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Lords of Agave: Eladio Sauza,
Agraristas, and the Struggle for Land
in Tequila, Mexico, 1932-1937

Ulices Pina

Introduction

It must be admitted that the real developments of the
Revolution did not in any way resemble the enchanting pic-
tures which created the enthusiasm among its first adepts;
but without those pictures would the Revolution have
been victorious?

—Georges Sorel'

On July 18, 1932, the residents of El Medinefio stood before the
Governor of the state of Jalisco to petition for a grant of land
measuring a modest 110 hectares. Claiming that they “lacked the
indispensable land needed to satisfy their most basic necessities,”
their petition was forwarded to the respective Local Agrarian
Commission, which initiated the process of land reform on August
9, 1932.% For this agrarian community of 117 individuals, life would
never be the same.

In the years leading up to the Mexican Revolution, the principal
cause of unrest and strife in the rural population was the loss of
communal landholdings through sales, concessions, and adjust-
ments made by local authorities.” When the Constitution of 1917
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was adopted, the decree of January 6, 1915, which established that
the rights of villages had been violated because they could not
sue at law, was raised to the status of constitutional provision and
incorporated into Article 27. Through this now-enshrined right,
municipalities and settlements with a communal character regained
the legal capacity to own real property. The right to eminent domain
was extended to include the division of large landed estates taking
from them the necessary lands and waters in order to endow villages
and other communities. The owners were to be indemnified for the
property taken, and, if they considered themselves despoiled, had
recourse to proper tribunals.’

Before the land reform tequila companies produced the agaves
needed for the process of distillation; shortly thereafter they became
dependent on ejidatarios for their supply of agave.” This article
follows the divergent paths of one local agrarian community and
one tequila industrialist—Eladio Sauza—through the bureau-
cratic avenues of Mexico’s post-revolutionary land reform. Using
Sauza’s correspondence, memos, and letters, as well as those of
the agraristas of El Medinefio, I show that their stories were not
only indicative of the change that the tequila industry faced; they
were also part of a larger national narrative on the development and
implementation of labor and agrarian legislation in the Mexican
countryside. What was decreed and then ordained into law more
than often unfolded on the ground in different ways than intended.
Although the Constitution of 1917 provided the legislative frame-
work for land reform, it remained highly susceptible to the pressure
from landowners and local communities.

Over 14,115 hectares of land were redistributed as ejidos in
the municipality of Tequila between 1927-1941.° The uphill battle
agraristas waged against Sauza to assert their right to land is an
inquiry into the lives of individuals who through the state sponsored
ejido system became empowered and integrated into the nation’s
revolutionary project.’ Examining the conflicting goals of Eladio
Sauza and El Medinefio’s agraristas not only uncovers the resistance
and negotiation that occurred in response to national legislation,
but also provides a narrative of the grassroots movements which
developed in its wake. I ask three questions: how did the actual pro-
cess of land redistribution affect landowners and agraristas? Did
the Revolution’s progressive labor and agrarian legislation benefit
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the people it was intended to help? What bureaucratic strategies did
agraristas and affected landowners use or develop?

Agrarian Quagmire
By the spring of 1933, frustrations had been steadily building at
hacienda El Medinefio. It had already been well over five months
since Engineer Luis Morfin conducted the agro-census that made
117 inhabitants, 26 heads of household, and 30 eligible for ejidos.”
That day Eugenio Martinez sent a complaint to Mexico City can-
didly requesting that Engineer Morfin surrender the general planning
report he had undertaken regarding the lands of the ejido because,
“we have yet to be given provisional possession of the land because
of the engineer’s delay.” In the grand scheme of things, this delay
was minute compared to what lay ahead in the coming months. Just
two days before, Eladio Sauza filed an injunction to set in motion a
Junta de Conciliacion y Arbitraje against Martinez and fourteen of
his fellow workmates. The injunction called for their eviction from
his property because of an apparent breach in the labor contract they
had signed on February 25 of that previous year."” El Medinefio’s
status as an agrarian community was on the line. If they were to
relinquish their official addresses at the hacienda, the eligible indi-
viduals would be reduced to half their size; five members shy of
the required petitioners to trigger Article 27. For this agrarian com-
munity, their first battle against Sauza occurred, not in the fields of
agave, but instead in the intimate deliberations of a labor tribunal.
Labor and employment disputes in Mexico are settled through
a special set of arbitral boards that lie just outside of the judicial
system. Juntas de Conciliacion y Arbitraje were tripartite organiza-
tions consisting of representatives from government, management,
and labor. Their composition allowed workers to have sectoral
representation in the administration of labor justice and provided
them with an important channel for the resolution of disputes out-
side of the workplace. Whether they involved collective bargaining
disputes or allegations of a violation of employment rights, labor
claims and disputes were heard in a single stage before the Junta
de Conciliacion y Arbitraje—federal or local—that had jurisdiction
over the matter. Proceedings were predominately oral; the members
of the junta, the claimant, and the defendant were present at the hear-
ings, which generally created a sense of intimacy. The proceedings
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were initiated by the filing of a petition before the appropriate board,
which identifies the parties to the dispute. After the petition was
filed, the board set a specific date and time for a pre-trial settlement
hearing. The defendant was then served with a notice of this hearing
date and warned that failure to appear would be considered a refusal
to settle as well as an acceptance of the demands of the claimant." In
order to allow for a full examination of the workers’ claims, writing
motions, and other procedural formalities—usually observed in judi-
cial proceedings were dispensed—within matters presented before
Juntas de Conciliacién y Arbitraje.”

William Suarez-Potts has argued that employers viewed the
labor boards as encroachments on their managerial prerogatives and
strenuously opposed them."” The conflict discussed here between
Eladio Sauza and El Medineio affords a different perspective on
how employers sought to protect themselves from such injustices
occurring within the workplace. Although there are many funda-
mental issues that undergirded Sauza’s choice to pursue a hearing
before a Junta de Conciliacion y Arbitraje, his decision represented
more than just a stalling tactic in the face of a menacing land reform;
it exemplified how the interpretation of recently enacted legislation,
its uses, and whom it was intended to help, was in a constant state
of negotiation.

El Medinefio’s fifteen agraristas were sent summons to appear
before a Junta de Conciliacién y Arbitraje on July 15, 1933." Two
days later, Rosalio Guevara—manager of Sauza’s interests—wrote
to the municipal president of Tequila to bring attention to the con-
flict “provoked” by the residents of hacienda El Medinefio and to
also name Amado Alcaraz as the individual who would represent
the management in the Junta. Both parties gathered the following
day at the office of Municipal President Juan Zeremeio, who shortly
thereafter formed the Junta de Conciliacion y Arbitraje. The Junta
consisted of: José Jesus Hernandez (President of the Junta), Amado
Alcaraz (representative of the management), and José R. Regalado
(representative of the defendants).

The Junta de Conciliacion y Arbitraje convened again at 18:00
hours on July 18, 1933. This time with the objective of commu-
nicating to the defendants the specifics of the lawsuit Guevara
introduced, which consisted “in asking for the eviction from var-
ious houses, at [Sauza’s] hacienda El Medinefio, which the peones
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acasillados are inhabiting.”"” The words expressed by the accusers
were intentional. In 1933 peones acasillados—agricultural workers
who resided in housing provided by an hacienda owner—were
still not eligible for agrarian reform for contractual reasons, until
1934 (provisionally) and (fully) in 1937.'° When it was his turn to
speak, Regalado—representative of the workers—expressed that,
“the defendants were not willing to leave because they are no longer
peones acasillados, rather they have constituted themselves a legal
agrarian community. [ That] until they find out the resolution of their
file for land grant, the peons will not leave the houses as it is their
official addresses.” The Junta attempted to reach an early agree-
ment. Regalado replied, “It is not possible to reach an agreement
because my clients will not abandon the houses until they find out
the resolution of their petition.”"” The session ended, shortly there-
after, because an agreement could not be reached.

The letter Eugenio Martinez sent to the President of the Republic
that very same day the Junta convened, is especially revealing
and provides us with a glimpse of the community’s reaction to the
events. Moreover, it sheds light into the dynamic and multilayered
character of the petitioning process. Letters written by communities
and addressed to the President went directly to his personal secre-
tary. Once received, it was the secretary’s job to inform the President
of the matter who would then take the appropriate action. While the
previous messages sent by Martinez had not received an official
response, the latest correspondence would set in motion a chain of
events and actions that would significantly alter the course of the
outcome. Martinez asked, on behalf of El Medinefio, for guarantees,
“because Eladio Sauza has initiated a lawsuit before the Junta de
Conciliacion y Arbitraje so that members of this community would
leave the houses we have at the hacienda, with which we would lose
our right to petition for an ejido. We have complained to authorities,
but due to Eladio Sauza’s friendship with the Governor of the state,
our complaints have fallen on deaf ears.”"*

On July 24, 1933, Rosalio Guevara presented a list of petitions
that introduced three witnesses for examination. They were dated
on the twenty-first and were received on the twenty-second; this
detail would later form a backbone of the defendants’ defense.
Shortly after, Guevara presented a written document to the Junta
that proposed to cover the costs, up to 20 pesos, for the relocation
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of all the workers being sued, “if they cede and willfully leave the
houses.” Regalado quickly interjected on behalf of his clients and
replied, “I do not agree with accepting such a proposition because it
is not in the best interests of my clients.” The President of the Junta
peremptorily called for both parties to conciliate their interests in
this conflict, in which he states:

That in the present conflict peons who were residents of
the hacienda El Medineno are being sued, and because
they are not currently rendering their services to the said
property and because there are other campesinos who are
rendering service to the hacienda and lack housing for
their families, the latter have the right to occupy the houses
of the hacienda, destined for the peons and for the time
being it appears that the defendants should be evicted from
the houses.

Alcaraz—representative of the management—jubilantly agreed
with the Junta President’s opinion, citing the fifth clause of the con-
tracts signed by the peons, which obliges the defendants to leave the
houses once they have stopped rendering their services to the prop-
erty. Eladio Sauza himself could not have planned a better outcome.

In what proved to be the pivotal moment of the deliberations,
Regalado—representative of the defense—exclaimed that, “the
evidence presented by the claimant should not be taken into con-
sideration because it is extemporaneous, since it should have been
presented within the allotted time frame of three days that Article
505 of the Federal Labor Law grants.” The proceedings had offi-
cially begun on the 18" of July. Sauza’s representative had turned in
his evidentiary petitions on July 24. The petitions had, under official
law, expired three days before. Therefore, the evidence presented
before the board was inadmissible. Regalado further argued that the
witnesses examined were biased, “because it is well known that they
are ardent supporters of the management [...] the three witnesses
assured that everything they put on record is true [...] but they find
themselves in a lie.”"”

The defense also accused Sauza of falsifying the labor contracts
after he had learned that workers from El Medinefio had organized
into an agrarian community and that the right of an individual to
petition for a grant of land was nullified if he had entered into a
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binding labor contract with an hacienda. Regalado stressed that,
“they [management] ask for the eviction of the workers because of
the labor contracts, these contracts are from a later date, given that
they were made to sign them in blank, so that they could manipulate
them when they thought it opportune.” The defense refused to rec-
ognize the capacity of the Junta to understand the matter—given that
Juntas de Conciliacion y Arbitraje exist only when there is a labor
conflict between workers and an employer. Up until then, the Sauza
representatives had yet to prove beyond a shadow of a doubt that the
defendants were peones acasillados who were currently working for
the tequila industrialist. Regalado closed with the following, “I do
not find any conflict [...nor] recognize their capacity [the Junta] to
understand this matter.”” The final session ended on July 24, 1933
at 21:00 hours.

Eugenio Martinez, President of the Agrarian Community of El
Medineno, received word of the official judgment made by the Junta
de Conciliacion y Arbitraje just two days later. In a letter written to
the President of the Junta, Martinez outlines the community’s reac-
tion to the decision reached,

The resolution taken by the Junta de Conciliacion, ordering
us to abandon our addresses at the hacienda ‘El Medinefio’
[...] violates the contents of Article 505 of the Federal
Labor Law, which states that in light of evidence the Junta
would meet within the third day with its members that form
it, with their opinion as a friendly arbitrator. What you
communicate is not an opinion, it is an order to evict the
houses that we occupy, where we have our official address
and where we are recognized as an agrarian community.

These were the words of a man well versed in the rhetoric of laws
and reform. Martinez exemplified a keen understanding of the com-
munity’s rights and subsequently took the proper steps to ensure
that these actions were thoroughly documented. The letter continued
outlining, in great detail, the abuse that Martinez and his workmates
had been subjected to, “In violating the law in this way, aside from
the responsibility, you find yourself misinterpreting the article you
invoke and find yourself intruding in the matters of our organization,
protected by the inviolability of the Agrarian Communities; whose
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matter should only be dealt with by Superior authorities of the same
Communities.”

The President of El Medineno also forwarded this same letter to
his superiors in order to give account of the violation against the
agrarian community; not recognizing the legal capacity of the Junta
to recognize a conflict between management and labor which in his
words, “does not exist.” Martinez reiterated that the constituents
of the community’s workers, “some who labor independent of the
hacienda, and on the international road, [...] have nothing to do
with Eladio Sauza and for the time being we are not his peons.”
Clearly disapproving of the proceedings and the final dictated reso-
lution, they refused to name a representative before the Junta de
Conciliacion y Arbitraje to finalize the dispute because of the threat
posed to the agrarian interests of the community. “I manifest, that
in the future all matter related with us should be addressed,” closed
Martinez, “to the Attorney of the People and the Local Agrarian
Commission, of whom we depend on.””' The Junta ended in a stale-
mate. Both parties walked away from the matter satisfied. Eladio
Sauza bought himself some more time and had found the angle he
would utilize to undermine the community’s petition. For their part
the agraristas would prove themselves adept at seeking out the right
people in the offices of Guadalajara and Mexico City. With Eugenio
Martinez at the helm and with the newly contracted Attorney of
the People, Felipe V. Guerrero, the agraristas went back to the
drawing board.

December Hangovers

The day before the Junta de Conciliacion y Arbitraje officially
issued its decision, Eugenio Martinez received a telegram from
Francisco J. Gaxiola, Jr.—the personal secretary of the President of
the Republic—in response to the letter Martinez had sent on July
18, 1933. The secretary assured Martinez that his original letter
would be forwarded to the President of the Agrarian Commission
for a final resolution. Documentation also confirms that Gaxiola
subsequently forwarded a memo to the President of the National
Agrarian Commission asking him to communicate the results of
the deliberations dealing with the resolution of El Medinefio
to Eugenio Martinez.”” The pressure from below that Martinez
had patiently applied throughout the preceding months, however
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successful, only represented one side of the story. The proceedings
of the Junta de Conciliacion y Arbitraje also revealed that Sauza
was indeed expressing a legitimate grievance. With the current
battle reaching a stalemate, Sauza now pleaded his case to the Local
Agrarian Commission.

Indalencio Nuifiez, who represented Sauza, informed the Local
Agrarian Commission that various individuals currently residing
at El Medinefio, “who are considered to have rights to land grants,
are peons [acasillados] who currently reside on his [Sauza’s] prop-
erty; others have died; and one of them is a minor; some are widows
without family and some do not live in the settlement, but instead
reside in La Noria, which is another different settlement, in Tequila,
and other places in close proximity.” He accompanied his allegations
with various certificates from municipal authorities, some peonage
contracts, and certificates from the Registro Civil, to prove his objec-
tions. With all the collected elements, on September 7, 1933 the
Local Agrarian Commission emitted its provisional decision in favor
of El Medinefio proposing a dotation of 110 hectares of primary land
or its equivalent in other kinds. Sauza’s protests were dismissed and
the positive resolution was forwarded to the Governor of the state
for consideration and approval.

December 5, 1933 proved a major set back for the Agrarian
Community of El Medinefio. The previous decision reached by the
Local Agrarian Commission was overturned. Governor Allende
declared the community’s petition inadmissible because they appar-
ently did not meet the minimum number of eligible individuals
needed for a grant of land. Their original petition declared 30 eligible
individuals, but now the dispute over labor contracts, previously
addressed by the Junta de Conciliacion y Arbitraje, was utilized by
the Governor to reduce their numbers below the minimum threshold
of 20 individuals needed for a grant of land. The Governor’s decision
overruled a Local Agrarian Commission that was by and large more
familiar and equipped to dictate on the matter. “A little before the
provisional resolution of the Governor,” wrote Eugenio Martinez,
“we knew that our file was going to be negatively resolved, which
is when we contacted the then Attorney of the People of the State
Felipe V. Guerrero.””’ Martinez reiterated that the reports carried
out by the Commissioner Luis Santos, who a couple of days before
was the administrator of the property in question, were entirely
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biased and false. “Without a doubt a doing of the landowner Sauza,”
decried Martinez, “[and Santos] who affirmed lies that only ben-
efited his boss, with damages to us and the truth.”

Attorney Felipe Guerrero informed the community of their right
to conform with the legal precept of the Agrarian Law in effect and
rectify the agro-census. Shortly thereafter, Guerrero wrote a letter
to Governor Allende imploring him to rescind the resolution and
return the file to the Local Agrarian Commission, “while a recti-
fication of the census takes place whose action I will personally,
as advisor of the petitioners, oversee.””* The Governor of the state
did not return the file to the community nor did he answer the pre-
vious letter from the Attorney. Martinez interpreted this as a clear
sign of his bias in the matter and also expressed solemn feelings,
“the Governor acted with manifest injustice [...] because instead of
returning the file like the Attorney asked, for the proceedings that we
have a right to, he took the side of the enemies of the revolution and
he condemned us to destitution and slavery.”” The rhetoric Martinez
invoked played on the revolutionary sentiment that was still fresh
in the minds of agraristas.”® Martinez defended the interests of the
Agrarian Community of El Medinefio by portraying the Governor
as an enemy of the revolution. But was that all that was at stake?
Sauza’s company represented a significant industry for the state of
Jalisco during a calamitous era of economic recession. Was it not
in the best interests of the Governor to protect such an industry?
What is clear is that actions of Governor Allende—between April
1, 1932-Februray 28, 1935—complicated the agraristas prospects
for land and, for the time being, significantly improved Sauza’s
landed interests.

The Point of No Return

The odds were stacked against the agraristas and even though
they had overcome the contentious decision reached by the Junta
de Conciliacion y Arbitraje, none seemed to hit home as hard as
the difficult situation before them. In a turn for the worse the peti-
tion they had so dearly defended appeared to have slipped into a
quagmire. The inevitability of land reform was deceptive; Sauza had
managed to turn the table on an entire agrarian community. Yet even
through these difficult times, the agraristas of E1 Medinefio retained
a calm certainty about them and remained hopeful.”’
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On May 22, 1934 Eugenio Martinez wrote a letter to the Head
of the Agrarian Department in Mexico City outlining their case.
Martinez hinted at Sauza’s friendship with Governor Allende, but
also crafted a solid argument to support his assertion that Allende
was biased in the matter. Devised and written as insurance to protect
their interests the letter carefully documented all the steps that the
agraristas had undertaken to ensure the rectification of the agro-
census.” Following the rectification of the agro-census, the file of
El Medinefio was sent to the Agrarian Department for revision and
a definitive sentence. The department thoroughly examined the data
collected and came to the following conclusion, “that the contracts
of peonage did not have any validity, in virtue that the signatories
had to sign them under duress and under force and for further clari-
fication, the penultimate paragraph of said contracts indicates that its
duration is voluntary.”” Moreover, the death of some individuals—
who were originally part of the agro-census—was not enough of
a motive to reduce the number of eligible ejidatarios at the peti-
tioning settlement. The Agrarian Department concluded that 29
capacitated individuals met the requirements for the definitive reso-
lution of the file, officially putting the community 9 people over the
threshold. Therefore, Sauza’s previous efforts to reduce the number
of ejidatarios, only ruled 1 individual, who at the time was a minor,
ineligible.”

The passing year had not altered the bureaucratic avenues of
post-revolutionary reform; the same strategies that had brought
the agraristas of El Medinefio justice were still sought out by its
leadership. But the individuals who applied pressure from Tequila
and those in the offices of Guadalajara and Mexico City appeared
noticeably different. On May 6, 1935, José Martinez wrote his first
telegram as President of El Medinefio to President Lazaro Cardenas
asking for his intervention, “so that the land grant file of ejidos
can be activated, which [we] have in negotiation since 19327 A
day later, the President’s newly appointed personal secretary Luis
I. Rodriguez sent a correspondence to the Head of the Agrarian
Department, attaching with it a copy of Martinez’s telegram.
Rodriguez also sent a response to El Medinefio informing them that
their request had been forwarded to the respective relating office.”
Not more than a week later, the General Secretary of the Agrarian
Department, Engineer Efrain Gutiérrez, preemptively disclosed
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to El Medinefio that since April 9 their file, “has been definitively
resolved, and the respective presidential decree will be executed
shortly thereafter.”” On May 18, 1935 the Diario Oficial published
the official Presidential decree awarding land to the twenty-nine
agraristas of El Medinefio.

Sauza’s pleas were taken into consideration only up until they
had been founded upon reason, since a review of the agro-census
had been made and only capacitated individuals were counted.
The negative resolution of December 5, 1933, given by Governor
Allende was rescinded and the agrarian community of El Medinefio
was conceded a total area of 277 hectares, “240 of which will be
temporal land for the use of the 29 capacitated individuals and 37
hectares of grazing fields for communal use of the settlement that
it benefits.”** Definitive possession meant another set of problems
for the agraristas. Not more than two weeks had passed since the
positive resolution, when the agrarian community of El Medinefio
complained that, “the Capitalist Eladio Sauza is the reason for the
setbacks that the processing of the file suffers and because of that
[...we] have not been given possession.” In a last ditch effort,
Sauza decided to exercise his rights and wrote to President Cardenas
asking for a hearing, “with the objective of treating matters that
affect my interests and because you sir are the only authority in the
present case who can concede me justice.””® Sauza’s troubles were
just beginning. In the coming years he would continue to receive
petitions for grants and amplifications of ejidos. Even though the
agraristas had stricken a detrimental blow to the landed interests of
Sauza, the industrialist would still not relinquish the land in ques-
tion for quite some time. In a region that lives to the rhythm of the
seasons, receiving land a couple of months too late could mean the
difference between a bountiful or futile harvest.”’

Labor Pains in the Land of Agave

Land reform did not simply end when the land was redistributed;
there were many subsequent options available to both parties. Those
included, among other things, requests for ejido amplifications,
protections, and sales. Following the loss of 277 hectares to the
agrarian community of El Medinefio, Sauza’s hacienda was faced
with two pending petitions for land grants (San Antonio del Potrero
and Los Camichines) and two petitions for amplification of ejidos
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(Tequila and El Medinefio). On October 28, 1932, Eladio Sauza’s
El Medinefio had a total area of 5,323 hectares. By December 2,
1937, it had been reduced to 1,899 hectares.” These developments
proved decisive for the landed interests of the industrialist. With
four pending petitions, if Sauza was to retain any land of significant
value, he had to make carefully calculated moves.

Shortly after hearing of the definitive land grant conferred to
the ejido of El Medinefio, on September 30, 1935, Sauza presented
before the Comision Agraria Mixta of the state of Jalisco a peti-
tion requesting the protection of 300 hectares of primary land on
the property of El Medinefo. The area formed a topographic unit
comprised of the potreros of El Guarreio, La Joya, Mayorazgo
Grande, San Pedro, Las Viboras, El Ocote, and El Algod(')n.39 Sauza
further stressed that in case of another reduction of the property,
“the 300 hectares should be taken from the potreros La Joya and
El Guarrenio.” The Comision Agraria Mixta permitted the petition,
which was registered and forwarded to the Agrarian Department
in Mexico City. On April 14, 1936, the Comision Agraria Mixta
emitted its decision declaring the admissibility of the petition for the
protection of 300 hectares of primary temporal land at El Medinefio.
The file was turned over to the Agrarian Department for its revision;
definitive sentence was given on April 7, 1937. After reviewing pre-
vious studies and other facts obtained, the Department considered
it necessary, in case other populations were to solicit amplification
of ejidos, to only safeguard for Sauza 200 hectares of primary tem-
poral land in the fields of El Mayorazgo Grande, Las Viboras, El
Guarreqio, Corral de El Casco, and the fraction of El Ocote.”

What prompted Sauza to take such actions? The pending resolu-
tions facing the property of El Medinefio involved, in some way or
another, these particular fields protected by the above decree. Given
the recent experiences of the landowner and the rising number of
petitions turned in by agraristas, Sauza sought, once and for all,
to safeguard the last remaining hectares of land that could be of
use for his tequila business. The confrontations between Sauza and
agraristas just before the declaration of protection shed light into
how the conflicts over land had started to affect the landowners
tequila business. On March 29, 1937, Rosalio Guevara—adminis-
trator of the assets of Sauza—wrote to the Municipal President,
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That today as a habit I ordered the agave harvesting of the
potrero called El Algodon, property of Eladio Sauza, with
the gentlemen Atilano Pacillas—member of the Agrarian
Community of El Medinefio—presenting himself before
the jimadores, accompanied by other individuals, who sus-
pended the harvest without presenting any written order
nor saying who it emanated from. And since I have not yet
obtained knowledge that the cited Agrarian Community has
been given possession of the aforementioned potrero of El
Algodon, it is for that very reason that I have ordered the
harvesting of agaves.“

These actions were taken to destabilize the heart of Sauza’s inter-
ests and to preserve the existing agaves. Possession of the primary
materials needed to produce tequila opened up new possibilities for
ejidatarios that allowed for an upsurge in clandestine tequila distil-
lation.” Guevara additionally made reference to a similar case at
the potrero El Mayorazgo Grande where the harvesting of agaves
was also detained. He noted that Maximo Sanchez accompanied
by another two—the three being agraristas from El Medinefio—
arrived to suspended the harvesting of agaves, “giving as a pretext
that they had an order to not harvest agaves in that place, because
this property is one that they count on for the amplification, which
the agraristas from El Medinefio asked for, what I suppose up until
this point has not been resolved [...].” The administrator of Sauza’s
interests bemoaned their lack of written orders and decried to the
offices of the municipality, “I suppose that it is only about making
sales of agave, as has been happening at La Casa Cuervo. For the
time being, I plead you to try to arrange that they give us guarantees
to not interrupt the labor of the Factories, which would cause us big
damages.” The Comision Agraria Mixta heeded the call for action
and diligently ordered the Commissioner of El Medinefio to abstain
from executing acts of possession or control of lands that have not
yet been conceded for amplification.

The letters written by Guevara also hinted at the big prejudices
Sauza’s tequila business was suffering and subsequently asked for
concrete guarantees from the Municipal President to continue har-
vesting agaves, “with the understanding that when the Supreme
Government gives possession of those lands to whom it corresponds,
I would not put up any resistance on my behalf.”* Two weeks later,
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in a letter written to Eladio Sauza, the President of the Executive
Agrarian Committee confirmed that they were about to be given
possession of the amplification of lands they solicited, “we have
agreed to write to you with the purpose of asking that you suspend
the harvesting of agaves which exist in the said fields, in virtue that
it does not benefit us.”*

Conclusion

The story of El Medinefio’s agraristas and Eladio Sauza offers a
unique perspective into the dynamic and multilayered structure of
Mexico’s post-revolutionary agrarian reform. It was in the spaces
of contestation offered by the petitioning process that the crucial
politics of agrarian reform played out. Although the legislative
framework for land reform was provided from above, it remained
mute without decisive pressure from local communities. The labor
tribunal analyzed showcased the extent to which Sauza would go
to retain his land and brought to the forefront how a local agrarian
community was able to defend its right to land. Although land
redistribution proved a destabilizing affair for the landed interests
of the tequila industrialist, Sauza was able to retain ownership of
the family distillery and shortly thereafter began to restructure the
company.” The examples provided above were linked by Sauza’s
refusal to give into conventional law. Overwhelmed by a revolution
in land ownership that threatened to cripple his fledging tequila busi-
ness, Sauza fought for his definition of justice while trying to dictate
the terms of his surrender. And in the process put to test all that the
Revolution had gained.
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