Cross-cultural Stories - Parking space in Panuco
by Shirley Davis


Our very first trip into the heart of Mexico, during the summer of 1993, was particularly stressful for many reasons! It had rained over 12" during the 24 hours before we left, and at one time our hometown was cut off completely due to burst dams and flooded roads! But we managed to leave out on time, with our faithful old van pulling our newly acquired (but far from new!) 28ft travel trailer. Roads were flooded the whole way down to the Mexican border, and so it took us even longer than expected. Our final destination was supposed to be about 10 hours south of the border, but although we left early in the morning to cross the border, we still had a couple of hours to go when it began to get dark. We had always been told NEVER to drive in Mexico at night, and so we agreed we would have to stop the night in the small town of Panuco. We had never been there before and our Spanish was limited to a small pocket dictionary and sign language. 
The streets were terribly narrow and of course it was Friday night and so they were also crowded with people meeting up with friends. We drove around and around the plaza but there was no parking space suitable for both our van and our trailer. We were exhausted and a little scared, so Gerald decided to continue to drive around the block, while I ran out to find a room in a suitable hotel. I managed to ask the man behind the hotel desk if he had a room available, and he did. Then I asked if they had a parking lot - they did. THEN I had to ask if there was room in it for our van and travel trailer! Of course the word "trailer" wasn't in the dictionary, so I used my hands to explain that we had a "carro" and a "uuuuhh" behind. He finally said no! He said to park it in the street - but of course there was no space available. I ran out and told Gerald and then had an idea. As he drove on again to circle the block several times, I ran into the police station. After all, how could the police give us a parking ticket if they told us where to park?


I asked if anyone could speak English - they said that the chief of police did, and sent me to the "inner chamber". I was so desperate and tired, I didn't think to be scared! When I was ushered in to see the chief, I asked him if he could speak English, but he answered "En Mexico City sí, aquí (here) NO!" I think he was quite affronted that I didn't speak Spanish! So again I went through my story with hand gestures explaining that we couldn't find anywhere to park the van and trailer. He shook his head and said loudly "En la calle" (in the street). I was so exasperated, I dragged him by the hand outside, pointed to Gerald circling the block yet again and said "¿Dónde en la calle????" (Where in the street?) 
Finally he said something to another officer and told me to go - they would find us a place! I got back in the van and explained it to Gerald as we drove round again, although we didn't have any faith that on the next time around any of the parked cars would have moved! But as we approached the plaza a few minutes later, there was a policeman signaling us to park on the side of the plaza - and the whole side had been cleared of cars!!! I don't know if the police really can move that quickly in Mexico, or if God just did a miracle, but we were certainly thankful that we could finally stop, have a meal and a good night's sleep!

