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 The men who became my boyfriends in 1970s Berkeley unequivocally distanced 

themselves from anything that reeked of male-chauvinism.   They cultivated an androgynous 

meekness that complemented the “I’ll take-care-of-my-own-orgasm-feminists.”  I knew I was 

missing an important piece of human experience.  I wanted to know what it was like to swoon to 

a dominant self-assured man.  I wanted to feel the fire that Clark Gable kindled in Scarlet 

O’Hara.   Berkeley was devoid of such men and such encounters and so at age 22, I went to 

Mexico.   

 Counter to the androgynous world fomented by American feminism, Mexican culture 

featured a fiery gender dance between Machismo and Marianismo.  Macho men were direct—

sex with women was not negotiated it was confidently imposed.  Marianismo, deriving from the 

Virgin Mary, positions women as vulnerable, compliant, docile and morally superior to men.  A 

grand cat and mouse game ensues with testosteronated men attempting to have their way with 

compelling, yet pure women.   

 Having just graduated from Cal, I wanted to test drive my freshly minted BA in 

Anthropology by doing “participant-observation” in a Mexican village.  (Participant observers 

embed themselves in a culture or subculture to access insider perspectives and then eventually 

generate theory vis-a-vis the insider/observer dichotomy.)  While it’s hardly standard behavior 

for anthropologists to consort with their subjects, depending on circumstance, opportunity and 

personality, participant observation can take many forms.  Anthropologist Kenneth Good 

chronicles his research journey and marriage to an Amazonian tribal woman in his 1997 book, 



Into the Heart: One Man’s Pursuit of Love and Knowledge Among the Yanomani.  As for myself, 

my curiosity and passion for deep access to human experience surpassed contemporary concerns 

of safety and consent.  Being a guest visitor in a foreign land, I did not expect to be on a level 

playing field.  When uncomfortable things happened to me, I sucked it up, recorded details in my 

journal and moved on.  My parents raised me to be an adventurer and I was…and have continued 

to be!  

 My journey led me to study two very distinct aspects of Mexican culture.  In the villages 

(I lived in several), I was the innocent senorita who playfully engaged questions from my hosts 

centered around, “Por que no casas?” (Why haven’t you married?)   My Berkeley feminist 

world was about self-actualization; marrying would have been a “full-on sell-out” to becoming 

an independent professional woman.   As a young anthropologist, I would incorporate the 

Mexican villagers’ reality into how I presented myself.  I told them about “Peter,” an American 

photographer I’d met earlier on my trip and would passionately proclaim, “When I return to 

home to California he will become my novio (sweetheart).”  The story (which calmed me a bit as 

well) did much to generate an acceptable persona for 1970s Mexican pueblo life.  When I wasn’t 

being a virginal senorita in a remote village, I was an exploratory Gringa.  Feminism had not yet 

arrived in Mexico and male chauvinism via machismo was king.  Moreover, I was very curious.  

Having sex with Mexican men became my research strategy for understanding the Latin male 

psyche.    

 One of the first guys I met was Marcos, a gorgeous 28-year old journalist with light 

brown curly hair.  We met while I was writing in my journal and sipping iced tea at an outdoor 

Guadalajara café.  I was staying with my girlfriend Minerva and her traditional Mexican family.  

While Minerva wasn’t allowed to go out on unescorted dates, being an independent Gringa, her 



parents could not stop me.  With Marcos, I was flung into the arms of an exciting, super-

seductive confidant Latin man and wildly hurled 180 degrees from the strident world of Berkeley 

feminism!   

 Marcos first plied me with alcohol at an exclusive night club where the women wore 

skimpy dresses and the dance floor reeked of the promise of full on sex.  The ladies’ partners 

were running their fingers everywhere they could.  Marcos tried his best to do the same.  I was 

confused and resistant.  I wanted to participate, but largely felt like a deer overwhelmed by the 

glare of headlights.  Sensing my reluctance, he announced he was going to take me to a very 

special place. We drove up to a lovers’ perch that overlooked all of Guadalajara.  For a second 

we made small talk about the pretty view below and then he expertly thrust his tongue in my 

mouth.  I tried to match his energy and passion.   

 My brain split off from my body.  Upstairs I was this anthropological researcher who was 

on a mission to understand the erotic world of the Mexican male, while downstairs, my body was 

numb and barely compliant.  I allowed myself to be just compliant enough to learn what the 

scholar needed to know, while deep inside I was one terrified Gringa.  I was an unescorted 

young woman who had never been on such a date before.  Moreover, this was the kind of date 

Minerva’s brothers and parents did all they could to protect her from.  And I was alone with 

Marcos gazing down at the entire city of Guadalajara with no idea how or where our date would 

end.   Ultimately, Marcos, who I truly believe meant no harm, returned me to Minerva’s home.  

He asked to get together again…and being on a mission of discovery rather than in search of a 

husband, I declined. 



 The following week, I traveled to the sleepy fishing village of San Blas.  On my second 

day in town, I met Rafael, a sexy 33 year old guy with smooth caramel skin.  He invited me to 

stay with him in his casita which was next door to his parents’ casa.  His parents would nod 

“Hola” but never invited me into their well-appointed home.  I was simply the gringa girl of the 

week.  No doubt it was a post that had been filled many times before.  The walls of Rafael’s 

bedroom were lined with his extensive collection of pornographic Betamax tapes.  Having 

viewed them all many times, he claimed to be a sexual expert.  I was curious what a Mexican 

sexual expert might know and so again I engaged fully in “participant-observation.”  Every night 

and every morning we fucked for hours—his love of fucking fascinated me… After my week 

with Rafael, I felt exhausted by attempted to match his demanding libido.  Nonetheless, I had a 

good time despite our different worlds and barely matching bodies.   

 Afterwards I travelled to the lively market town of Patzcuaro and then embedded myself 

on Janitzio Island with a Tarascan Indian family.  I’d been told to secure a letter of introduction 

to give to the family I would be staying with.  A librarian at a state research center agreed to 

write one for me.  While gathering materials for me to read he inched up behind me, imposing 

his desire into the crotch of my jeans.  I was startled and confused.  I didn’t come to his office for 

this!  Was this another Mexican cat and mouse game?  Did I really need a letter of introduction?  

(I didn’t.) The Tarascan family who became my hosts spoke limited Spanish…and would have 

not been able to read such a letter.  Being a guest visitor, my quiet escape strategy was to politely 

slip away without acknowledging this inept attempt at seduction.     

 That evening I escaped from the stresses of my high intensity “participant observation” 

project when I met Peter, an American photographer.  We shared dinner, walked around the town 

plaza and then snuggled together in his hotel room.  We were equals in passion.  My body and 



mind finally relaxed.  That evening I wanted all of him.  Not for research, but just because his 

soft skin felt delicious and we could really talk.  The next morning we kissed each other goodbye 

and I boarded the ferry for Janitzio Island.  There I lived for a week with a humble fisherman, his 

friendly wife, their two shy sons and all of their hungry pigs.  We slept on petates (reed mats), 

and they fed me lots of delicious fish soup with warm tortillas.  It was my first time to live as an 

anthropologist with a traditional family and I was in heaven.  

 A week later I arrived in the then sleepy fishing village of Zihautanejo.   Guillermo, a 

classy Mexican guy in his late thirties, was loading a huge amount of camera equipment into a 

little beach palapa he had just rented.  I was stumbling myself awake from an all-night bus ride 

and barely mumbled “Si” when he approached me and asked, “Quieres desayunar con un 

liquado?”  (Would you like a breakfast smoothie?)  He had his made with raw eggs; cautious, I 

accepted one with just bananas and fresh orange juice.  He regaled me with stories of being a 

National Geographic photo journalist who documented deep trance peyote ceremonies amongst 

the Huichol Indians.   

 After an afternoon of swimming in the ocean, beer and freshly caught clams that 

wriggled under heavy squirts of lime juice, he invited me to join him in the palapa.  I told him 

about my adventure of sleeping on reed mats with the Tarascan Indian family on the Island of 

Janitzio.  My career was just starting…I hoped he could mentor me.   He was a married man who 

wanted sex.  It wasn’t like me to say “No” to such requests.  Everything was an adventure or at 

least a cultural learning experience.  However someone kissed, cuddled or fucked was all 

interesting.  Ultimately his mentoring consisted of one suggestion, “Go to Mani, Yucatan.”  He’d 

shot photos of the children in the small Mayan village of Mani and noted their playful innocence.  

He surmised that my own relative innocence might be a good fit.  Despite that I believed he’d be 



in touch with me forever, being a married man, following our sweet time together, I never heard 

from him again.  Nonetheless, with the advent of the Internet, I have been able to track his 

professional achievements from afar. 

 The next man I met crushed my innocence and nearly drowned my spirit.  I choose not to 

remember his name.  After leaving Zihuatanejo, I travelled down the coast to Acapulco which 

even in the mid-1970s was a bustling place.  Its mega-hotels dotted the edges of an impressive 

aquamarine bay.  I’d rented a cheap little room and wandered out to the beach with about 20 

dollars’ worth of pesos in my pocket.  A heavy set man driving a small motor boat approached. 

He offered me a ride out to explore the bay.  I told him I had very little money and would be 

unable to afford his services.  He then looked me over and offered to take me out for no charge.  

In that I’d had a great time with Guillermo and had survived Marcos and Rafael, I must have felt 

quite invincible.   

 I boarded the boat and chatted politely.   Soon we were out in the middle of the bay and 

he told me he’d take me to a special beach that very few people know.  The next thing I knew 

we’d docked on a rocky cove with absolutely no one and nothing in sight.  He told me to get off 

of the boat and then began to ply me with rum and coke.  I kept my drink weak, sensing that I’d 

best stay on full alert.  He then announced that we were at a nude beach and that I must “Quite el 

traje” (take off the bikini).  I did my best to refuse until he began grabbing at the strings of my 

bra top.  I stopped resisting, hoping that we could then return to my humble end of the bay.  

Viewing the removal of my top as compliance, he pounced on me in such a way, that I could not 

get out from under him.  My very worst fears exploded.   



 An ugly overweight boar of a man was attempting to penetrate me.  I screeched, “Soy 

virgen!” (I am a virgin) and did my best to not comply.  His ejaculate spilled wherever it did and 

then my disheveled body was hauled back into the boat.  Being before the days of cell phones, 

there was no way I could risk staying behind presuming I could call for help.  I was forced to 

consort with my rapist.   

 In the middle of the bay, he announced, “Necesito pesos para la petrolina” (I need cash 

to pay for the gas).  I offered him the pesos in my purse; he snatched them from my trembling 

hands and then sped onwards, dumping me in the shallow water near where he’d found me.  A 

fisherman reached out to my bedraggled being and walked me over to my little hotel.  The hotel 

duena combed out my hair and served me some warm soup.  Believing there would be no justice 

for Gringas in 1975 Mexico, the next morning, I boarded a north bound bus and for many years 

kept the details of this rape story to myself.  With the recent emergence of the Me Too 

Movement, I have felt less alone in recalling my own experiences of sexual misconduct.  

Ultimately, human erotic behavior is complicated…and intercultural erotic behavior even more 

so.  Of course what happened to me was very wrong.  Someone who didn’t know me at all, 

opportunistically took advantage of me.   I was hurt.  And it wasn’t right. 

   The next day I landed in the inland town of Guanajuato.  There I went to a medical 

clinic to find out if I was okay.  The doctor examined me and prescribed some penicillin.  No lab 

tests were performed.  I presume he felt it could kill whatever it was (if there was anything) that I 

had been exposed to.  The doctor, having had a good look at my vulva, seemed relatively 

unconcerned about my state of health in that immediately after writing my prescription, he asked 

me out on a date!  I shrieked; the relentlessness of Mexican Machismo was beyond belief!   



  I found a long distance phone center and called my parents.  I told my mother about the 

ugly boar of a man who had so pounced on me that I had to comply.  She pleaded, “Leanna, just 

come home now!  You’ve had enough.  We love you and want you to be safe!” To me, the 

thought of returning home with my tail between my legs was so not how I wanted to end this 

trip.  Unlike Feminist Maryse Holder’s whose 1977 tragic journey through Mexico was 

published posthumously in the book Give Sorrow Words, I committed to resurrecting myself and 

my trip by being a bit more careful.   

 While visiting Chapultepec Park in Mexico City, I took a touristic boat ride through 

Xochimilco as part of my self-imposed healing.  There I paid the elderly oarsman in advance, 

and safely enjoyed pretty flowers as we punted past other sweet boats.   I found my way to Mani, 

the Yucatan town Guillermo had suggested I visit and nested there for several months.  I decided 

it was best that I keep what had happened in Acapulco a secret.  I focused on the ins and outs of 

local textile production, learning how to make hammocks and to embroider huipiles (traditional 

smock-like dresses).  I formed lasting friendships with several of the young mothers and had fun 

discussing the romantic themes in the graphic novelas they would read.  I wrote copious notes in 

my field journal and to appear more purposeful, offered English lessons to the village children.  

 After my first month in Mani, the tedium of Mayan pueblo life began to get to me and I 

took a bus to the Caribbean coast.  I stayed with relatives of my friends in Mani in Isla Mujeres 

and the beginnings of Cancun, which was then known as Playa del Carmen.  My host families 

watched over me; staying with them was very much an extension of my life in Mani.   One day I 

decided to go down to Tulum, a gorgeous archaeological site on the coast of Quintana Roo.  

Having no Manilenos to stay with, I found a cheap hotel.  It was the first time in over a month 



that I could stretch out on a clean bed; while in Mani as well as amongst the Manilenos, I’d been 

sleeping in well-worn hammocks.   

 I took a shower and then spread myself out on the bed to masturbate.  I thought about 

Betty Dodson’s suggestions in Liberating Masturbation and took some time to appreciate my 

still beautiful body and to focus on my breathing.  As my breathing intensified and I began to 

quietly moan, I heard a man excitedly hissing.  I looked up and suddenly noticed that the walls to 

my very cheap room did not extend to the ceiling and that a janitor was looking down at me.  I 

shrieked.  He began banging at my door.  I screamed “Quitate!” (Get out!) super loud.   I then 

threw on some clothes and ran down the hall to the reception desk (this was not a hotel with 

private phones) and reported that the janitor was peering into my room while I was dressing.  

The receptionist would not refund my money for a very odd sounding incident in that I felt 

mortified to admit that the janitor had witnessed me touching my vulva and had attempted to 

dive in.   

 While Betty Dodson and all of the feminists of America might have argued that I had a 

God-given right to masturbate in privacy, back in Tulum in 1976 there was no court room in 

which to duke it out between my weirdly enlightened culture and Mexico’s then endemic 

Machismo.  Fearing for my safety I repacked my bag and rented a room in the town’s other hotel 

where the guest rooms had floor-to-ceiling-walls.  I wrapped myself tightly in all of the sheets 

and blankets and breathed a huge sigh of relief when morning came. 

 


