Pilgrimage to Magdalena (Continued from page 45)
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Che S€iadalena story is exaiting progf”
that human events--the riverof history--
Sow in an infinite stream g
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J. Ross Brown’s sketch of the mission at Magdalena, 1864,
offers another perspective on this important Sonoran land-
mark. John Russell Bartlett, an American visitor to Magda-
lena in 1851, was much impressed by the church which he

described as “‘an imposing edifice, with two fine towers and
alarge dome.”’

pea. There are Ferris wheels and merry-go-rounds and
sideshow freaks and spook houses. There are dart boards
and lottery games and shooting galleries, as well as booths
where Mexican foods of every description are sold.

In spite of appearances, however, it is more than peni-
tence, the need to petition, or the longing for mere entertain-

ment that brings the multitudes from afar by foot, train, car,
bus, and truck. It is hope—hope that a visit to San Francisco
will bring good health and healing through the saint’s
miraculous powers. Pilgrims can even borrow some of this
power by holding personal religious images—holy pictures
or other statues—against the reclining figure of the saint.
These are taken home and placed in household shrines or
village chapels, reminders of the journey to Magdalena, rein-
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forcements of belief.

The modern pilgrimage to Magdalena continues to ¢
bine virtually all of the features of an eleventh-centur}
pilgrimage to some European shrine. There are piety and,
pleasure, priest and panderer, hope and hostility,:
miracle and malediction. The Magdalena story 1
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exciting proof that human events, which are the Ve
of history, flow in an infinite stream! Habits of me
are not easily broken.

BIBLIOGRAPHIC NOTE e
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By far the most detailed study of the Magdalena pilgrimage and 'ﬁcs_i?_

““The Religious Festival,”’ an unpublished Ph.D. dissertation by Hﬁﬂf?Fﬁ

Dobyns (Cornell University, 1960). Perhaps somewhat more accessible 1§

a series of five articles in ‘‘The Fiesta of St. Francis Xavier, Magdalend,
Sonora, Mexico,”’ published in a special issue of The |
journal of the Arizona Archaeological and Historical Society,

(Volume 16, numbers 1 and 2). A useful book about the histo

ry -and

.
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Turner, Image and Pilgrimage in Christian Culture (1978).

Bernard L. Fontana is Field Historian for the University of ATz

-

Library. His most recent book, with photographs by John P. Sﬂkﬂgf 8?', i

Of Earth and Little Rain: The Papago Indians (1981). e
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. modern function of Christian pilgrimages is Victor W. Turner and Ed
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HEN THE HOT SUN OF SULTRY SEPTEMBER has dried
BY Y the fields of Sonora in northern Mexico, when comn
s turn the color of fodder and pumpkins and squashes lie
n amld withered vines, then pilgrims wend their way to the
f..ﬁ _.;:t. 1 town of Magdalena de Kino to pay homage to the
inted Francisco Xavier. To be on the road to Magdalena in
Iy October is to take part in the richest kind of living
f tory, to participate in the weaving together of past, pres-
: and future. Like religious pilgrims of old, these travelers
. e their homes by the thousands to join with friend and
ger in a Joumey representing piety, hope, adventure,
.-;-iift - and personal gain. Just as Chaucer’s motley group
mecheval England sought out Canterbury Cathedral to wor-

3 “There to the holy samted martyr kneehng/That m
: u_swkness sent them help and healtng

,-. y San Francisco Xavier became important in northern
j‘__;ora 1S clear Xawer was the patron samt of Father Eusebto

:fé_ - Kino crossed the invisible rim of Christendom in
87, stepping beyond the northwestern perimeter of New
atn to establish more than two dozen missions and mission
hiting-stations among the Pima and Papago Indians. In 1711
110 died in Magdalena where he had come to dedlcate a
chapel in honor of San Francisco Xavier. Kino was
ned in that chapel, on the gospel side of the altar, and
@re his skeletal remams were uncovered by archaeolo-
sin 1966. R -

ather Kino’s patron saint was born in Navarra in 1506. As
_su1t missionary . Xavier went to Asia, where he became the
tiowned ‘‘Apostle to the Indies.”” He died December 3,

52_ on a desolate island just off the Chinese coast about a
ﬂflldred m11es southwest of Hong Kong. His body was placed

.......
A¥ o

ﬂi"kness provides a dramatic background for the mission
;urch in Magdalena, built between 1830 and 1832 by Father

?Se Maria Pérez Llera. Ltghts along the church’s elegant
ltade illuminate a crowd of pilgrims gathered to honor San .

ancisco Xavier, the sixteenth-century Jesuit missionary
hose holy statue rests beneath the church’s dome.

IH at the tomb of Satnt Thomas a Becket, so do these i

tuguese Goa in India. Removed from the hme, the body
remained incorrupt, a miracle that played a role in Xavier’s
canonization in 1622. The most frequent depiction of the
saint, either in pamtmgs or statuary, shows him reclining on

his back in a symbolic model of the actual corpse. It is such a

reclining statue, lodged in a chapel in Magdalena S mission

church, that draws thousands of pilgrims each year.
Although the origin of a devotion in northern Sonora fo-

cused on San Francisco Xavier is not a mystery, what remains =
unknown is when the change was made in the month and day .
of the celebration in his honor. After the JeSuits were e:stpelled ]

from New Spain by an edict of the S]pamsh King in 1767, they

were replaced in their northern Sonora mission- stations by

Franciscans. Just as San Francisco Xavier was a great Jesuit

saint, another Francis, the gentle saint of Assisi, was ‘the
founder of the Order of Friars Minor, the Francmcans Thus -
the natives of Sonora were. 1ntroduced to two saints Francrs
one whose feast day was December 3 (Xavier) and one whose--_ o

feast day was October 4 (Assisi). Although records on the -
subject are scant, it appears that certainly as late as 1813 the . -

i

San Francisco fiesta was customarily celebrated in early De—- *

cember. By 1828, however, the occasion seems (o have -
shifted from December 3 to October 4. The Franc1scans had

won the battle if not the war. |
The result is a modem feast in honor of San Franmsco

el

Xavier celebrated on the feast day of Saint Francis of Assisi,

the focus of wluch 1sa Statue of Sant Xavzer To complete the

. a—a R LT T

are sold in rellglous shops in Magdalena are garbed in the

brown habit adopted by Franciscans in the last quarter  of
the nineteenth century——a Jesuit saint in brown Franclsdan

clothing! It is an ecumenical phenomenon within the ranks of

the Roman Catholic Church. - - L ‘ |

While the matter of Xavier versus Assisi may be of 1nte1'est
to h1stortans and of concern to liturgists, it appears to be of no

importance to Magdalema pllgnms San Francisco is San -
Francisco, and his blessings of good health and welfare arel .
bestowed upon the faithful who make thelr way to hlS_-;;"

wooden and plaster representauon

. ALL PREVIOUSLY EXISTING MISSION CHURCHES in Mag--

=i

dalena were supplanted by ohe bllllt between 1830

~and 1832 by Father José Maria Pérez Llera, among t the last oF

the Franciscans to serve in Magdalena before its church was-
turned over to secular clergy by the middle of the century.




This is the church which exists today in remodeled form.

It was in use when John Russell Bartlett visited Magdalena
in October of 1851. Bartlett was then United States
Commissioner on the United States and Mexico Boundary

Commission charged with laying out the line between the

two countries as provided by the Treaty of Guadalupe

Hidalgo, 1848. His account of the feast of San Francisco,
written more than a hundred years ago, still serves to
describe the event as it occurs in modern times:

Although San Franciscos are as common in Mexico
as Washingtons, Jeffersons, and Franklins are with us,
and churches dedicated to that saint are to be found all
over the country; yet this of La Magdalena is the most
celebrated and potent of all, inasmuch as it contains a
celebrated figure of San Francisco....The original
[church], with the exception of the tower, i1s in
ruins; but a new one has been erected within a few
years, which is quite an imposing edifice, with two
fine towers and a large dome, beneath which the
Saint reposes.

For several days previous to the 4th of October,
which is the Saint’s day, preparations for its celebration

begin; so that the devotions and offerings, with their
accompanying festivities, are in full blast a day or two

in advance. La Magdalena and the Church of San Fran-
cisco are the Mecca of devout Mexican Catholics.
~ From the borders of Sinaloa on the south to the furthest
“ outpost near the Gila, and from the Gulf of California
to the Sierra Madre, they flock in by thousands, to otfer
their devotions at this shrine. It is not unusual for very
great sinners to bring their burden of guilt a distance of
four or five hundred miles; a journey in this country of
oreater difficulty, and requiring more time, than one
from New Orleans to Quebec. The poorer classes often
come a hundred miles on foot, begging by the way. The
more penitent, like the idolaters before the temple of
Juggernaut, or the devout Mohammedan at the shrine
of his prophet, prostrate themselves, and, with their
hands crossed on their breasts, advance on their knees a
hundred feet or more to the church. Both men and
women are thus seen toiling over the dusty street and
brick pavement of the church to the presence of the

Saint, who is laid out beneath the dome and in front of
the altar. When the votaries reach the bier, they cross

42
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themselves, and with outstretched arms repeat the
prayers. They then rise to their feet and, drawmgg

nearer, present their offerings. | .
The body of San Francisco, or rather its image, hesf

upon a platform or bier clothed in rich vestments, and
covered with a piece of satin damask of the rnost;

gorgeous colors. The head, hands, and feet are alone
exposed. These are made of wood, colored to represent
flesh. ... The offerings consist of money and candles®
and as wax is quite expensive here, the poorer class}
present candles of tallow. Therer was a continual jin-
gling of money; in fact, so constant was the dropplng
of silver dollars into the receptacle placed for them,
that no other sound was heard. ...To the question':ﬁ?
what became of all this money, I received the usual
reply of ‘Quien sabe?’ | i

In the evening we walked about the town, and among
the booths, which were arranged on every side of the
plaza, and along the principal streets. . . . Cakes of vari:
ous kinds, tortillas, fruits, and aguarchente, were the
staple articles; but while there were booths entirely ap—-
propriated to the sale of this intoxicating liquor, 1 do not
remember to have seen a single drunken man. In the
mxdst of these booths was a la.rge inclosure, covergd

couple of VlOllnS and a clarionet ground out waltzes
and polkas while the beaux were swmgmg round the*'"'

draw near the reclining wooden figure of San Francisco.
Xavier—the focus of their quest (top right). The form of the
statue symbolizes the incorruptible body of the saint, who-
died in 1552 on an island off the Chinese coast. His homages%
has continued for centuries in Mexico despite religious cofr
troversy and political upheaval. Another site of historic im=:
portance in Magdalena is the tomb of the famous Jesuit m
sion builder, Father Eusebio Francisco Kino (bottom left)
The church which he dedicated to San Francisco in 1711 is .
no longer standing, but another has taken its place; toda)’
pilgrims honor San Francisco ai the nineteentft- cenmry
mission (bottom right). | |




. community. . .. But gambling, after all, seemed to pre-
/ dominate. Whole ranges of booths were devoted to this
~ exciting amusement; and crowds of every age, sex,

and class were assembled about them....Some of
the tables were attended by women, selected, not on
account of their personal beauty, but for their
. expertness in shuffling the cards.

~ La Magdalena is the best built town we had yet
- seen; the houses are chiefly of adobe, though some
- are of brick, and nearly all are stuccoed and white-
- washed. ... The permanent population does not
. exceed fifteen hundred souls, which number, during
the days of the festival of San Francisco, is swelled
_ to ten or twelve thousand.

N LATE SEPTEMBER OF 1877 a Tucson newspaper
81 noted: ‘‘The stampede for Magdalena, Mexico, from
j_cson during the past few days to be in attendance at the
Bleast. . .is simply immense. The wagons loaded with men,
'emen and children, number into the hundreds. If the Mexi-

§in people turn out in the same proportion in other towns,
f‘j.;?.g: Magdalena will have to shut down her flood gates or
large_ her borders. Monte, Faro, Roulette, and other distin-
nished individuals are also Magdalenaward.”’ -

The conflict between church and state which raged
;__.__foughout Mexico between 1926 and 1934 reached a crisis in
_ erthern Sonora in September, 1934, when Governor
8odolfo Elias Calles and other state officials preSIded over a
ubhc burning of the statue of San Francisco Xavier. As a
ﬁlgnal to the world of their intention of bringing the San
Franmsce cult in Magdalena to an end, they burned the
Sﬁcred image in the ovens of the Cervecerm de Sonom or

.....

;l_mmg statue replaced the old one, and a grand Soneran

n the feast day of San Francisco Xavier, Magdalena be-

Fﬂmas the scene of merrymaking as well as spiritual renewal.

Eﬂterramment (s offered in a myriad of forms. A Yaqui deer
dﬂncer (top lett) taps out ancient rhythms on the plaza stones.

7 Xcitement of a different kind is offered at the Castillo del
lerror (top right) where pesos buy a variety of thrills. Booths
Wﬁ esh produce (bottom left) and showcase artistic skill
{bOttem nght} , heightening the charm of this Sonoran town
Hrmg the co aq“ul flesta of San Francisco.

tradition survives. -

The thousands of modern pilgrims who make their way to
Magdalena are a cosmopolitan Iot. Most are Mexican from
varying walks of life, but many are Indian, with Papagos,
Yaquis, and Mayos leading the way. There are always a few
turistas, including some from north of the border, and there
are the inevitable anthropology students. The latter groups
are lost in the crowd.

Most pilgrimages are penitem 1al in character, and most
pilgrims are inspired to make their long journeys out of a

sense of guilt, anxiety, or stress in the hope that their
undertaking-—a form of personal sacrifice—will relieve the
symptoms of these maladies. There is always hope of a
miraculous cure. Miracles have happened in the past at pil-
grimage sites such as Magdalena and are expected to happen
in the future. It is the unseen presence of San Francisco,

mediated through the reclmmg slatue that strengthens faith
and ensures salvation. -

Pilgrims may also be moved by sentiments of thanksgwmg
or petition. Many arrive in Magdalena seeking help; others
make the trip because they had promised to do so should
earlier petitions be granted. One of the better known Seneran
stories tells of a wealthy businessman who lived in Cananea,
some forty-seven miles from Magdalena via a mountainous
highway. This man had borrowed beyond his ability to pay;
s0, he promised San Francisco that should tlje debt be settled
he would travel to the Magdalena shrine on his knees. After
his creditors were paid off, the shrewd suppliant made the

promised pilgrimage on his knees, comfortably settled on a
mattress in the back of a pickup truck.
A French observer who saw the Magdalena fiesta in the

mid-nineteenth century said of those who attended, ‘‘Piety
was the pretext, but pleasure was the goal.”” One might
have the same impression today. Beer and hard liquor are
consumed in prodigious quantities. Bowlegged Sonoran

cowboys dance their solo jigs in El Oasis bar to the accom-

paniment of polkas and schottisches played by three-piece
bands, Sonoran style. Traveling salesmen hawk their wares

of blankets, balloons, pots, pans, and glazed ceramics.
Others peddle healing herbs and dried animals, particularly

invertebrate sea creatures, as remedies. Photographers with
Polaroids sell instant pictures. Fortune tellers wander the
streets while small crowds cluster around shell-game artists,
losing their pesos and dollars as the operator palms the

(Continued on page 60)
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