
The Charmed Life

In 1921, he was nearly eighty years old, and he had lived in 
Mexico for about forty years. Every day of those years he

had devoted exclusively to his one interest in life: discovering
and digging up buried Indian cities all over the country. He had
come there, an American, a stranger, with this one idea. I had
heard of him as a fabulous, ancient eccentric completely
wrapped up in his theory of the origins of the Mexican Indian.
“He will talk your arm off,” I was told.

His shop was on the top floor of a ramshackle old building
on a side street in Mexico City, reached by an outside flight of
steps, and it had the weathered, open look of a shed rather
than a room. The rain came in, and the dust, and the sunlight.
A few battered showcases and long rough tables were piled up
carelessly with “artifacts,” as the Old Man was careful to call
them. There were skulls and whole skeletons, bushels of jade
beads and obsidian knives and bronze bells and black clay
whistles in the shape of birds.

I was immensely attracted by the air of authenticity, hard to
define, but easy to breathe. He was tough and lean, and his
face was burned to a good wrinkled leather. He greetedme with
an air of imperfect recollection as if he must have known me
somewhere. We struck up an easy acquaintance at once, and he
talked with the fluency of true conviction.

Sure enough, within a quarter of an hour I had his whole
theory of the origin of the ancient Mexicans. It was not new or
original; it was one of the early theories since rejected by later
scientists, but plainly the Old Man  believed he had discovered
it by himself, and perhaps he had. It was religion with him, a
 poetic, mystical, romantic concept. About the lost continent,
and how the original Mexican tribes all came from China or
Mongolia in  little skiffs, dodging  between hundreds of  islands
now sunk in the sea. He loved believing it and would listen to
 nothing that threatened to shake his faith.

At once he invited me to go with him on a Sunday to dig in
his latest buried city, outside the capital. He explained his sys-
tem to me. He had unearthed nearly a half-hundred ancient
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cities in all parts of Mexico. One by one, in his vague phrase,
he “turned them over to the government.” The government
thanked him kindly and sent in a staff of expert scientists to
take over, and the Old Man moved on,  looking for something
new.

Finally by way of reward, they had given him this small and
not very important city for his own, to settle down with. He
sold in his shop the objects he found in the city, and with the
 profits he supported the digging operations on Sunday.

He showed me photo graphs of himself in the early days,
 always surrounded by Indian guides and pack-mules against
landscapes of cactus or jungle, a fine figure of a man with virile
black whiskers and a level, fanatic eye. There were rifles strapped
to the bales on the pack-mules, and the guards bristled with
firearms. “I never carried a gun,” he told me. “I never needed
to. I trusted my guides, and they trusted me.”

I enjoyed the company of the Old Man, his impassioned sin-
gleness of purpose, his fervid opinions on his one topic of con-
versation, and the curiously appealing un humanness of his
exis tence. He was the only person I ever saw who  really seemed
as independent and carefree as a bird on a bough.

He ate carelessly at odd hours, fried beans and tortillas from
a basket left for him by the wife of his head digger, or he would
broil a scrawny chicken on a stick,  offer me half, and walk
about directing his men, waving the  other half. He had an out-
doors sort of cleanliness and freshness; his clothes were clean,
but very old and mended. Who washed and mended them I
never knew. My own life was full of foolish and unnecessary
complications, and I envied him his wholeness. I enjoyed my
own sentimental notion of him as a dear, harmless, sweet old
man of an appealing sociability, riding his hobby-horse in tri-
umph to the grave, houseless but at home, completely free of
family ties and not missing them, a happy, devoted man who
had known his own mind, had got what he wanted in life, and
was satisfied with it. Besides he was in perfect health and never
bored.

Crowds of visitors came and bought things, and he dropped
the money in a cigar-box  behind a showcase. He invited
 almost everybody to come out and watch him dig on Sundays,
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and a great many came, week  after week,  always a new set. He
received a good many  letters, most of them with foreign post-
marks, and  after a few rapid glances he dropped them into the
drawer of a long table. “I know a lot of  people,” he said, shuf-
fling among the heap one day. “I ought to answer these. Big
bugs, too, some of them.”

One day, among a pile of slant-eyed clay faces, I found a
dusty, dog-eared photo graph of a young girl, which appeared
to have been taken about fifty years  before. She was ele gant,
fashionable, and so astonishingly beautiful I thought such per-
fection could belong only to a world-famous beauty. The Old
Man noticed it in my hand. “My wife,” he said in his imper-
sonal, brisk tone. “Just  before we were married. She was about
eighteen then.”

“She is unbelievably beautiful,” I said.
“She was the most beautiful woman I ever saw,” he said,

 matter-of-factly. “She is beautiful still.” He dropped the photo -
graph in the drawer with the  letters and came back talking
about something else.

 After that, at odd moments, while he was polishing jade
beads or brushing the dust off a clay bird, he dropped  little
phrases about his wife and children. “She was remarkable,” he
said. “She had five boys in eight years. She was just too proud
to have anything but boys, I used to tell her.”

Again, later: “She was a perfect wife, perfect. But she
 wouldn’t come to Mexico with me. She said it was no place to
bring up children.”

One day, counting his money and laying it out in small
heaps, one for each workman, he remarked absently: “She’s
well off, you know— she has means.” He poured the heaps
into a small sack and left the rest in the cigar-box. “I never
wanted more money than I needed from one week to the
next,” he said. “I  don’t fool with banks.  People say I’ll be
knocked in the head and robbed some night, but I haven’t
been, and I won’t.”

One day we were talking about a plot to overthrow the Gov-
ernment which had just been frustrated with a good deal of
uproar. “I knew about that months ago,” said the Old Man.
“One of my politician friends wrote me. . . .” He motioned
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 toward the table drawer containing the  letters. “You’re inter-
ested in those things,” he said. “Would you like to read some
of those  letters? They aren’t private.”

Would I? I spent a long summer  afternoon reading the Old
Man’s  letters from his international big bugs, and I learned
then and there that hair can rise and blood can run cold.
There was enough political dynamite in those casually written
 letters to have blown sky-high any number of important diplo-
matic and financial negotiations then pending  between several
powerful governments. The  writers were of all sorts, from the
high-minded and religious to the hearty, horse-trading type to
the worldly, the shrewd, the professional adventurer, down to
the natural moral imbecile, but they were all written in simple
language with  almost boyish candor and an indiscretion so
complete it seemed a kind of madness.

I asked him if he had ever shown them to anyone else.
“Why, no,” he said, surprised at my excitement.

I tried to tell him that if these  letters fell into certain hands
his life would be in danger. “Nonsense,” he said vigorously.
“Everybody knows what I think of that stuff. I’ve seen ’em
come and go, making history. Bah!”

“Burn these  letters,” I told him. “Get rid of them.  Don’t
even be caught dead with them.”

“I need them,” he said. “There’s a lot about ancient Mexi-
can culture in them you  didn’t notice.” I gave up. Perhaps the
brink of destruction was his natural habitat.

A few days later, I went up the dusty stairs and, there, in a broad
square of sunlight, the Old Man was sitting in a cowhide chair
with a towel around his neck, and a woman was trimming his
moustache with a pair of nail scissors. She was as tall as he, at-
tenuated, with white hair, and the beauty of an aged goddess.
There was an ex traor di nary pinched, starved kind of sweetness
in her face, and she had perfect simplicity of manner. She re-
moved the towel, and the Old Man leaped up as if she had
loosed a spring. Their son, a man in middle age, a masculine
reincarnation of his  mother, came in from the next room, and
we talked a  little, and the wife asked me with gentle pride if I
did not find the shop improved.

It was indeed in  order, clean, bare, with the show- windows
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and cases set out properly, and tall vases of flowers set about.
They were all as polite and agreeable to one  an other as if they
werewell-disposed strangers, but I thought theOldMan looked
a  little hunched and wary, and his wife and son gazed at him
 almost constantly as if they were absorbed in some fixed
thought. They were all very beautiful  people, and I liked them,
but they filled the room and were not thinking about what
they were saying, and I went away very soon.

The Old Man told me later they had stayed only a few days;
they dropped in every four or five years to see how he was get-
ting on. He never mentioned them again.

 Afterward when I remembered him it was  always most
clearly in that moment when the tall woman and her tall son
searched the face of their mysterious Wild Man with baffled,
resigned eyes, trying still to  under stand him years  after words
 wouldn’t work any more, years  after everything had been said
and done, years  after love had worn itself thin with anxieties,
without in the least explaining what he was, why he had done
what he did. But they had forgiven him, that was clear, and
they loved him.

I  understood then why the Old Man never carried a gun,
never locked up his money, sat on political dynamite and hu-
man volcanoes, and never  b othered to answer his slanderers.
He bore a charmed life. Nothing would ever happen to him.

1942
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