
SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

From the MixCache.com library

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

Mexico City: From Lakebed to Megalopolis
MixCache.com

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

Table of Contents
Introduction
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Chapter 17
Chapter 18
Chapter 19
Chapter 20
Chapter 21
Chapter 22
Chapter 23
Chapter 24
Chapter 25

Introduction
Mexico City began as an island city in a shallow lake and, through centuries of human
intervention, has become one of the world’s great megacities. This book traces that
transformation, showing how a sequence of hydraulic solutions, political decisions,
social practices, and technological choices built a metropolis that simultaneously
carries living traces of its Aztec foundations and faces distinct twenty‑first‑century
vulnerabilities. Water and earth—lakes and lochs, canals and wells, floodplains and
subsidence—provide the recurring leitmotif: they explain why streets lie where they
do, why neighborhoods sink, and why public life has always negotiated between
abundance and scarcity.

My argument is that the urban form, social patterns, and environmental risks of
contemporary Mexico City are best understood as the cumulative outcome of layered
responses to water and seismic realities. From chinampas and causeways to colonial
drainage projects, from nineteenth‑century sanitary reforms to mid‑century deep‑well
pumping and the construction of the Metro, each major intervention resolved an
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immediate crisis while producing new externalities. Those externalities—uneven
access to potable water, creeping ground subsidence, concentrated seismic
vulnerability, and sprawling informal settlements—shape patterns of inequality and
the limits of technical fixes. Reading the city as palimpsest allows us to see how past
decisions remain materially active in streets, foundations, plazas, and policy.

This book is interdisciplinary in approach. I weave archival research, historical maps,
engineering reports, urban planning documents, oral histories, and contemporary field
observations to reconstruct episodes of change and their consequences. Each chapter
focuses on a theme—hydrology, housing, transit, earthquakes, governance—and
situates it within a longue durée narrative. Rather than offering an encyclopedic
account, the chapters are arranged to show causal linkages: how hydraulic policies
shaped land tenure; how transport investments reordered social geography; and how
recurring earthquakes reveal both structural weaknesses and civic resilience.

Readers will find case studies of well‑known turning points (the colonial drainage
works, the Porfirian and post‑revolutionary modernizing projects, the 1985 earthquake
and its aftermath) alongside less‑studied processes such as subsidence driven by
groundwater extraction, the production of informal colonias on erstwhile lakebeds, and
the everyday strategies households use to access scarce water. Attention to public
space and architecture highlights how tangible layers—foundations, street grids,
churches, modernist apartment blocks—carry social meanings and constraints.
Throughout, I emphasize the human stakes: decisions about water distribution,
housing policy, and transport have consistently reshaped opportunities, exposures,
and livelihoods.

The book is written for both specialists and general readers interested in urban
history, planning, and environmental studies. Policy makers and practitioners will find
historical perspective that clarifies why some technical solutions have repeatedly
failed to solve deeper social problems; historians and architects will find synthesis and
fresh archival leads; and anyone who lives in or cares about Mexico City will discover a
narrative that connects everyday experiences—flooding in the low parts of the city,
rationed water deliveries, metro crowds, and the memory of earthquake alarms—to
long‑running structural dynamics.

Finally, this is a book about possibility as much as critique. After tracing path
dependencies and persistent vulnerabilities, the final chapters consider scenarios for
governance and adaptation. They ask what resilience might look like in a basin that is
both sinking and heating, in a metropolis whose past remains physically present in its
foundations. By understanding the entangled history of water, earth, housing, and
mobility, we can better imagine interventions that are equitable, technically informed,
and sensitive to the layered urban tissue that is Mexico City.
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CHAPTER ONE: Foundations: Tenochtitlan and the
Lake
Long before the sprawling concrete expanse of today, Mexico City was an island
metropolis, a vibrant testament to human ingenuity rising from the shimmering waters
of Lake Texcoco. This audacious act of urbanism, the founding of Tenochtitlan by the
Mexica people (often referred to as Aztecs), set in motion a centuries-long dialogue
between human ambition and the formidable natural environment of the Basin of
Mexico. To truly understand the megalopolis of the 21st century, one must first
journey back to this primordial scene: a vast, high-altitude basin, cradling a complex of
interconnected lakes, and the determined people who chose to build their world upon
its most improbable foundation.

The Basin of Mexico, an endorheic or closed basin, was a hydrographic marvel.
Surrounded by volcanic mountain ranges, it had no natural outlet to the sea, leading
to the formation of a sophisticated lacustrine system. At the heart of this system were
five principal lakes: Xaltocan, Zumpango, Texcoco, Chalco, and Xochimilco. These
weren't singular, uniform bodies of water, but rather a dynamic mosaic of freshwater
and brackish lagoons, their levels fluctuating dramatically with the seasons and the
intense tropical downpours. Lake Texcoco, the largest and most central, was notably
saline, while Xochimilco and Chalco to the south were freshwater, fed by numerous
springs. This distinction, between sweet and salty waters, would prove to be a defining
characteristic of the basin, influencing everything from agriculture to settlement
patterns.

It was into this watery world, around 1325 CE, that the Mexica arrived. Their origin
story, central to their identity and subsequent imperial ambitions, described a
migratory journey from a mythical homeland called Aztlán. Guided by their patron
deity Huitzilopochtli, they sought an omen: an eagle perched on a nopal cactus,
devouring a serpent. This sign, so the legend goes, appeared on a small, marshy
island in the western reaches of Lake Texcoco. To an outsider, it might have seemed
an inauspicious spot—a low-lying, flood-prone islet with limited dry land. But to the
Mexica, it was divine mandate, and thus, Tenochtitlan was born.

The choice of an island site was not without its profound challenges, chief among them
the constant threat of flooding and the scarcity of potable water. Yet, the Mexica saw
opportunities where others might have seen insurmountable obstacles. The lake
offered natural defenses, a readily available transportation network via canoes, and
abundant resources such as fish, waterfowl, and reeds. Their genius lay in their ability
to adapt and transform this aquatic environment to suit their needs, creating a
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cityscape that was intricately woven into the fabric of the lake itself. This intimate
relationship with water, born of necessity and sustained by innovation, would become
the enduring legacy of Tenochtitlan and a foundational theme for all subsequent
iterations of Mexico City.

From its humble beginnings, Tenochtitlan grew with astonishing speed, a testament to
the Mexica’s sophisticated engineering and social organization. The island was
systematically expanded through a process of infilling and reclamation. Earth, stones,
and even refuse were used to create more stable land, gradually pushing back the
lake’s edges. But mere expansion wasn't enough; the city needed to be protected
from the unpredictable moods of Lake Texcoco. The lake's water levels could rise
several meters during the rainy season, inundating low-lying areas. To counter this,
the Mexica constructed an elaborate system of dikes and causeways.

The most monumental of these hydraulic works was the Netzahualcoyotl Dike, an
impressive feat of engineering attributed to the tlatoani (ruler) of Texcoco,
Netzahualcoyotl, in the mid-15th century. This dike, stretching for some 16 kilometers
across the lake, effectively divided Lake Texcoco into two distinct sections: a western
freshwater zone where Tenochtitlan and its sister city Tlatelolco were located, and an
eastern brackish zone. The dike served multiple purposes: it protected the city from
the saline waters of the larger lake, helped regulate water levels, and even allowed for
the creation of freshwater reservoirs for agriculture and consumption. This
sophisticated water management system highlights the advanced understanding the
Mexica possessed of their environment and their capacity for large-scale public works.

The causeways, linking the island city to the mainland, were equally vital. These
elevated earthen roads served as both defensive arteries and conduits for trade and
daily movement. There were three main causeways: to the north leading to Tepeyac,
to the west connecting to Tlacopan (modern-day Tacuba), and to the south extending
towards Iztapalapa and Coyoacán. These causeways were punctuated by strategic
bridges, some of which could be removed or destroyed to repel invaders, further
enhancing the city's defensive capabilities. They were not merely transportation
routes; they were integral components of the city's hydraulic system, often
incorporating sluice gates to control water flow and manage floodwaters.

Within the city itself, a dense network of canals crisscrossed the urban fabric. These
canals, varying in width and depth, were the primary arteries for transportation.
Goods, people, and tribute flowed along these watery thoroughfares in canoes, much
like streets serve contemporary cities. The canals also played a crucial role in drainage
and sanitation, helping to manage excess water and carry away waste. Bridges, both
fixed and movable, spanned these canals, connecting different parts of the city and
facilitating pedestrian movement. This intricate blend of land and water transportation
made Tenochtitlan a truly unique urban environment, a pre-Columbian Venice.
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The chinampas, often referred to as "floating gardens," represented another pinnacle
of Mexica agricultural and engineering prowess, directly addressing the challenge of
food security in a lacustrine environment. These highly productive agricultural plots
were created by dredging mud and organic matter from the lakebed and piling it onto
rectangular platforms, often anchored by willow trees (ahuejotes). The rich, fertile silt
from the lake bottom provided continuous nourishment, and the surrounding water
offered constant irrigation, eliminating the need for complex watering systems.
Chinampas were incredibly efficient, capable of yielding multiple harvests annually
and supporting a dense population within the basin. They were a testament to
sustainable land use and a vital component of Tenochtitlan’s ability to feed its
burgeoning population.

Freshwater for drinking and domestic use was another critical concern. While the
western part of Lake Texcoco was less saline due to the dike, direct consumption of
lake water was still problematic. The Mexica ingeniously sourced their potable water
from freshwater springs located on the mainland, particularly those at Chapultepec.
An impressive aqueduct system, constructed from stone and timber, transported this
vital resource across the lake and into the heart of Tenochtitlan. This dual aqueduct
system, built with two parallel channels, allowed one channel to be cleaned and
repaired while the other remained in use, demonstrating a remarkably sophisticated
understanding of public health and infrastructure maintenance. The distribution of this
water within the city likely involved a network of smaller canals and perhaps ceramic
pipes, ensuring that fresh water reached public fountains and elite residences.

The grandeur of Tenochtitlan, with its towering temples, bustling markets, and orderly
canals, deeply impressed the Spanish conquistadors upon their arrival in 1519. Bernal
Díaz del Castillo, chronicler of Cortés’s expedition, famously described the city as a
"vision from a dream," comparing it to the enchanted cities recounted in tales of
chivalry. From the causeways, the conquistadors gazed upon a city of perhaps
200,000 to 300,000 inhabitants, larger than many European capitals of the time. The
clean streets, the organized markets, and the evident prosperity spoke volumes about
the Mexica’s advanced civilization and their masterful command over their watery
domain.

The religious and political heart of Tenochtitlan was the Sacred Precinct, a vast
ceremonial center dominated by the Templo Mayor, a towering twin pyramid
dedicated to Huitzilopochtli (god of war and sun) and Tlaloc (god of rain and fertility).
This duality reflected the Mexica’s profound connection to both military power and the
life-giving forces of nature, particularly water. Surrounding the Templo Mayor were
numerous other temples, palaces, and administrative buildings, all meticulously
organized within a grid-like urban plan. The precision of this layout, especially
considering the challenges of building on a lakebed, underscored the advanced
planning capabilities of the Mexica.
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Beyond the ceremonial core, the city was divided into four main quadrants, or 
campans, each further subdivided into smaller administrative units called calpullis.
These calpullis were essentially neighborhoods, often organized around kin groups or
professions, and each had its own local temple, market, and administrative structures.
This modular organization facilitated efficient governance, resource distribution, and
community cohesion. The calpullis also played a role in maintaining the local canals
and ensuring the proper functioning of the city's hydraulic infrastructure.

The Mexica’s understanding of the lake environment extended to their material
culture and construction techniques. Buildings were often constructed on deep
wooden piles driven into the lakebed, providing a stable foundation in the soft,
saturated soil. Volcanic stone, readily available from the surrounding mountains, was
the primary building material, often faced with stucco and vibrantly painted. Public
spaces, plazas, and markets were integral to the daily life of Tenochtitlan, serving as
centers for commerce, social interaction, and religious ceremonies. The Great Market
of Tlatelolco, Tenochtitlan’s sister city, was legendary for its size and diversity of
goods, a hub of economic activity for the entire basin.

The constant negotiation with water, however, was not always a triumph. Despite their
sophisticated engineering, Tenochtitlan remained vulnerable to extreme weather
events. Major floods periodically struck the city, causing significant damage and loss
of life. The great flood of 1449, for example, reportedly submerged the city for several
years, highlighting the inherent fragility of building on a lake. Such events served as
constant reminders of the formidable power of nature and the ongoing need for
vigilance and adaptation. These early experiences with flooding would echo through
the centuries, shaping colonial and modern urban planning responses.

The very success of Tenochtitlan also brought its own set of environmental pressures.
The continuous expansion of the city, coupled with the intensive agriculture of the
chinampas, altered the delicate ecological balance of the lake system. While the
Mexica managed these impacts remarkably well for their time, the seeds of future
environmental challenges were, in a sense, already being sown. The diversion of
freshwater, the construction of extensive infrastructure, and the sheer scale of the
urban enterprise all had profound effects on the hydrology and ecology of the Basin of
Mexico, setting a precedent for human-induced environmental transformation that
would accelerate dramatically in subsequent eras.

The legacy of Tenochtitlan, therefore, is not merely one of architectural grandeur or
political power, but also one of profound environmental adaptation and
transformation. The city was a living organism, intimately connected to and shaped by
its watery foundations. Its canals, dikes, causeways, and chinampas were not merely
functional structures but expressions of a unique aquatic urbanism, a testament to a
civilization that mastered its challenging environment. This intricate relationship
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between the city and the lake would, ironically, become the very battleground for its
destruction and the subsequent birth of a new colonial order. The memory of the
island city, however, would persist, a submerged blueprint beneath the layers of
subsequent development, forever influencing the growth and vulnerabilities of the
megacity to come.
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