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Nogales research a 
long-term project

Aztec Press staffer Daniel 
Woolfolk made more than seven 
trips across the border to gather in-
formation and photographs for this 
story.

Woolfolk was born in Tucson, 
but spent the second half of his 
childhood in Nogales, Ariz. His 
family still lives in the Arizona 
city, within walking distance from 
the border. 

He is fluent in Spanish, and 
conducted most of the interviews in 
Spanish. He was especially meticu-
lous in translating nuances.

Alejandro Padilla drives a taxi 
in Nogales, Sonora, for a living.    

“All of Nogales is secure,” he 
said, speaking in Spanish. “It’s 
not as bad as they say.”

Padilla said he hasn’t wit-
nessed any incidents in Nogales 
but did see the commotion Nov. 
2 after Sonora’s state police com-
mander was assassinated. Gun-
men ambushed Juan Manuel 
Pavón Félix as he entered a hotel 
in central Nogales, outside of the 
tourist area.

Lucero Salazar Cruz, a 
Nogales, Sonora, police spokes-
woman, said the city is secure, 
noting the city added 32 new 
tourist police to the commercial 
sector near the border in Octo-
ber. She said the added police 
had been slated to arrive regard-
less of the security situation and 
were not added in response to the 
violence.  

“We would like to tell the 
tourists that they can come com-
fortably to Nogales, with no 
worries,” she said, speaking in 
Spanish. “There have been some 
modifications downtown, to proj-
ect a better image of the munici-
pality.”  

Salazar Cruz said one killing 
was reported in the commercial 
sector when two men entered a 
shop. The two got into an argu-
ment, and one man shot the other. 
He was arrested at the scene. 

There have been no threats to, 
or incidents involving, tourists, 
she said.

Business is suffering
Ana Gastellum owns Ana’s, 

a curio shop in Nogales, Sonora. 
She estimated that 90 percent of 
her clientele is American.  

“I am not a trafficker, and 
that’s why they’re not going af-
ter me; if you are one, then, yeah, 
protect yourself,” she said in 
Spanish. “But if you aren’t a traf-
ficker, then of course they’re not 
going to go after you.”

Gastellum said U.S. Customs 
and Border Protection inspec-

tors tell tourists to walk only two 
blocks south. Her shop is on the 
third block.  

She closed two other stores 
she owned after her businesses 
suffered a 60 percent drop in rev-
enue compared to 2007. She esti-
mated half of the business lost is 
because of the economy and the 
other half is because of bad pub-
licity.  

By comparison, Ana Cen-
teno, who owns Casa Mayo de 
Mexico in Tubac, Ariz., said she 
has had a 20 to 30 percent drop 
in business from last year and at-
tributes it solely to the economy. 
Her store is similar to curio stores 
in Mexico, but she mostly sells 
interior design products and not 
souvenirs.

About 10 percent of her shop-
pers lately say they are shopping 
in Tubac because they don’t want 
to cross into Mexico, Centeno 
said.  

During a recent trip to 
Nogales, Maria Hernandez, an 
American from Hereford, Ariz., 
and her 13-year-old son, Domi-
nic, parked their car in the United 
States and crossed the border into 
Mexico on foot. They visit every 
couple of months. This time, they 
came for prescription drugs and 
milagros, small religious charms.  

“We’ve noticed an increased 
police presence, but Nogales has 
always had a very strong police 
presence in the tourist district,” 
Hernandez said. “So, as long as 
[we] stay in the tourist district, I 
feel fine.”

Moises Gutierrez owns a 
shop, Paraiso Curios, that his fa-
ther opened in 1980. It sits in a 
narrow walkway on the second 
block south of the border.   

“The tourists come happy,” 
he said in Spanish. “They’re not 
scared.”

New tourist police
Gutierrez spoke highly of the 

new tourist police, saying they are 
well-educated and kind. “As soon 
as they arrived, they introduced 

themselves,” he said.  
Around a corner, two tourist 

police officers patrolled the area. 
They shook hands with shop own-
ers and stopped to talk to people 
on the street.

Later, in front of Gutierrez’s 
shop, the officers stopped a man 
dressed in ragged clothes who 
was pushing a cart with a garbage 
can in it. The man tapped the can 
two times, and each time a mouse 
scurried out.  

A nearby shop owner shrieked 
as officer Jesus Franco tried to 
stomp one of the mice.  

The other officer, Edgar Da-
vid Ramirez Quezada, told the 
man to leave and said they didn’t 
want to see him in the tourist dis-
trict again.  The man left.

Ramirez Quesada said he 
wants tourists to feel comfort-
able. 

“We are doing things the way 
they should be done,” he said in 
Spanish.  
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‘Nogales is secure... it’s not as bad as they say’

A boy plays at Casa de Elizabeth Orphanage in Imuris, Sonora. Increased violence has kept volunteers away and the economic crisis is pro-
ducing fewer donations. For details on tax-deductible donations or volunteering, go to www.casadeelizabeth.org.

Joaquin Villegas of Nogales, Sonora, owns a burro used in countless 
tourist photos. In the 1970s, Villegas would take 70 photos a day of 
American tourists on Thanksgiving weekend. Only a handful of tourists 
visited this past Thanksgiving weekend.

Officer Edgar David Ramirez Quesada  of the Nogales, Sonora Police stops a man who was walking through 
the a walkway normally frequented by tourists. Nov. 19.  The man was letting mice run out of his cart.  The 
officer told him he did not want to see him there again.
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