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El TilI"adi to 

and J nan Soldado 

Two Victim Intercessors 
of the Western Borderlands1 

In this essay we move from portable art forms to shrines and the beliefs 
that are associated with them. For at least a century, Tucson has been home 
to a shrine dedicated to a saint-like figure which seems to function within the 
patterns but outside the sanctions of the Roman Catholic Church. This spirit 
belongs to a class that I have called "victim intercessors. " The essay examines 
several victim intercessors in the western borderlands and suggests parallels 
and historical antecedents for these beliefs. The Tucson shrine is examined in 
detail as well, as are the dijfirent ways in which it is used by various seg­
ments of local society. 
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El Tiradito 

Next door to a Mexican restaurant, in one of Tucson's oldest 
surviving barrios, an adobe wall stands at the end of a vacant lot. A 
metal plaque in English and Spanish announces this to be a National 
Historic Landmark. It is EI Tiradito, "The only shrine in the United 
States dedicated to the soul of a sinner buried in unconsecrated 
ground." El tiradito is Spanish for "The Litde Cast-away One," and 
refers both to the site and to the legendary person or persons said to 
have been buried there. (In this essay, I shall distinguish between per­
son and place by means of capitalization. The place is EI Tiradito; 
the person, el Tiradito.) EI Tiradito is above all a place where some­
thing is said to have happened. Exacdy what took place is not at all 
clear. The more than twenty narratives in the archives of the Univer­
sity of Arizona Library's Southwest Folklore Center agree only on 
one point-someone was suddenly killed and buried where he or she 
fell, in unconsecrated ground.2 Many versions involve some sort of 
love triangle, with a woman, her lover, her husband, her brother (who 
was mistaken for a lover by the jealous husband), or two of them 
being killed in a fit of passion and buried on the spot. The general 
feeling is that the action, whatever its precise nature, took place in the 
1870s or 1880s. 

Here is the Tiradito narrative which the Tucson City Council 
declared in 1927 to be the official legend and story: Dr. F. H. Goodwin 
employed a young sheep herder named Juan Oliveros, who lived on 
Goodwin's ranch with his wife and his father-in-law. Juan had become 
infatuated with his mother-in-law who lived in Tucson, and one day he 
to visited her. Later that day, the father-in-law also came into town, 
and, completely unsuspecting, surprised Juan with his wife in their 
adulterous love. The young man was violendy evicted from the house, 
and in the ensuing struggle the father-in-law seized an axe from the 
woodpile and killed him. The older man fled to Mexico and Juan was 
buried where he had fallen. 3 

Many other accounts involve love and violence. A 1927 article 
quotes pioneer Bishop Salpointe as the source of a story concerning a 
"border ruffian" who betrayed a young woman, who subsequendy died. 
The young woman's brother challenged the ruffian, and they fought 
with knives. Both men were killed. The young man was buried near his 
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sister, and their mother for years afterwards would come and light can­
dles and pray for their souls.4 

A contrasting account has it that a half-witted boy who had the 
reputation for doing "wonderful, miraculous things" was murdered and 
buried where he had fallen. After death he continued helping his 
neighbors.s Other narrators (including the well-known Mexican 
American singer and composer, Lalo Guerrero, who grew up in the 
barrio), say a man walking along the street was struck by a bullet flying 
out of an open barroom door. He died instantly and was buried where 
he had fallen.6 Another recently collected account simply states that "el 
tiradito fue un pobrecito que Ie mataron y Ie tiraron del tren. Y por eso 
Ie nombraron el tiradito." (El Tiradito was a poor fellow who was 
killed and thrown off the train. And that's why they called him el Tira­
dito.) The nearest railroad track is a quarter mile away, downhill from 
the site? 

The legends all agree on one fact concerning el Tiradito. Soon 
after death and burial, this murdered person started successfully inter­
ceding with God on behalf of petitioners. The El Tiradito shrine has 
become a place where people seek supernatural help. Many older 
accounts have it that one should keep vigil at the shrine all night (or 
that one's candle should burn all night) in order for a petition to be 
granted. A boy who lived in the area once told a folklore student: 
"There's this wishing shrine down by the community center. This old 
man was killed, and if you want something real bad, like if you want a 
new car or if you're in the third grade and want to pass into the fourth, 
you go there, and you tell the old man that if you get it you'll go and 
light a candle for him."g 

This statement, collected in the 1970s, indicates that for some at 
least, the Wishing Shrine, as El Tiradito is often called in English, was 
still important as a place of petitions. I can personally state that, 
although I have never seen anyone praying or keeping vigil at the site, I 
have never been there when at least one or two candles have not been 
burning. While Mexican Americans still use the shrine, it has attracted 
a number of Anglos as well. One woman, for example, leaves a candle 
at the shrine whenever she intends to show one of her dogs; a man 
stops by and lights a candle every time he goes hunting for javelina (the 
wild peccary of the Sonoran desert); another woman lit candles during 
her daughter's problem pregnancy. 

In recent years the shrine has taken on an additional significance 
for many residents-as a community symbol for ethnic identity and a 



70 A Shared Space 

El Tiradito from the east, May, 1992. The central object in front of the wall is a 
wrought iron candle rack; other metal candle holders are visible to either side. The dis­
coloration of the central part of the wall is from candle smoke; the dark stain on the 
ground is from candle grease. Photograph by James Griffith. 

rallying point for local actlVlsm. In 1971, the proposed Butterfield 
Parkway was planned to pass through several barrios on Tucson's 
southwest side. A sizeable area of historic residential Tucson had 
already been swallowed up during the construction of the Tucson Con­
vention Center. In what many thought would be a futile effort to 
oppose the predominantly Anglo American establishment in its 
notions of progress, several neighborhood organizations formed, com­
posed largely of long-time Mexican American residents of the area, to 
halt the freeway construction. The freeway plans were eventually aban­
doned, in large measure, according to local belief, because El Tiradito 
was placed on the National Register of Historic Landmarks. Debates 
in the state legislature eventually led to a statewide moratorium on all 
inner-city freeway projects.9 
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The lessons learned from this struggle have not been lost on sub­
sequent generations of activists. In the late 1980s, a project to widen 
Mission Road on the west side of the Santa Cruz River threatened to 
destroy the remaining foundations of the mission structure that served 
the Indian village that was there long before the European settlement 
of Tucson. Chicano activists fought the project and deliberately fol­
lowed the lead of the earlier Butterfield Parkway-El Tiradito strategy. 
A small nicho or shrine was cast in cement from a bathtub belonging to 
one of the activists. A large cross was erected in the path of the road 
project. The shrine was placed in front of the cross, with a statue of the 
Virgin of Guadalupe inside it. The site was blessed by a Jesuit priest 
and a Tohono 0' odham medicine person. Then the activists, with the 
ball securely in the developers' court, sat back and waited. It is the 
spring of 1994 as I write, and the road project seems to have been post­
poned indefinitely. 

The El Tiradito site had not been unknown to the greater com­
munity of Tucson prior to the Butterfield battle. Newspaper and maga­
zine articles from the 1920s on have described the vigils at the shrine 
and have recounted one or more of the legends associated with it. The 
present shrine, surrounded on three sides by an adobe wall with a scal­
loped outline and a niche at the west end, was constructed in 1940 
under the auspices of the Neighborhood Youth Administration.1o This, 
by the way, is not El Tiradito's original site; the present site was 
donated to the City of Tucson in 1927 when road construction 
destroyed the earlier shrine. At that time, a great deal of public atten­
tion was paid to El Tiradito; it was then that the official version of the 
legend was adopted. 

By the late 1920s, in the eyes of at least some of Tucson's deci­
sion-makers, El Tiradito was becoming something other than a place 
where lower-class Mexicans prayed for miracles. Tucson was beginning 
to discover that its regional Mexican heritage made good copy. The 
baroque revival Saint Augustine's Cathedral and Pima County Court­
house were built in 1920 and 1929, respectively. Yaqui culture had been 
discovered by adventurous members of the Anglo majority a few years 
earlier, and Phoebe Bogan's booklet on the Yaqui Easter Ceremonies at 
Pascua Village had been published in 1925 Y Once Arizona was 
admitted to statehood in 1914, Mexicans and Indians started becom­
ing elements of local color and tradition, rather than being seen as 
impediments to progress. And so El Tiradito became the subject of 
magazine articles and came under the protection of the City Fathers. 
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That protection still holds good, by the way-the site is regularly cared 
for by employees of the Tucson Department of Parks and Recreation. 

Not all Catholic Mexican Americans use-or have used-the 
shrine. One friend told me that his family never prayed at EI Tiradito; 
they prayed in church as they were taught. Because the unsanctioned 
devotion to el Tiradito was never popular with the clergy, it is interest­
ing to see the site accepted by some priests in its new role as a symbol 
of ethnic unity and identity. 

For EI Tiradito seems to be changing. Candles are still burned at 
the shrine, and other religious objects appear from time to time, but 
there seems to be a general feeling that el Tiradito's powers are not quite 
as strong as they once were. In fact, el Tiradito the person may well be 
losing out to EI Tiradito the place as the source of supernatural power. 

The uses of the site are expanding as well. The first written men­
tions ofEI Tiradito are in a 1893 newspaper article and a 1909 diaryY 
Apparently, the shrine was visited by Mexican Americans at that time 
and was known to some extent by the rest of the downtown commu­
nity. By at least 1927, however, EI Tiradito had a value to the larger 
community of Tucson as a part of the city's local color. Articles on the 
shrine were written for such magazines as Progressive Arizona.13 The 
city accepted the land on which the new shrine was located and even 
adopted an official version of the origin legend. 

The shrine remains a multiple-use area to this day. People light 
candles there, and the site is a frequent stop on formal and informal 
tours of Tucson. The daily papers average an article on EI Tiradito 
once every three or four years. Local writers, myself included, make 
sure the site and its story show up occasionally in magazines, on radio, 
and on TV. The site is a shrine, a place where one takes visitors from 
out of town, and a reminder of the power of a group of men and 
women who succeeded in stopping City Hall. Meanwhile, El Tiradito 
still attracts those who need help or power but may have no other place 
to find it. It is still important in the neighborhood and in the culture 
that have long supported it. 

Juan Soldado 

I was driving along Mexico's Highway 15, south of Magdalena, 
Sonora, on December 10, 1982, when a sign over the door of a road­
side chapel caught my eye. It read "EI Anima de Juan Soldado" (The 
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spirit of Juan Soldado). Neither my travelling companion Richard 
Morales nor I had ever heard of Juan Soldado, so we stopped and 
walked into the ranchito at the end of the road behind the chapel. 
There we learned the following narrative about Juan Soldado from the 
woman of the house: 

Juan Soldado is an alma (a soul), not a santo. He was a 
sold ado razo, an "army recruit," in Tijuana, Baja California. 
His capitan raped and killed an eight-year-old girl who had 
come to the garrison with food or laundry or something. 
The captain accused Juan and then applied la ley fuga on 
him. (fa ley fuga, "the law of flight," is a Mexican euphe­
mism for shooting a prisoner and then explaining that he 
was killed while trying to escape.) Juan began appearing to 
the captain and to the captain's novia, or "sweetheart." A 
chapel to Juan has been constructed in a cemetery in 
Tijuana. 

The woman heard of Juan in Hermosillo (capitol of the state of 
Sonora), asked his help in healing her sick daughter, and built the 
chapel south of Magdalena after the daughter was cured. According to 
her, most priests who know of Juan (whom she calls "my Juanito") 
approve of his devotion. One priest did not; he said it was all the devil's 
work. That priest, she told us, is now in Tucson, dying of diabetes with 
both legs amputated. (There was indeed a Mexican priest in that con­
dition in Tucson at that time, but I could not bring myself to interview 
him about Juan Soldado.)14 

The chapel on the highway contained a three-foot-high statue of 
Juan Soldado, as well as smaller statues of the Sacred Heart of Jesus, 
the head of the Suffering Christ, and Saint Martin ofPorres (San Mar­
tin de Porres)Y All these are locally popular devotions. Curiously 
enough, in the years from 1982 and the present, I have never seen in 
the chapel a statue of San Francisco-the reclining St. Francis Xavier 
whose devotion brings thousands of pilgrims annually to Magdalena, 
only about five miles to the north of the chapel.16 In addition to the 
statues, masses of flowers and several candles adorned the chapel, as 
well as slabs of composition marble bearing written testimonials to 
Juan Soldado's efficacy in granting miracles. 

Needless to say, this encounter with Juan Soldado piqued my 
curiosity. I was in San Diego several months later with a few hours to 
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spare and drove across the border to Tijuana. My wife and I located 
the cemetery-PanteonJardin No. l-where Juan Soldado was buried 
and not only found his grave and chapel but the reputed site of his exe­
cution. We also heard more versions o£his legend from several people 
we encountered at his grave. These versions basically stayed within the 
pattern that had been established by the woman in Sonora-Juan was 
executed for a horrible crime actually committed by his commanding 
officer, who gave the orders for his execution. Some details were given 
concerning the eventual repentance of the officer after Juan appeared to 
him and to others. Juan started his apparitions quite soon after his 
death, it appears, while his mother and other women were keeping vigil 
at his execution site. There was also a statement concerning a rock pile 
at his execution site; it miraculously retained its original size, no matter 
how many rocks were added or removed. (It has long been customary 
in Mexico to raise a rock pile surmounted by a cross at the death site of 
a traveller. Passersby are supposed to add a rock and offer a prayer for 
the repose of the soul of the departed. )17 

It was also explained to us that Juan Soldado derived his powers 
from God. Like Jesus, he had been falsely accused and killed. He has 
now been judged by God and proven innocent. Here, as in Sonora, 
there were tales of opposition from the Catholic Church. The impro­
vised chapel by Juan's grave, I was told, would be a beautiful church 
except that the priests will not permit such a building to be built or 
even allow a caretaker to be hired. 

The chapel was filled with candles, flowers, and testimonial 
plaques. Most of the plaques did not give details of the petitions 
answered but merely thanked Juan Soldado for having granted an 
unspecified miracle. They were usually signed and dated. As was the 
case in Sonora, Juan Soldado (represented by busts from two different 
molds) shared the chapel with other holy figures. There were several 
representations of the Sacred Heart of Jesus, a Virgin, and a Holy 
Family. I observed only one milagro, or metal representation of the part 
of the body involved in the petition. There were none in the chapel 
near Magdalena, Sonora. This is in contrast to the statues of San Fran­
cisco at San Xavier del Bac, Arizona, and Magdalena de Kino, Sonora, 
which are usually plentifully supplied with milagros.18 Testimonial 
plaques also line the exterior of the chapel and appear on Juan's grave 
nearby. 

At the south end of the cemetery against a cliff is Juan Soldado's 
supposed death site. It is protected by a brick wall and is furnished with 
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several crosses, more plaques, and a pile of rocks. Outside the cemetery 
gates were two pushcarts with vendors selling devotional objects, 
including two printed prayers to Juan Soldado, candles with a prayer 
and a photo ofJuan, and photographs of Juan. The picture is of a teen­
age boy in army uniform, leaning against a table on which stands a cru­
ciftx. This sort of picture was commonly taken of young men upon 
joining the army and does not presuppose any special religiosity or 
piety on the part of the subject. The pictures are supplied with Juan's 
full name-Juan Castillo Morales-and the traditional date of his 
death, February 17, 1938. 

Unlike el Tiradito, Juan Castillo Morales (in Mexican custom, 
the patronymic comes ftrst and the matronymic second) appears in the 
historical record. An eight-year-old girl named Olga Camacho disap­
peared on February 13, 1938; her raped and murdered body was dis­
covered the next day. That same day, Juan Castillo Morales, a 24-year­
old soldier, was arrested for the crime. Tijuana was at the time a vola­
tile place-the end of prohibition in the United States, along with a 
presidential decree in Mexico prohibiting games of chance, had 
affected the recreation patterns of many adult Californians and led to 
the closing of bars and casinos in Tijuana. With widespread unemploy­
ment, the situation in Tijuana was ripe for some sort of public out­
burst. Olga Camacho's murder provided the spark. 

The next day, labor agitators are said to have incited an angry 
mob to demand Juan Castillo be released to them for lynching. The 
demand was not granted. In its anger, the mob burned the municipal 
police headquarters and the municipal palace on the early morning 
hours of February 15. As the civil authorities were by this time appar­
ently powerless, a military tribunal took over the responsibility of try­
ing Juan. He was pronounced guilty and publicly shot at 8 A.M. on 
February 18. His mother put a stone on the place where he fell and 
erected a sign requesting all passers-by to place stones on the pile and 
pray an Our Father. As the stone pile grew, Juan Castillo Morales­
Juan Soldado-Ieft the realm of history and entered that oflegend.19 

Parallel Figures 

So here we have two traditional ftgures of religious belief and leg­
end along the western Mexican-American border. Although the stories 
are dissimilar in many ways, they have one basic point in common. 



Chapel by the grave of Juan Soldado, Panteon No.1, Tijuana, Baja California. A bust 
ofJuan Soldado sits atop the roof; testimonial plaques line the visible side wall. Photo­
graph by James Griffith. 

Postcard with multiple, hand-tinted images 
of Juan Soldado's photograph. Such a post­
card, probably manufactured in Mexico 
City, would normally be cut into four 
smaller pictures, which could then be 
framed. Photograph by David Burkhalter. 
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They deal with a subject who was murdered and buried, at least for a 
while, on the spot where he or she fell. I have since discovered three 
more such legends. Two concern individuals in Nogales, Sonora. A sol­
dier named Pedro Blanco was killed one night, possibly in the 1920s, 
while he crossed an arroyo on his way home from a gambling game 
with considerable winnings. And a woman named Tita Gomez was 
gathering wild onions on a hill south of Nogales when her boyfriend 
struck and killed her with a tire iron. These individuals were buried for 
a while where they fell. Each was believed to grant petitions, and in 
both cases, the bodies were later removed to public cemeteries in 
Nogales. Today, Pedro Blanco rests in the Pante6n Rosario while Tita 
Gomez lies in the Pante6n Nacional. I have found no evidence at either 
grave of a living devotion-no milagros, no plaques, and few decora­
tions-even on November 2, the Day of the Dead in Mexico. 

Three Mexican men are said to have been arrested for a serious 
crime immediately after they got off a train in Benson, Arizona, possi­
bly around the turn of the century. Although innocent, they were 
swiftly hanged without a trial and buried just outside of the Benson 
cemetery. For years, offerings of candles and ribbons would be left at a 
mesquite tree near their graves. Now tree, graves, and devotion have all 
vanished. 

Similar figures exist outside of the western borderlands. A bandit 
named Jesus Malverde is said to have lived in the state of Sinaloa in 
northwest Mexico. According to popular belief, he preyed upon the 
wealthy and helped the poor with his spoils. He was hanged in 1909 at 
Culiacan, Sinaloa, and has been described as a "patron saint to contem­
porary thieves and smugglers.,,2o Other evidence suggests that his 
devotion is not confined to those outside the law. Shrimp boat captains 
leave portions of their catch at his shrine in Culiacan, and people 
appeal to him for the same miracles of healing, business success, and 
escape from legal problems that are asked of Juan Soldado.21 

I have seen printed prayers to Jesus Malverde. The cover illustra­
tions depict a young man dressed in a light-colored shirt with flap 
pockets and a kerchief around his neck. His hands are apparently tied 
behind him and a noose hangs behind his head. The other end of the 
rope has been thrown over a tree branch above his head. A bunch of 
cattails stands to his left; the trunk of his hanging tree is to his right.22 

A woman in Magdalena who makes plaster statues of Juan Sol­
dado once told me that Malverde was another inocente, like Juan. She 
knew no stories about him, but said that she would make statues of 



78 A Shared Space 

him, too, if she knew what he looked like. Jesus Malverde seems to be 
another successful victim intercessor, performing much the same ser­
vices for his west-coast region that Juan Soldado and el Tiradito do for 
the borderlands. 

Moving farther from home, Antonio Gil of northwest Argentina 
seems to be another such figure. Gil deserted from the Argentine army 
in the late nineteenth century, refusing to shed the blood of his fellow 
Argentines, and was shot. Miracles are still sought and obtained at his 
grave and death site, which have become elaborate shrines with heavy 
pilgrim visitation.23 I am beginning to realize that there are many such 
figures throughout Latin America. Most exist outside of, or in spite of, 
the official church. 

I call these legendary characters who exist outside of the structure 
of the Roman Catholic Church but behave like Catholic saints "victim 
intercessors." Perhaps the only characteristic they share is the fact that 
they were victims. Somehow this is felt to enable them to intercede 
with God. The owner of the Juan Soldado chapel in Sonora was 
emphatic that Juan was not a saint, but an alma, or "soul." In fact, the 
theme of official Church opposition is often found in the narratives 
concerning these legendary figures. 

What is a saint, and how is sainthood achieved in the Catholic 
Church? According to the Catholic Encyclopedia, a saint is a person 
"recognized by the church, either traditionally or by formal canoniza­
tion, as being in heaven and thus worthy of honor." This applies only to 
those saints who make their presence known to the living; there may 
be, of course, many others. A saint's whole life must be "as nearly as 
possible governed by the complexus of virtues centered about reli­
gion."24 This qualification is remotely approached only by that narra­
tive which describes el Tiradito as a strange, mentally defective boy-a 
narrative which I suspect to be of rather recent origin. For the rest, lit­
tle or nothing about any aspect of their lives is told, other than the 
essential fact of their being victims. The statue maker in Magdalena 
used the word inocente while talking about Juan Soldado, with the 
implication of guilelessness as well as technical innocence. 

The Catholic saint whose case presents the closest parallel to 
these victim intercessors is St. Maria Goretti, a young Italian girl who 
was stabbed while resisting rape in 1902 and was subsequently canon­
ized. But she was recalled as a very virtuous child, who died in defense 
of the Christian virtue of chastity. Butler, in his account of St. Maria 
Goretti, makes it clear that "a violent and unjust death alone is not 
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enough to constitute martyrdom.,,25 But precisely that sort of death 
seems to be the only distinguishing feature of the victim intercessors. 

Why are they so important? I suspect one reason is that, like so 
many of the people who ask them for help, they were, through no fault 
of their own, on the receiving end of injustice and violence. They were 
victims, no more and no less. Juan Soldado was persecuted and killed 
but later judged by God and found innocent. His identity as an inno­
cent victim may mean more to his devotees than it would have had his 
life been filled with Christian virtues and resistance to temptations. 
The official church needs evidence of a life lived on Christian religious 
principles in order to presume an individual's existence in the presence 
of God. For many poor folks, it seems enough to hear of suffering and 
victimization that leads to death, that great mysterious leveller. Accep­
tance by the Catholic Church bureaucracy might seem unimportant 
and even irrelevant to people whose experiences with bureaucracies 
may not have been positive. So it is, perhaps, that victim intercessors 
have gained their power over the minds of people accustomed to Cath­
olic forms and concepts, even if not dwelling completely within the 
conceptual framework of the official church.26 

These figures appear to be very old in the Catholic folk world. 
A biography of St. Martin of Tours, written about 400 A.D. by Sulpi­
cius Severus, tells how the saint became curious concerning an altar 
said by the common people to be placed over the grave of a Christian 
martyr. Going to the site and standing over the grave, he prayed that 
God would reveal to him who was buried there. A "loathsome and 
fierce shadow" appeared at his left side. When St. Martin questioned 
the shadow, it replied that the dead person was a brigand who was 
executed for his misdeeds. The common folk had been duped into 
believing the man was a saint in glory, rather than a sinner dwelling 
in punishment.27 This narrative certainly gives our borderlands inter­
cessors a long pedigree, if not a respectable one in the eyes of the 
church. 

I should add two parenthetical observations at this point. One is a 
reminder that while the subjects of this discussion are all said to behave 
like saints and intercede with God on behalf of petitioners, northern 
Sonora's most important saint, San Francisco, the great composite saint 
whose devotion centers at Magdalena de Kino, apparently does noth­
ing of the kind. He is described as not only effecting cures himself but 
as exacting vengeance on those who fail to return with the promised 
payment. 
















