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Strother’s sketch of a monument at the American Cemetery at
Tlaxpana on the outskirts of Mexico City, 1883.

Rather than the concise autobiographical jottings and
weather commentary that comprise the gist of so
many personal journals, Strother’s entries are chock
full of information and often uncanny in their depth,
detail and length considering that these essays, and
essays they often are, were composed spontaneously
on a daily basis. His observations of the people he
met and observed are particularly fascinating. In a
single entry made upon the ship’s arrival at Mexico’s
Yucatan Peninsula (May 12, 1879) he describes
“Toltec or Maya” boatmen “cleanly clad with white
Panama hats, breeches rolled up,” a group of native
girls “comely, healthy, broad hipped and cheerful
mannered like our Mountaineers at home,” Merida
city ladies in bonnets and parasols. He mentions a
half dozen fellow passengers by name and the
purpose of their travels. He writes of the Merida
planters, the massive scale of their estates and the
Peons, “practically slaves,” who do their work. He
concludes that the local Indian race is more civilized,

industrious and ingenious than those in the heart of
Mexico but notes that a fellow passenger, Dr. Jones,
contends that they are “inferior in physique due to
inbreeding.” He observes that the aristocracy “wear
their shirts inside of the breeches, the working
classes wear them outside.” He describes local
agriculture, the hemp trade, foodways, the price of
flour and corn. Turning his attention back on board,
he notes that his son is playing checkers with a
sailor. Others are shooting at empty bottles with an
Enfield rifle. The Captain gave him a tour of the
ship’s “bowels & steam machinery.” A Mexican
Colonel boarded with companions including a
woman “with diminutive & beautifully formed hands
& feet.” As evening approaches, he notes that
“Darkness in the tropics comes with a brief twilight
... at night we saw phosphorescent fires in the water
in large stars or balls.” This is a short paraphrase of
but one of some 2,000 entries! Though not all are so
rich, a great many are.

Arriving in Mexico City several days later,
Strother discovered the capitol to be teeming with
“the greatest variety of races & costumes I ever saw
collected together & interesting to study.” Countless
diary entries made over the next six years record his
often highly detailed observations of the city made
during daily walks that extended to all sections of
the metropoiis. Frequent topics include architecture
magnificent and humble, local history, infrastructure,
industry, amusements, “delightful marketplaces,”
and crowded streets “wriggling” with hawkers,
hucksters, beggars, bandits (he was advised to
always carry a gun) and much, much more.

Strother’s duties as Consul General were
numerous. In addition to providing travel documents
to all American visitors, he served as a banker,
postmaster, notary, register of births and deaths, and
as executor of the estates of American citizens who
died in Mexico. He provided legal advice, advised
American businesses as to prospects and procedures,
and served as a counselor and advocate for citizens
facing family difficulties such as divorce or a
missing person. As supervisor of the American




Cemetery, he issued permits for burial and was
responsible for the upkeep of the cemetery grounds,
a job that he took quite seriously. Much of the diary is
devoted to recording these activities.

Of no less importance were the Consul
General’s social responsibilities. As a leading
representative of the U.S. government, Strother was
on the guest list of nearly every state and private
function of consequence that occurred in Mexico
City. He describes these sometimes lavish affairs
with his usual eye for detail and incomparable
descriptive skills. He became well acquainted with
Mexico’s political elite including El Presidente,
Porfirio Diaz, “a tall well made man, simple but
courteous in manner—a soldierly air with a swarthy
Indian physiognomy.” Strother clearly admired the
bearing of the revolutionary leader who had seized
power in Mexico three years earlier and would
continue to hold the nation in his grasp for the next
thirty. The Consul General was highly critical,
however, of the Mexican government which he
found to be thoroughly corrupt and wholly dedicated
to perpetuating the country’s feudal society and
economic system. Mexican legislators, he reports,
are merely “lobbyists” hired solely to promote the
interests of their benefactors. Should, by chance, a
bill “based upon public utility or personal right...be
presented on its own merits,” he notes, it is “at once
Kicked out, like a penniless Greenhorn, out of a
gambling saloon.”

Strother interacted daily with leading
members of the resident American community in
Mexico City as well as with literally all American
travelers who passed through. Among the more
distinguished of the latter was Ulysses S. Grant who
visited for a full month in early 1880. As host and
chairman of the local arrangements committee,
Strother spent a great deal of time with the former
president and got to know him well. Nearly forty
pages of the present volume are devoted to this
episode and related activities including official and
private functions, social gatherings and sight-seeing
excursions. Grant emerges as a surprisingly humble,

kind and level-headed man. He watches his diet
carefully, “drinks only water at meals” and he rarely
consumes alcohol at all. He is a man “without
conceits or deceit,” straightforward and “common
sensical.” He is conversant on all subjects, is totally
devoted to family, and is a friend of both beasts and
children. Invited to attend a bull fight, Grant states
that he is “averse to the amusement.” When he
disappears while touring a silver mine, Strother finds
him caressing the mine donkeys whose brief lives are
spent under horrid conditions. When a blind beggar
girl reaches out her hand, Grant digs into his pocket
and pulls out a medio (6 ¥ centavos) and a dollar. He
gave her the dollar, later commenting that he would
have been ashamed to have given her the medio. In
summing up Grant, Strother observes “true glory
comes to those who seek no personal fame but act
only on duty.”

Strother’s diary is full of such candid
personal commentary and criticism regarding the
people he met which include many of the most
important figures in Mexico — Diaz, President
Manuel Gonzales, Secretary of the Treasury Matias
Romero, writer and diplomat Ignacio Mariscal — as
well as many of the least. In general, his comments
regarding the latter show that he was highly tolerant
in regard to race, ethnicity and class, though he
detested poor manners, slovenliness and ignorance
wherever he observed it. He also had an abiding
contempt for “dogma” and the groups that
perpetuated it be they political, religious, formal
societies, or informal cliques. He felt that when
people align the result is that they malign others.
“Calumny” (slander), he observes in one lengthy
diatribe, is “one of the chief enjoyments of
mankind.”

Among the most inspiring and highly
descriptive passages in the diary are Strother’s tales
of excursions through the Mexican countryside
which he inevitably found refreshing in comparison
to the dirty, “mindless,” squalor of the city. His vivid
descriptions of “picturesque native costumes,” and
natural wonders like Popocatepetl and Lake
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