Mexican rancher for whom
Zapata County, Texas, was named.

Representatives of the World Monuments
Fund visited Guerrero Viejo with preser-
vationists from Mexico and Texas in May
1993 to inspect the town site in order to
develop a conservation plan that would
preserve Guerrero Viejo as a heritage
park. Work on the plan has not yet
begun, however, as funds are still being
raised to finance the venture. Meanwhile,
the National Institute of Anthropology
and History is evaluating a proposal to
designate the site a zona patrimonial,
which would extend federal preservation

protection to it. The University of
Houston’s Atrium Press is publishing a
book of images of Guerrero Viejo. And
the revised and expanded edition of the
Texas Historical Commission’s award-
winning book A Shared Experience: The
Architecture, History, and Historic
Designations of the Lower Rio Grande
Heritage Corridor, published in
November, contains a new chapter on
Guerrero Viejo, according to Mario L.
Sanchez, director of the Texas Historical
Commission’s Los Caminos del Rio
Heritage Project. Like A Shared
Experience, the Atrium Press book will
include historic maps, historic
photographs, and contemporary pho-
tographs of the townsite.

On 14 May 1994, Michael Tracy hosted
a presentation in San Ygnacio by architec
ture students from the University of
Houston and the University of Texas at
San Antonio. Students presented projects
that dealt with practical issues of architec-
tural conservation in Guerrero as well as
the more elusive theme of preserving cul-
tural memory. Joining Tracy in an ani-
mated discussion of what might (or
should not) happen at Guerrero Viejo
were UH architecture professor Rafael
Longoria, who is from Nuevo Laredo and
is a descendant of one of the Guerrero
families; Laredo architect and UTSA
architecture critic Frank Rotnofsky;
Dwayne Bohuslav and Gevork
Hartoonian, both on the architecture
faculty at UTSA; Henry Estrada of San
Ygnacio; and Betsy ]. Gill, Sam Johnson,
and Peter Glassford of Laredo.

The exchange revealed cultural differ-
ences in the ways Mexicans and
Americans reacted to Guerrero and, con-
sequently, in what they identified as prob-
lematic about the site. The U.S.
recommendation — decisive action to pro-
tect artifacts — contrasted with the
Mexican view, which located issues of
conservation in a broader cultural per-
spective that acknowledged the much
more conservative (and, by default, con-
servationist) attitudes of Mexicans and
the bonds of personal connection that
joined so many families on both sides of
the Rio Grande to the region’s history.
The provocative and challenging nature
of the discussion - the range of alterna-
tives went from leaving the site untouched
to reconstructing the town completely -
prompted Tracy to issue what he called
the San Ygnacio Resolve: to convene a
meeting of Mexican and U.S. historians,
preservationists, scholars, artists, and
architects, who will be asked to define
and debate alternative visions for
Guerrero Viejo. The colloquium is intend-
ed to dramatize the cultural significance,
and the vulnerability, of the 245-vear-old

Guerrero townsite.
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“The Texas Rangers reconstructs the peculiar conjuncture
of high formalism, modernism, revived historicism and regional-
ism that informed this group, and pieces together the original
curriculum they forged. It is a history of critical interest to the
subsequent development of architectural teaching, theory, and
practice in England and the United States.” — Anthony Vidler,
University of California, Los Angeles
“The Texas Rangers makes three important contributions
simultaneously. It chronicles a well-known but poorly described
episode in American architectural education; provides an
interesting profile of several of America’s most influential
educators, both before and after their engagement at the
University of Texas; and describes the ideological politics that
flourished during the 1950s, an era largely unknown in any detail
to the present academic community.” — Peter G. Rowe, Dean of
the Graduate School of Design at Harvard University
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