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Border Chasm: International Boundary Parks and Mexican Conservation 1935-1945  
Emily Wakild, Department of History, Wake Forest University

The United States-Mexico border is the paradigmatic physical borderland—an example of stark economic and cultural differences conjoined by a political boundary.  This desolate, contested, and expansive divide currently makes headlines in the U.S. for fears of terrorism and antipathy towards illegal migrants while the Mexican media reports on drug cartels and missing women. Historically, what came to be the border hosted shipwrecked Spaniards like Alvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca, ambitious provocateurs sent by United States President James K. Polk, insurgent Mexican revolutionaries like Catarino Garza, and North American punitive expeditions like those of General John J. Pershing.
  Even those who know the region personally describe it as a festering wound, a colonizing frontier, and a raw wasteland.
  Such discourse of conflict codes the border as a dangerous periphery, denaturalizing its features and homogenizing its variety.  This renders a nearly 2,000 mile social and political construct an essentialized region and a literary device, one that consistently points out division.  
But the political border and its surrounding physical space did not always invoke ideas of militarization and fence building.  For a brief moment in the 1930s, scientists from both countries proposed that sixteen different areas be declared international parks or reserves as a means of demonstrating the friendship and goodwill between the two countries. These proposals spoke of nature on the border as a platform to recognize peace and friendship over persistent animosity; parks could be the natural bridge across this oozing chasm.  With a transnational park on the northern border, North American diplomats looked at a southern demarcation as a way to mark the ground with Roosevelt’s Good Neighbor Policy towards Latin America.
  The Mexicans immediately embraced the idea, but upon more careful consideration, their interest waned.  The border park proposals led to a series of international conferences where participants discussed their differing ideas about nature and park administration. The officials formed a bi-national commission, toured each others’ parks, and began boundary marking and surveys.  All agreed that natural areas along the border deserved attention; they could not agree, however, on the appropriate location to highlight that value or on what a park designation signified. It soon became clear that the North Americans preferred a joint park on the eastern side of the boundary while the Mexicans believed a western park would attract more visitors and thus deserved greater consideration.  

Despite the crescendo of conferences, tours, and correspondence during the 1930s, the border proposals failed to create an international park.  Importantly, this failure did not come about because of an innate predisposition towards intransigence at the border.  Rather, the parks’ failure must be historicized on both sides. In this article, I argue that the border proposals failed because of culturally distinct definitions of conservation and divergent purposes for a park’s existence.  In contrast to the opinions of U.S. officials, the international park failures had less to do with Mexican incompetence or insufficient funds and more to do with Mexican opinions on the environment and on the perceived purposes of nature protection.  Rethinking the ways in which officials talked past each other in the 1930s reveals the malleability of the concept of national parks while disavowing notions of environmental ignorance within Mexico.   

  As social constructs, national parks carry a widespread cache yet their application requires cultural specificity.  The nationalizing discourse and defining characteristics that makes parks conceivable domestically serves to differentiate them internationally.  This presents enormous challenges for the transnational protection of nature, revealed in part by the enormous variety of names for parks near national boundaries.
   For example, the proposed eastern border park bore a litany of names that emphasized one side or the other and sometimes a compromise.  These included, Friendly Nations Park, Parque de la Paz de México, Big Bend, Sierras del Carmen y Boquillas, Parque Internacional Río Bravo, and Jane Addams International Peace Park.  The failure of an U.S.-Mexico international park has not resulted from an unwillingness to protect natural spaces near the border, but cooperation on a single transboundary extension has proved elusive.
  Historians, social scientists, and journalists have explained the U.S.-Mexico border park failure as a series of political impasses, cultural rifts, and economic incapacity on the Mexican side.
  While these explanations reveal important points of disjuncture, it is essential to also consider the character of conservation projects.  Overlooking the ways in which individuals and their governments conceptualized national parks runs the risk of reify conservation as an easily transferable, universal concept rather than a contested and pliable notion that requires social significance and cultural understanding.  Furthermore, attributing the parks’ failure to recalcitrant Mexicans overlooks a rich history of conservation forged at the same time.
When negotiations began in 1935, the United States had twenty-seven national parks and Mexico had just declared its second park.
  North Americans presumed they held the monopoly on park creation despite the fact that Mexico was just coming into its age of declaration. By 1940, Mexico would have forty separate national parks and the U.S. only thirty.  The territory protected in the U.S. was much greater but Mexican parks had heavier use by the popular classes.
  Centered around the nation’s capital, Mexico City, the Mexican reserves, represented a much different interpretation of the park concept.  Certainly the interaction with U.S. park officials helped spur Mexicans into movement, but rather than import the foreign idea entirely, Mexicans put their own twist on the concept of national parks.  As they did so, their idea of what a park portended drifted further and further away from what North Americans had proposed.  Detailed correspondence and discussions of these historical interactions reveal the diverse array of interpretations by Mexican officials and local constituencies of how and where parks and nature conservation were appropriate.  These preferences also reveal the work of powerful local constituencies and normative environmental values in each country.  This constitutive atmosphere of discussion in the late 1930s alongside the quickening of Mexican conservation created an extensive system of parks in the country’s core, but it left the North Americans without the international park they had designed. This paper begins by addressing historiographic debates about national parks before turning to the Mexican case.  It next takes up the trajectory of park negotiations to address the ways conservation ideas overlapped or proved exclusive.  Finally, I discuss the facets of failure and the historical lessons from this non-existent park. 

The early history of the creation of national parks has proved contradictory.  From the 1872 creation the world’s first national park, Yellowstone, until the development of the International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) in 1948, nations on every continent independently created parks in a veritable frenzy.
 Parks held an immense political appeal for nations at various stages of development yet they often faced fierce resistance on behalf of local peoples.  Parks spread from government to government in part because they were easy to make, cheap to maintain, and expedient to publicize.  Their scientific rationale notwithstanding, the weight of parks lay with the social capital created nationally and promoted globally.  Parks proved popular because they seemed neutral, finite, and altruistic.  Historians have recently pointed out that behind this façade of impartiality laid a darker side of parks, one closely associated with colonialism. From Canada to Tanzania, parks proved an intrepid tool of resource dispossession rapaciously employed at the service of empires.
  Colonial officials recognized that “nature” was rarely empty and nationalizing territory involved excluding those with prior claims.  The wealth of literature on the United States and recently decolonized nations, such as those of southern and eastern Africa, clearly reveals divided support for parks that ran along class and ethnic lines.  In many cases, natural oases for distant and wealthy elites equaled encroachment on the livelihoods of the poor.  
The history of conservation in Latin America has rarely entered into this conversation.  Many assume that conservation efforts in these nations only began with Costa Rica in the 1970s or with growing concerns about deforestation in the Amazon in the 1980s.
  Surprisingly then, Mexico, a mestizo nation one hundred years independent and emerging from the first social revolution of the twentieth century, promoted parks as neither elite bastions of democracy nor points of dispossessing the poor.  Mexican officials made parks a revolutionary construct and used them to challenge the idea that conservation was only a privilege of the rich.  The radical president, Lázaro Cárdenas (1934-1940) envisioned parks as inclusive and incorporating spaces available to rural farmers, scientific bureaucrats, and urban workers.  The historical context of Mexican park creation goes far in explaining the orientation of conservation in Mexico and revealing causes for disjunctures along the border.
Mexican parks were formed out of the crucible of revolutionary chaos, during the social reform period in the latter part of the Mexican Revolution, 1910-1940.  In this process, violent civil war and political assassination turned into economic nationalization and vast social incorporation.  The revolution altered the dynamics of citizenship and governance in radical ways and established a framework for the expansion of political participation to previously marginalized groups.   It also demonstrated a firm, if sometimes fleeting, commitment to the economic reforms that would allow lower class groups more complete integration into public life. The revolution began as an effort to end the rule of Porfirio Díaz, (1876-1910), which had opened the country to immense inflows of British and North American culture and capital.  In this period, Mexican elites redesigned the capital city’s avenues and gardens in European styles and allowed ownership of the economy, from factories to farms, to fall into foreign hands.  
The initial attempts to overthrow Díaz came from those who saw his rule infringing on political liberties such as free elections.  The rebel groups quickly escalated to include various factions of Mexican society including people from both rural and urban areas who saw themselves as either firmly rooted in native tradition, thoroughly endowed with modern persuasions, or somewhere in between.
  They were able to depose the dictator by 1911, but the widely ranging aspirations of these social groups led to an intense civil war, one without an obvious resolution.   The most vivid articulation of the varied political aims of the revolutionaries came with the Constitution of 1917 which promised all Mexicans would benefit from access to natural resources, education, and unionization as well as fair elections. Although violence continued into the 1920s, important steps were made to stabilize the political system, including the creation of a national party, the National Revolutionary Party (PNR). 
  In 1933, the PNR’s candidate, Lázaro Cárdenas was elected with platform that promised to follow through on the Constitution’s social goals which included the nationalization of oil resources and the redistribution of millions of hectares of land to rural dwellers.  Alongside new schools and labor unions, Cárdenas and his policy makers nationalized the natural world in the 1930s.  Forested and mountainous spaces entered into the pantheon of national heroes as representations of this contradiction between revering the rural and aspiring for the modern.  For the engineers and scientists in the federal government and the politicians they supported, the forests and volcanoes of the central valleys were essential pieces of the economic and social fabric of the nation that had been abused, ignored, and overrun for far too long.  


The single most important change Cárdenas made in terms of natural resource administration was the creation of an autonomous agency to manage forests.  Recognizing the contradictory mandates of forestry and agriculture, Cárdenas revealed his conservationist inclinations and responded to the pleading of domestic foresters by separating the enterprises. Previously housed as part of the Departamento Agrario y de Colonización (Department of Agriculture and Colonization), the División Forestal (Division of Forestry) became the cabinet level Departamento Forestal y de Caza y Pesca (Department of Forestry, Fish, and Game) in 1935.
  To head up the new administrative arm, Cárdenas chose Miguel Ángel de Quevedo, an aged engineer with a reputation as the “Apostle of the Tree.”
  The nation’s pre-eminent forester, Quevedo had helped craft many of the extant laws on forestry and proved adept at enforcing them.  The new department managed timber harvesting on private, communal, and public lands through a series of permits and taxes.  It oversaw national forest reserves and facilitated forestry cooperatives nationwide.  It developed a sweeping system of nurseries and undertook numerous reforestation projects   Forestry Department officials also designed and administered national parks. 

  
The first template for national park creation was the Valley of Mexico that enveloped Mexico City with mountains and forests. Aside from its ecological value, this landscape was the site of the famous islands of Aztec glory, the place where Hernán Cortés’s march would forever change the Americas, and the location of numerous battles for independence and autonomy against Spanish, French, and North American forces.  This basin, once lined with prodigious woods, from native cypress to oak and pine forests, suffered heavy destruction during Díaz’s rule when railroad development voraciously devoured all accessible timbers.  As  the center of the country, metaphorically and geographically, this space proved first on Quevedo’s list of sites to conserve. 
  

The need for conserving the valley was clear to all the bureaucrats in the Forestry Department, and with President Cárdenas similarly committed to giving the forests attention, park declarations moved rapidly. In the first park decree of this era, on November 8, 1935, Cárdenas, Quevedo, and a legion of foresters created a national park out of the paired volcanoes easily visible on Mexico City’s skyline.  Their decree emphasized location, restoration, and access, proclaiming, “Of the highest mountains in the national territory, those of Iztaccíhuatl and Popocatépetl are without a doubt the most significant for their location in the principal center and most populated part of the republic where it is essential to protect the soil from degradation as well as maintain and restore forests to guarantee a good climate for the nearby cities.”  The planners listed the beneficiaries of the park as including the wide range of constituents—from peasants to industrialists—that the revolutionary government committed to supporting.  They explained, “Conservation of the waters from the volcanoes will continue to provide for agriculture and industry, furthermore, the same natural beauty of these mountains and their flora and fauna form a powerful attraction for the development of tourism which will add much value to the surrounding communities.” In 1935 and 1936, Forestry Department employees created national parks out of all of the major volcanoes in the Valley of Mexico. They protected the remaining large forest stands on various slopes and declared parks out of sites in need of crucial reforestation.  They scrutinized landscapes for beauty, scenic and historic value, accessibility, and ecological worth.  They declared lakes, caves, and hot springs alongside pre-Columbian pyramids and colonial Spanish churches.  Planners often argued for keeping the parks relatively small to make vigilance feasible and to respect other surrounding property holdings.
  While their scope was ambitious, the park sizes remained practical.  In the next two years, Mexican parks came to represent a deep commitment to conservation, to use, and to restoration.  

The creation of thirty-eight parks during the tenure of Cárdenas proved an invigorating, coherent, and flexible process deeply related to the historical moment.  As the President restructured land redistribution into communal holdings rural peoples earned an unprecedented voice in federal government. This process of resource redistribution made evicting residents from parks impossible so compromises were reached about small scale use within many parks. Despite the ways various state institutions circumscribed democratic or egalitarian participation especially by women, this era signified a watershed of political incorporation. Parks fit into this process by elevating rural landscapes, lauding the country’s core areas, and promising to provide for the future.  Park planners realized that the vast majority of Mexican visitors could not travel hundreds of miles to visit nationalized spaces so parks had to fit alongside people’s daily lives.  Parks served an array of functions from reforming citizens’ views on nature to protecting lands around hydroelectric works.  They symbolized a resurgence of national pride and a facet of the recovery from civil unrest.  Parks coincided with complimentary programs aimed at incorporating indigenous peoples, respecting rural residents, and calming simmering political factions.  They also reclaimed vast wealth for protection by the nation, as the Director of National Parks, Daniel Galicia described, by “saving a number of beauty spots from the systematic destruction planned for them by greedy vandalism.”
 

Near the beginning of this process, U.S. officials approached the Mexican government with a proposal for a border park.  The proposal with pre-existing North American support was for the conservation of the mountains and canyons formed when sudden mountainous topography obstructs the Rio Grande River, forcing it sharply northward around an area called the Big Bend for that reason.  The idea of building parks along the border at the Big Bend came from National Park Service officials looking to match Waterton-Glacier International Park and from local landholders in Texas dreaming of Texas’s first national park.  In the U.S., national parks were understood to be places of unique and grandiose natural beauty that should be preserved for the enjoyment of future generations.  Of these, the Big Bend area park had three features, the canyons along the river, the contrasting desert vegetation and the panoramic topography of the landscapes.  

In early 1935, federal representatives began to correspond about the idea of a joint park and a conference was planned for later that year.  North Americans notified the Mexicans of Congress’s approval for designing a Texas park and explained their goal of a 1,500,000 acre park.  They reiterated Roosevelt’s enthusiasm for the project and hoped for equal emotion on the Mexican side as a “real demonstration of the cordiality of relations between our two countries.” 
  The U.S. Ambassador to Mexico, Josephus Daniels, suggested that the Mexicans adopt a platform similar to the one the U.S. law described, where the land was solely dedicated to recreation and total jurisdiction would be ceded to the federal government for administration and protection.  In early November 1935, Mexican representatives Quevedo, Galicia, and the head of Wildlife and Hunting Division, Juan Zinzer met in El Paso with the U.S. Sub-director of the National Park Service, Conrad Wirth, and the Regional Representative of the National Park Service, Herbert Maier, along with the Director of the Civil Conservation Corps, Robert Fecher. At the meeting, the officials from the two countries collectively outlined ideas for four national parks, six wildlife refuges, and six reforestation projects along the border.
 
 Of these sixteen possible sites for transnational cooperation, Big Bend, was the one that received sustained attention from the North Americans.  Mexicans, on the other hand, were much slower to get behind the idea of an eastern border park because they were more enticed by a broader set of smaller projects and a different group of priorities.  Many, including Quevedo, had never been to the region around Big Bend that the North Americans were proposing.  The research, visitation, and studying of the border area, along with the international meetings, suggested the need for these federal officials to first become familiar with the region, and then become convinced of the viability of a park there, in a way their central parks had not needed justification.
  Rather than tenaciously seeking the symbolism of a park (as many Texans did), Mexicans saw the creation of a park as one of a spectrum of possibilities for conservation that could be applied throughout the border region.  They found little to be “national” about the desolate areas of the border but in keeping with their commitment to reforest areas around cities, they saw work to be done in the north. 

	Proposed National Park
	Location

	Boquillas Park
	Chihuahua and Coahuila, at Big Bend

	Four States Park
	northern part of Sonora where it meets Arizona, New Mexico and Chihuahua

	Rocky Point Park (Puerto Peñasco)
	northeast Sonora at Sea of Cortés

	Mexicali Park
	north central Baja California del Norte


	Wildlife Refuge Contents
	Location

	Bighorn Sheep and Deer Refuge
	Altar district of Sonora

	Bighorn Sheep Refuge
	Boca Grande, Chihuahua

	Antelope refuge
	Chihuahua

	Deer Refuge
	Coahuila 

	Deer Refuge
	Nuevo Leon

	Wild Dove Refuge
	Soto de la Marina tributary in Tamaulipas


	Reforestation Zones
	

	Urban perimeters
	Tijuana, Tecate, and Mexicali, Baja California Norte

	Valley 
	San Luis, Sonora

	Banks of the Rio Bravo 
	Matamoros, Tamaulipas

	Banks of the Rio Bravo 
	Chihuahua

	Margins of the Rio Conchos and Rio Bravo 
	Ojinaga, Chihuahua

	Torrential Ditch Correction  
	Nogales, Sonora


These joint proposals reflect a larger spectrum than merely creating a national park; they were part of discussions of a deep reaching management strategy for the borderlands.  The emphasis on urban reforestation, especially in the northwestern areas, reveals a consistent preference of the Mexican park service to repair, reforest, and correct environments that appeared damaged or unhealthy.  Rather than protect “pristine” or “untouched” swaths of land, Mexican officials preferred to rescue and revive those lands that had already been compromised or degraded.  In fact, Quevedo spoke of issues of deforestation in an almost apocalyptic tone, claiming “the lack of forest resources will bring biological disequilibrium to the national environment and to the individual and collective wellbeing of human inhabitants.”
  For the most prominent Mexican spokesperson on the issue, parks were part of a broader environmental strategy to correct the environments where people lived.  While Quevedo also approved of reserves where forests or other environments were in good condition, such places required much less urgent action.  
A fervor of meetings subsequently followed and significant steps were taken towards the promise of a park. At the El Paso conference an agreement on the creation of parks was adopted and the first clause reveals the leanings of the negotiation.  It read, “The Mexican government accepts the suggestion of the United States government for the creation of international parks designed to include adjacent areas of outstanding scenic beauty on both sides of the international boundary, thus fostering a close understanding between the peoples of the two nations and inaugurating a joint effort for the conservation of natural resources.”
  This paternalistic tone of Mexican submission betrays the seemingly benign negotiations yet the idea remained intriguing to the Mexicans.  After the conference, these federal officials agreed to meet again and they soon did.   Along with local guides and administrators they toured the proposed park areas in Texas, Coahuila, and Chihuahua in February of 1936.  The environment was new to both sides of the expedition and the tour included a visit to Santa Elena Canyon and an airplane cruise over the Rio Grande river, Mariscal and Boquillas Canyons, and the Chisos Mountains.  The group then drove to Boquillas Canyon and along the Carmel mountain range making treacherous crossings of the river.  Both sides were enchanted with the area and enjoyed the tour immensely.  Enthusiasm and promise reigned for several months and a quick decree was even drafted in Mexico.  

It appeared that the park proposal would proceed quickly until a tragic car accident took the lives of Robert Toll and George Wright, two Park Service employees and members of the international commission.  The project then began to stall on the North American side and the Mexicans, always equally interested in other border projects, continued with surveying the area and evaluating the potential for the next few years.   Slowly, their excitement turned to hesitation when studies of the eastern areas came back and revealed disturbing details.  


To justify the enthusiasm for the park and in keeping with procedures in his department, in early 1936 Galicia undertook an intense study of the region the North Americans praised so heavily.  His survey included interviews with local residents, cataloging the area’s resources, and evaluating the potential economic and ecological benefits of a park.
 Much to Quevedo’s dismay, Galicia’s final report revealed the North American’s proposal contained arduous obstacles and lacked resonance with Mexican conservation goals.  Galicia reiterated the importance of the park’s potential as a symbolic gesture and idealized the dream that in the international park, citizens of both nations could mix freely without restraints or hostilities.  Yet, these goals seemed too lofty to be met on this site.  Galicia’s hesitations were threefold.   First, the proposed area, which included the areas of Sierra and Boquillas del Carmen and Santa Elena within the municipalities of Ocampo, Villa Acuña, and Ojinaga, was virtually unreachable. There were no railroads, no highways, and not even passable dirt roads that permitted easy access. The communities were more closely linked with Texas than they were to Mexican national territory.  The most accessible route through the proposed park required a 300km detour or a trip across the border.  The North Americans, on the other hand, had already established gravel roads that crossed to the border and transited the proposed park from north to south. On the initial inspection tour, Galicia and his employees, Juan Treviño, Juan Flores, and Salvador Guerrero split up in rented cars to survey the territory and then convene with the U.S. officials in Alpine, Texas.  Galicia and Flores’s car broke down and the other pair had to retrieve them, missing vital sections of the survey.
  Frustrated, exhausted, and unimpressed, Treviño opined that the bulk of the lands he saw lacked vegetation and had scarce water and therefore were not appropriate to include in the lands the government should designate as an international park.  After the failed inspection, no personnel could claim to truly know the area and fixing a precise boundary proved elusive.  Furthermore, these men knew if they chose to make a park in an isolated area, it was up to them to come up with the funds to build roads and bridges, of which an international park at Big Bend required many.
  The parks division inquired about financial collaboration from other federal agencies, but even the Director of Highways refused to collaborate on a road with little daily utility.
  
Second, the park lands were largely in private hands and they contributed high value ranchlands to the regional economy.  Galicia immediately recognized that extinguishing cattle for an inaccessible park would prove counter-revolutionary.  He suggested special regulations to allow local ranchers to take advantage of grazing lands, claiming their economic contribution far outweighed the nuisance cattle might pose towards recreationists.  On this point, Galicia pointed out he noticed ranching in the Big Bend side and remained skeptical to the claims the practice would stop when the park was formed.  His employee, Armando Santacruz also pointed out that the U.S. at other times had discussed the prospect of dams at various points along the Rio Grande.
  Private property holders and recipients of government land redistribution known as ejidatarios, favored the prospect of irrigation over the idea of a park as a means to enhance the regional economy.  
Third, the justification of replacing ranching and farming with tourism lay on a faulty premise. Galicia noted that the only significant tourists in the area were North American hunters who “found a veritable paradise, abundant with bears, whitetailed deer, quail, wild doves and other animals.”
  Inhabitants of Boquillas already served as guides for tourists and hunters, and creating a park there might provide a more predictable source of income for guides and horse provisioners but it was unlikely to attract Mexican tourists.  The lack of domestic tourism was reinforced by the first problem, no access, but it also highlighted the underlying sentiment that the park was designed to serve North Americans, not Mexicans.  It was unclear to him how tourism would enhance the region and even less clear how tourism would include Mexicans.

Galicia wrote his study perplexed by the dilemma of the international park and ambivalent about the potential benefits.  His conversations with local residents on the Mexican side only furthered his reluctance to support the project as he recognized the small scale farming, ranching, and even mining activities in the area.
  For example, Miguel S. González was one of the cattle ranchers in the area interviewed by Galicia.  González claimed to support the park idea and worked with the federal agencies in studies about the area, yet he only supported the park as long as it did not inhibit the pasturage of his animals.
  Vested local interests were not excluded by the federal officials; in fact, they were often listened to by those in charge of the parks. Galicia met with González several times and agreed that his ranching activities were important to the national economy and should not be taken away by the park.  Ranching was the main economic activity in the area, and Galicia proposed that park declaration should only affect the mountain and river zones, so as not to disturb ranching in the scattered pastures.  In keeping with administrative flexibility elsewhere, Galicia also recommended considerations for mining, agriculture, and small scale forest extraction within the park.
   Galicia proposed taking at least some local needs into consideration when the park boundaries were designed.  This reflected a constant tension of the parks, the need to recognize local controls but to simultaneously impose federal regulations over natural resources.  Because of the revolution, federal bureaucrats could not merely usurp forests.  
González also had other suspicions that revealed the acute observations of a local resident.  His comments deepened Galicia’s superficial understanding of the region’s complexity and revealed the longer trends of resource use in the area.  Unlike Galicia, González offered a series of comments about the nascent park project that revealed a deep distrust for North American agendas. 
 González lamented that the lack of inhabitants in the region was the very reason Mexico had lost the territory to the North Americans in 1836 and then again in 1848.  If a park included grazing lands thus extinguishing the main source of production in the region, the meager economy would be devastated and the park land would be de facto ceded to the U.S.  González reminded Galicia that the park idea originated with the North Americans and he attributed their agenda not to concern with protecting land, but to the desire to give work to the thousands of unemployed laborers affected by the economic depression and to make that region productive despite its scarce resources.  In his estimation, the “Friendly Nations Park” was little more than a grab for 300,000 hectares of the best cattle lands in northern Coahuila.  González noted that the park project created lopsided beneficiaries, claiming that the attraction might bring millions of U.S. visitors but few Mexicans would benefit.  He then suggested that if the North Americans were so keen on a park, the 32,000 hectares belonging to the Club Sierra del Carmen hunting resort, with its owners residing in San Antonio Texas, should be turned over to the Mexican government for the park and the boundaries of the U.S. side realigned to match that territory.


In these explanations, González made his occupation as a rancher obvious and expressed his desire for protecting his own economic self interest.  Importantly, González’s justifications for excluding his lands had more than an economic productivity argument: He presented himself as the appropriate steward of that landscape.  He explained that his understanding of the soil, forests, and climate of northern Coahuila made him a successful cattle-raiser.  Subsequent investments in time and money organizing his ranch were calculated to conserve the fragile ecology of the pastures while benefiting from their use.  As a long time resident, he argued that the merits of the park were rather exaggerated because the sterile, extreme, and marginalized lands proved the most unusable property in Texas. This wasteland’s lack of productivity, which resulted from accidents of geography and the neglect of North American ranchers, motivated the proposal for a park to capture the best lands on the Mexican side.  González got defensive on this point because he knew these lands well.  He claimed he already served as his property’s caretaker and that his actions even garnered him an international reputation for custodianship.
 Proffering letters from Dr. Clifford Presnall of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and Walter Taylor from the Texas Cooperative Wildlife Research Unit observing the superior condition of pastures on the Mexican side, González made his case.  Presnall requested the right to feature González in an article in Cattleman magazine because, “in all of my experience with respect to the pastures of the southwestern United States, I have never seen lands better administered or equal to yours [González’s] in the capacity to produce pasture.”  Presnall went on to claim that North Americans had a lot to learn from Mexican stewards, claiming their “operational methods would inspire intelligent administration of pastures among cattlemen of my country.” Citing his expertise, economic significance, and most importantly the care he provided to the land, González reiterated that the federal government would be making a tragic mistake if it made the region a national park.  González reflected Mexican conservation priorities of restoration and use when he argued, “it would be an error if the good ranges in the semi-desert zone of the border were turned into parks which were too remote to be used.”
  However admirable, the protection of resources like these isolated forests was not cause for a national park.
González’s allusion to the agendas of North American hunters reveals another rift in conservation priorities between the two nations.  The Department of Forestry had a hunting division and the government was a signatory to several international wildlife treaties including the Treaty for the Protection of Migratory Birds and Game Mammals.
  But wildlife continually resided at the end of a very long line of conservation priorities, with forests at the front.  Interestingly then, by accident rather than design, many of the northern Mexican forests harbored healthy communities of deer, bighorn sheep, and black bears.  Aldo Leopold, a founding ecological thinker in the United States, visited Chihuahua in 1936 and remarked on its similarity to Arizona and New Mexico.  While his trips were not near the proposed park site, Leopold returned seasonally to the Mexican forests on numerous hunting trips despite “the hazards of Mexican travel.”
 In fact, he thought Chihuahua’s ecological health presented examples of mountains that had escaped the abuse and damage that North American mountains had undergone.   These trips into Mexico helped Leopold refine his ideas about the importance of predators in protecting against deer irruptions and it caused him to ponder the benefits of returning wolves to the management regime.  He saw the Sierra Madre as an unspoiled mountain landscape, where conservation ideas preceded heavy settlement.
  For Leopold, Mexicans had inadvertently achieved what the U.S. Park Service aimed for, but within Mexico, the incentive to then make it a park remained low. 

Leopold also commented that the area provided an important opportunity for international research.  A research site full of unspoiled ecological processes in the isolated areas of Northern Mexico would have been an amenity to the U.S. park system and it fit into the fascination with wilderness promoted by the U.S. National Park Service.
 Mexican conservation strategists, like Quevedo, in turn looked for landscapes in need of rescue. Mexican foresters also engaged in research, but their studies prioritized finding solutions to mistletoe outbreaks and less harmful methods of resin collection rather than studying animal behaviors.
 Quevedo allocated the few resources he had to reforestation projects.  He was just as likely to propose a park on a deforested and eroded hill near the national capital as he was an example of pristine nature far from large settlements.  This strategy stemmed in part from Quevedo’s European training and dedication to creating green spaces for the health of cities.  He also valued temperate forests, many of which surrounded heavy populations. Notably, the prevalence of local stewardship and persistence of wildlife were reasons for the Mexican government not to make the area a park.  Federal custodianship had more pressing duties elsewhere, in degraded and overrun spaces.  

Despite the waning Mexican support for the eastern park, Galicia’s border tour introduced him to possibilities elsewhere.  He met with regional forest directors in New Mexico and Arizona and discussed their plans to protect bighorn sheep and preserve fragile cacti stands.  He stopped in Nogales, Sonora where he admired the new tree nursery and plans for reforestation on the hills around the city.  On this project, Galicia hoped to get support for reforestation on the U.S. side as well to complement the plantings across the dividing line.  Next, Galicia visited Puerto Peñasco (Rocky Point), Sonora on the Sea of Cortés, the closest beach to the border from Arizona. He came away from this part of his tour so impressed he claimed that Mexican regional administrators and his companions were “all in agreement that Big Ben[d] is the least obvious place for an international park, but one could be established in another place more beneficial to both countries, perhaps in Sonora, comprised of Rocky Point.”
 

In the meantime, North Americans proceeded to negotiate the transfer of Texas territories to the federal agencies and to mark the boundaries of the Big Bend Park on the Texas side.  When Roger W. Toll and George M. Wright were killed in a car accident work on the international park commission slowed for a time, but the park plan quickly resurged with a patronizing tone.  In May of 1937, the Legislature of Texas approved $750,000 to purchase private land for the park and park promoters urged the reluctant Mexican authorities to write to Governor Allred and encourage him to sign the bill.
 The Mexicans hesitated, but even without the letters, the governor approved the bill.  In late July, Harold Ickes, the Director of the U.S. Department of the Interior directed the park commissioners to place bronze plaques on the boundaries that had been discussed in the international commission meetings in 1936.  Ickes then explained how the Mexicans should proceed, writing that, “Since these signs have been established definitively on the North American side of the Rio Grande, the Mexican authorities now have points to which they should tie the boundary of the Mexican portion of the proposed international park.” 
  The North Americans marked their park and requested the Mexicans to follow suit and align their side identically.  The Mexicans subsequently ignored the request.
This issue turned into a boundary dispute over the boundary park.  The lines of demarcation within the park, like those of the larger border, were symbolic of larger ideas and values.  In this case, the dispute over where the lines were drawn revealed incompatible philosophies of conservation.  The U.S. officials were determined to define the border park while Mexican officials had interviewed local landowners and changed their minds.  The resulting tensions and miscommunications led to aggravation and no park.  It is unclear in the remaining documentation whether U.S. officials were aware of the Mexican studies and conclusions that the eastern park proved infeasible from their perspective.  Regardless, the North Americans continued with increasing insistence to request that the Mexicans establish the boundaries on their side.  The pleas soon bore exasperation and disgust and began to resuscitate stereotypes of disorganization, evasion, and dishonesty on the Mexican side.
  Unfortunately the impasse over the park construes those involved as unfriendly or hostile.  This was not the case, men on both sides expressed great fondness for each other.  
The members of the international park commission consistently demonstrated respect for each other and seemed to enjoy the cross-cultural friendships they were developing.  Galicia complimented the North American conservationists’ activities and appreciated their graciousness on the tours they provided to him.   The North Americans that toured Mexican parks, including Chief Forester John Coffman and Chairman of the National Parks Advisory Board Dr. Herman Bumpus, also expressed approval and admiration for their Mexican colleagues.
  Galicia applauded efforts in New Mexico and awed at the Sequoias in California, but when he returned to Mexico he also returned to a different conservation program that fit his country’s social body.  Galicia’s ambivalence over the eastern park demonstrates the deep chasm that separated the adjacent conservation efforts.  
By creating a joint area of administration, the park lands became a means for imposing North American management schemes onto a fledgling Mexican conservation team.  What this plan failed to consider, was that Mexican conservationists had an agenda of their own. North Americans lacked knowledge of the emerging conservation strategies in Mexico and how those strategies resonated with the unfolding social revolution and nationalization of natural resources.  Instead of stitching together a site of conflict with a gentle idea, the park negotiations along the Rio Grande deepened fissures of suspicion.  Both countries had local and national interests working for the international park at Big Bend, but the different approaches affected the proposal.  Strong local interests in Texas made the park become a reality by purchasing the land and petitioning for Texas’s first national park.  North American officials and foresters believed in the superiority of their view of nature, and their methods of managing it.  They called into question the priorities of the Mexican conservationists and wanted the international park to be an extension of U.S. philosophies of park management into Mexican territory.  Not surprisingly, Mexican officials were skeptical.  Herbert Maier claimed that since the U.S. had instituted the idea of the international park, the U.S. officials would lead the way; in fact they had to lead because of Mexico's inexperience with national parks and preservation policies.
  This arrogant view of U.S. conservation tainted many of the talks and reveals the judgments imposed by the North Americans. The North Americans finally made the park official July 12, 1944 while Mexicans never turned it into a national park.
Undoubtedly there were striking similarities between these nations’ conservation philosophies. 
  For example, both countries valued parks with aesthetic value and promoted recreational uses.  There were also critical differences and highlighting these values provides a more equitable explanation for failed joint parks.  A brief comparison of the U.S. and Mexican park models reveals contingent historical factors and prescient political priorities.  The respective park models differed mainly in location, objectives, and administration. U.S. national parks colonized the periphery and sought out exotic, dramatic, majestic landscapes on the frontier.  In contrast, Mexicans protected the lands woven with national history and located amongst cities and communities.  Mexicans were concerned with climate change and environmental degradation and used parks as a restorative mechanism while North Americans sought pristine lands they believed had not yet desecrated by humans.  North Americans aimed to create a new, largely middle class, constituency for parks which required the development of transportation infrastructure to get them there; Mexicans only envisioned placing parks where lots of people could use them and where transportation already existed.  North Americans preferred enormous and expansive parks occupying vast territories, especially where marginalized territories made their acquisition easier.  Mexicans negotiated smaller areas among private, communal, and federal properties to include landholders in the park creation process.  North Americans wanted monuments and majesty, Mexicans wanted to facilitate use by average citizens.  Mexican parks were administered by the same agency charged with regulating forestry which allowed greater communication over restoration projects that transcended parks.  North American parks were placed in a completely different agency from forestry. While Mexicans were reluctant to act on the Big Bend area park; Americans were lackadaisical with the restoration of the watersheds near the Arizona/Sonora border in Nogales.
   These models proved irreconcilable along the border because, had the U.S. not suggested it, Mexicans would not have considered border parks.  The border was a place where the U.S. model of parks made sense; it proved illogical to the reigning regime of conservation within Mexico. Rather than failing to conserve, or not knowing how to conserve, the resistance to a border park simply did not fit the Mexican model of conservation. 

The political room to maneuver for President Cárdenas began to constrict in 1938 when he nationalized the country’s oil fields.  Despite pleas from industrialists, neither the British nor U.S. government intervened directly in opposition to this move.  Regardless, the financial constraints due to the payments for the oil companies accompanied by reduced investments severely curtailed Cárdenas’ ambitious social reforms.  Facing increasing pressure from those who thought Quevedo had gone too far towards preservation, in December of 1939, Cárdenas dissolved the Department of Forestry and returned the reduced agency to the purview of the Department of Agriculture.  This move wounded the conservation programs to the point they nearly disappeared.  With the election of Manuel Ávila Camacho as Cárdenas’ successor, economic priorities and industrialization came to outweigh rural resource protection and administration.  During the early 1940s all forestry restrictions were virtually lifted to keep up with the demand for raw materials for World War II.  This shifting political context turned off the fountain of park creation within the country although Ávila Camacho briefly resuscitated the border proposal. 
In 1944, President Ávila Camacho listened to the proposed profitability of the park with great interest.  Representatives from the Pan-American Union presented an estimate to Ávila Camacho that predicted 400,000 visitors a year to the Big Bend international park, each spending an average of $8 a day.  The representatives claimed the national park could easily be turned into “the most extraordinary tourist destination Mexico had ever dreamed of.”  Ávila Camacho gave orders to the Secretary of Foreign Relations and the Secretary of Agriculture to undertake the appropriate studies to make the park happen.
 Working from the abandoned earlier proposal, Ávila Camacho wanted to show his alignment with U.S. desires and foster greater investment.  Despite the activity, he was advised by the foreign relations agents not to proceed with declaring the area a national park until the U.S. lifted the ban on Mexican cattle imports.
  The park was presented the second time as a political lever and this strategy also failed. Proposals for parks in the region surfaced periodically through the rest of the twentieth century until President Carlos Salinas succeeded in creating Biosphere Reserves in Santa Elena and Maderas del Carmen in the 1990s.  

There is no single causal factor for international park failure, but instead a confluence of reasons: Uneven political power, divergent historical moments—one nation in the midst of social revolution another rebuilding the economy through the New Deal, the brink of WWII, personal tragedy, financial constraints, and more.  There were also fundamental disagreements on what a park should do, who it should serve, and what it should exclude.  One thing is certain; the international border park did not fail because Mexicans did not know how to conserve.  The failure of the Mexican border parks, but the success of forty others, demonstrates that it was not the federal government, nor resistant citizens, who were obstinate in accepting the idea of a national park.  Instead, they made parks happen where Mexicans could use them.  The idea of an international peace park stands in stark contrast to the political rhetoric of the border today, but it was not the radical-ness of this idea that prevented the parks from coming to fruition. While both parties valued swaths of nature along the border, their methods, management, and means found no axis of collaboration. They continued to talk past each other when they developed rationale and plans to create international parks because their conservation ideas were culturally specific.  Officials of each nation brought different philosophies of protection together in the proposals for border parks and in the end they found their differences irreconcilable.   
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