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Mexico, D.F.,
July 6, 1958.

My dear Mr. Ambassador:

As you know, I havo spent the last month, travel­
ing- about the country with President Cárdenas. I 
joined him in San Luis Potosi on June 1 and said good­
bye to him yesterday; and before leaving for Peru I 
thought I would give you some of my impressions of the 
immediate situation in Mexico.

On leaving San Luis Potosi we traveled through 
the State with practically no military protection, 
though it is true that while we visited Ciudad Maíz, 
which is the birthplace of Cedillo, we had about two 
dozen soldiers with us, although Ciudad Maiz itself 
had a considerable number of military people sta­
tioned there. We went to El Salto, which is diffi­
cult to get to, and walked through woods and jungle 
for about seven kilometers wlthno armed force what­
ever except the ordinary pistols Mexiccns carry as a 
matter of course, and I think one member of the party 
carried a machine-gun. After leaving the State of, 
S an Luis Potosi we went to Tampico, visited the oil 
fields all through the Huasteca district, went to 
Tuxpam, Veracruz, visited Poza Rica; and by using the 
Mexican battleship OBREGÓN we traveled to Puerto Me­
xico and went up the Coatzalcoalcos River to Minati- 
tlán.

The general impression that I have is that the • 
oil fields are at work; the laborers are enthusias­
tic; the reception the President ha d in these fields 
was quite impressive in its spontaneity and vocifer­
ousness. There arc undoubtedly sone disciplinary 
problems in the oil fields between the unions, but as 
a whole the thing seems to be working, a great deal 
more smoothly than anyone would have assumed to have 
been possible. I do not wish to discuss the oil issue 
in this letter to you and am simply giving, you the 
general imnression that a month’s visit among the oil 
fields has" left with me - which can best be summarized 
by saying that I gained the impression of orderliness 
and enthusiasm and a great deal of faith in the Presi­
dent himself. I might repeat that we traveled through 
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all that district without any military guards and 
v.’ithout any policemen.

Before I said goodbye to the President, he shaved 
me a letter he had received from Castillo Najera in 
Washington, and it is this letter which is the chief 
reason for my writing to you. The letter reported a 
conversation between Castillo Najera and Mr. Welles 
and indicated that the offer of the Mexican Government 
to pay for the small properties which had been expro­
priated, especially in the Yaqui Valley, would not be 
accepted by the American Government without raising 
the larger issue of the Mexican Government’s responsi­
bility for all American property which has been affec­
ted. I was also told about, but was not shown, a 
letter to Ambassador Castillo Najera from Mr. Welles 
emphasizing and strengthening the general tone of the 
conversation which Mr. Castillo Najera’s letter repor­
ted.

It is my impression that a very serious psycho­
logical let-down has resulted from the position as­
sumed by the State Depart-ent in this matter. I think 
the feeling that President Cardenas had when he agreed 
to try to pay9 during his own term, for the small pro­
perties expropriated in general, and for the Yacui 
Valley in particular, was that he thought he was doing 
sanething President Roosevelt wanted done. It was a 
kind of spontaneous, friendly gesture of good will on 
his part, to meet what he thought would be the inter­
est of President Roosevelt in the little man. Carde­
nas did it,as I gather, without raising or attempting 
to raise the larger issues involved. He has a very 
keen appreciation of President Roosevelt and of his 
internal and external policies and he went out of his 
way to try to do something to show his personal good 
will towards those policies. To have this act on his 
part become the basis for raising a series of Issues 
which the Mexican Government feels it is not prepared 
to face, has led to a kind of psychological slump 
which leaves us in our relations with Mexico not only 
where we were some months ago, but, I am afraid, a 
little further back than that. My guess is - and I am 
just guessing - that we arc v;orpe off now, from the 
point of view of feeling and attitude, than we hove 
been at any time during a period of more than a year 
certainly.

It seems -.oith while, in view of the above, for 
me to try to state the Mexican situation on its agra­
rian side as I think the Mexicans see it, and, in 
part at least, as I see it myself, looked at internally 
in Mexico and not externally from the United States.

The Mexican Revolution was, in the opinion of the
Mexican





Mexi canGov eminent, fou<jh.t by the peasants for the 
sake of a pieoe of land which they could till and own 
For reasons which are too complex to go into now the 
process of land distribution has been slow It is fas­
ter now than at any time since 1915, when it first be­
gan; but even so, they feel they are only about half- 
nAnni?i0U+h\ J?616 sra on the books of the Agrarian 

5? Qt lhe Floment over twelve thousand demands 
f£or 1?nd’ whiob the Mexican Government 
feels have to be met not only if the purpose of the Re- 
7« £ulft.lled but also if internal peace
is to be maintained. Ihis is a matter of fundamental 
importance to us if we want to understand what is roinr 
on on the agrarian side in Mexico. The Mexican Govern- 

Ji®13 ’ a?d 1 think ib ls ri^ht in that respect - 
that the agrarian movement is stronger than the Govem- 
m??t; that no Mexican government since 1915 has been 
able to stop the process of land distribution, even if 
it ranted to; that the presdnt administration could not 
stop the process of land distribution if it wanted to 
without precipitating either a revolution against it- 

2 ®erlo?s character , or, if not a revo­
lution, certainly universal and unorganized violence 
all over the country. The thousands of villages which 

^°<-ianv 6*7011 t0 than wil1 not, from the point 
of view of the Mexican Government and I think the Mexi- 
can Government is right, stand by and see themselves 
denied what other villages across the road or on the 
Ji11;r 81*0 of the hill have been given. It would emount 

suicide if any administration In Mexico 
should bring the agrarian movement to an end now, with­
out completing the process of land distribution 'Hiis 
process must be seen as a fundamental historical change 
taking place in Mexico, which, like a flood, is stronger 
chan any obstacle which stands in its way; and the only 
Jany government in Mexico can do until the process 
7 6 completed is to go along with it, willing or unwill- 
ing. Previous governments in Mexico have gone alonr 
against their will, in part at least, - reluctantly'; 
ana they have had continued and continuous Violence and 
murder all over the country. The present administration 
considers it its duty to Mexico to go along with the 
flood and to satisfy the demands of the common people 
in that respect - partly because of humane feelings on 
the part of the present administration, but larrely be­
cause of a kind of political insight into Mexican his- 

them feel that the .only way to peace and 
stabiilty ano democracy in Mexico is through the process 
0 distribution and that until that is completed
nothing else of fundamental character can really be 
achieved in Mexico. J

That being; the case, there are a 
issues which it is very desirable for 
realistic about.
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us to be very

I am convinced myself that the present 
agrarian
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agrarlan movement can not be stopped either by this 
administration or by any other administration which 
might replace it, without precipitating a revolution. 
If we really mean to bring the agrarian movement in 
Mexico to an end, v/e would have to face the possibi­
lity of intervention - a possibility which seems very 
remote at the moment. But even if we did intervene 
we should end, within a year after intervention, b/ 
doing what President Cardenas is doing, because v./ 
would discover that we could not administer the terri­
tory without giving the people the land they want. 
Otherwise there would be such universal violence that 
it would be uncontrollable. The one difference that 
intervention would make would be that we could arrange 
to buy the properties before we distributed them and 
the present government can not arrange to do that; but 
we cannot change the fundamental policy of government 
in Mexico in that respect for the time beinr.

That raises another issues the issue of compensa­
tion. The Mexican Government’s income is less by 
nearly half than what New York City scends on its pub­
lic and high school system. Out of that nBegre income 
it has to maintain an army, a diplomatic service, end 

government. It simply has not got the money 
that would be required to purchase the land that poli­
tical forces compel it to distribute. From one point 
of view, of course, the Mexican Government, if this 
process is going to continue to its end, will distribute 
about two-thirds of the area of the country, snd I as­
sume* it is a true statement to say that no government 
is rxch enough to buy its own country, and this is pro­
bably what is happening in Mexico. Rough e stirates'are 
that the present value of land already distributed may 
run to a billion dollars, and they themselves feel that 
the process is probably only half through. If the Mexi­
can Government were to issue bonds against that propertv it could not afford to pay the interest on them/ P 7

In view of the enormous demands and smell income 
of the Mexican Government, such things as villages ask­
ing for help j.n getting drinking water to cut down in­
fant mortality; such things as trying to increase the 
cultivated area of the country so that the basic food 
supply would be higher; such simple things ar setting 
up schools for the children of peasants and of soldirrs 
so that the future of Mexico as a democratic nation may’ 
be one day assured — are of such immediate urgency that 
the present administration can not refuse to meet these 

/ demands in so far as it has the power to do so, and any 
attempt on its part to assume financial responsibility 
for the basic historical process of the conversion of 
land ownership from a feudal to a democratic system 
would simply mean that it would have to strip its admin­
istration of any kind of effort to improve the lot of

the





the common people In these simple matters, ano y^t 
be unable to meet the financial renuiremf'nt s in- 
volved in this land distribution. ’ I am not defend­
ing the Mexican Government; I am t ryinr' to explain 
its position as it sees it; and I may say for •»'yself 
that it is a fairly reelistic. view of the matter.The 
Mexican Government has not pot the money to pay’ for 
the land it has taken away and the lend it ’.-’ill as 
a matter of inevitability, take away in the near fu­
ture because the demands of the people are implacable 
and their hunger is so great that nothing, s6 far as” 
I can see, will stop them, not even violence. Violence 
is something that two sides can practice, and Mexican 
peasants are not afraid to lose their lives in an ef­
fort to satisfy an age-old hunger for a piece of lend 
they can till and own. The Mexican Government is 
caught betwe en two forces, neither of which it can 
control: the underlying social readjustment which is 
stronger than Itself; and the demand of native and 
foreign landowners for compensation, which it cm not 
meet. Under the circumstances it does whet any other 
government would do: it takes the easiest course in 
the matter because that it is the only course‘it cm 
tube if it is to maintain political stability. It 
yields to the inevitable.

Now, to ask the Mexican Government to assume fi­
nancial responsibility for American lands expropriated 
is to ask it to assume responsibilitjT ( I might say 
for what is not a very great sum in view of the total 
cmount Involved) for the property of Mexican land­
owners, English landowners, Spanish landowners - who 
have suffered the most - and other nationalities; end, 
as I have already indicated, that would rccuire the 
assumption of responsibility for an amount of honey on 
which it could not even meet the interest ’without se­
riously orippling its financial administration.

All of this raises a series of considerations 
which I think our Government will have to face, in 
making up its ovm mind as to whet it is roinr to do 
about this aspect of the Mexican problem. <hen Pre­
sident Cardenas offered to pajr for the small American 
properties that had been expropriated in Mexico, he 
did not presume, or intend,that that offer would be 
the occasion for raising the larger issue which ha is 
not in a position to face for obvious reasons indica­
ted above. He can of course trj’ to come to an under­
standing with the small property owners themselves, 
and I suppose that is what he will try to do in the 
future; but unless we are prepared as a Government to 
go to extremes, I feel fairly confident that both 
sides will merely indulge in a series of embittering 
gestures that will end, as all such gestures have ended 
in Mexico in the lafet twenty years, by leaving the 
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pioblem obout wh- re it was when tho e 
I have said befoi'e, even i t z rvent nn 
our doin£r whet the present Government

• If 1 v/ero asked for a roll- 
should say that we oupht to cncour?1 
eminent, either by itself or through 
to make -----
feels a special responsibility, 
and do nothing to inteffere witr> tne broader historical 
fereeevrn°if%2r\’-a??rÎiculaii{ hecrune we cm not. intèr- 

Tn? v e ,aut t0» Qna because in the lonr run F- Xico will be a much better neighbor to the United StrtnZ 
as a democratic, small-property-owning nation thm i? 
was as a feudal system based on large-scale Slantet?onc 
to ^f°n?Se- 1 5h-nk that in the ^nr, run wePiaïeÜ^S 
to gain from a friendly, democratic,'and peaceful Fc-i«« 
the%?i?inn as ? dO the Very dii>ficult position in'rhiV’ 
bb« State Department finds itself end the obvious iu41ee 

hQ®nnnds of Americans for compensation, I hai« no
Ï sympathy for the difficulties of the De^rtmcnt 

bv Sii1 <the 10n? runwe nQy even get some corroense^’on 
ties ? po,licy of understanding Mexico’s*difficul-

a^root a>,<-’ut thn hl,ran «><= tow
t f4-Îh? Problem, out we oupht not to be unmindf-1
I think, that v;hat they are trying to do by this rroc-ns 
ia to give themselves some opnortunity for the e^er»-*-iaTs 
ol a decent life: physical freedom from tfe nor^uUon 
ana abuse which the old plantation system ihv^ved- 
litical democracy iXarmTIcH) Mexico can be based onlv on a dmall land-holdlny system;'the prlvllcg? ef sehocUn- 
xor tlieix children and the opportunity to de’-elon «ore 
improved technique in agriculture so as to increa^ tv­
amount of ordinary food which the people eat And wl^'le 
-uch considerations perhaps do not weigh heavil”- in the 
nrnif°f?UStlCf’ W e ou^t not to be unmin d^i th a? 
disturbingrePrfs®nt Jnst a malicious process of Îh?A b e ?the^ PeoPle’s property rights, hut rather 
way o? II6?« at n°m aritl-democratlc to’o democratic 

ay * at Q Tery heavy cost to all thn uPODle in­volved but.probably quite inevitable. " P '

1‘mJ Qm ?°?ry 1 have takcn 80 "'“'’h time to any bo 
little, and I hope you will forgive me for it yrf?eg 
Caroenas asked me if I could stop off in Me ico on m^ 
way back from Peru in September, which I hope to be ahi- 
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-in people to whom it

, such as the little fellows 
with the broader historical ’
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Sincerely young,

FilAHK TANTTUNHAUM

(Please see next ppge)
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P/s:
Perhaps the Mexican situation can b-rt bn 

seen,from the American annle a°'p hpin+->i 
of homesteading which we went through inTur^-n” 
history with the major difference 'that a™

Z ?Caained ^PP~Pri*tea, whets' ?n 
they had been appropriated by a fe>- rCOnle many tt!es „ere left untlnj end unused

in our 
Mexico 
end in
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Dictated but not read 
as he was leaving on by Mr. Tannenbaum 

the noon plane.




