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Cinco de Mayo:
a binational
celebration

By Juan Carlos
Mendoza Sanchez
SPECIAL TO THE TIMES

Cinco de Mayo is one of
the most important national
holidays in the history of
Mexico, because it allows us
to make memory of the Battle
of Puebla. It occurred on May
5, 1862 when a smaller and
poorly equipped Mexican ar-
my under the command of
General Ignacio Zaragoza
stopped and defeated the
powerful French army of Na-
poleon III, one of the most
professional and  best
equipped of that time. This
celebration is also held in the
United States, making it a bi-
national party. If you, dear
reader, do not know why Cin-
co de Mayo is a bi-national
holiday, I will briefly describe
it to you.

The Battle of Puebla oc-
curred while the American
Civil War was going on. At
that time, the army of the
Confederate  States had
caused a great deal of trouble
to the military forces of the in-
dustrialized North. The sur-
vival of the Union, which was
defended by President Abra-
ham Lincoln through values
such as democracy, equality
and freedom, were threat-
ened by the pro-slavery
Southern States that had the
sympathy of the European
monarchies. The events after
the Battle of Puebla revealed
the link between the French
invasion of Mexico and the
United States Civil War.

In 1865, when the Ameri-
can Civil War was over, Mex-
ico was still occupied by
French troops supporting
Emperor Maximilian of Habs-
burg against the Mexican re-
sistance led by Benito Juarez.
In May of that year, General
Ulysses Grant sent General
Sheridan to occupy the banks
of the Rio Bravo, not only to
prevent slavers from fleeing
to Mexico and joining Maxi-
milian, but because he feared
that French soldiers occupy-
ing Mexico could support the
defeated Southern States.

In his memoirs, General
Sheridan wrote the following
about General Ulysses Grant:

He looked upon the inva-
sion of Mexico by Maximilian
asapart of therebellion itself,
because of the encourage-
ment that invasion had re-
ceived from the Confederacy,
and that our success in put-
ting down secession would
never be complete till the
French and Austrian invad-
ers were compelled to quit
the territory of our sister re-
public . This quote is histor-
ical evidence of the relation-
ship between the French in-
vasion of Mexico and the Civil
War. It is well known that Eu-
ropean monarchies have al-
ways opposed the democrat-
ic model of government in
the United States.

The defeat of the French
army in Puebla on May 5,
1862 was not only a triumph
for the Mexican military
forces, smaller in number
and poorly equipped, but it
represented the victory of
the values of independence,
democracy and freedom that
Mexicans and Americans
both share. Although the de-

feated French regrouped and
imposed Maximilian as Em-
peror of Mexico with the help
of reinforcements arriving
from Europe, the resistance
of Mexicans led by President
Benito Juarez allowed the
complete defeat and expul-
sion of the French from Mex-
ico after 5 years. The culmi-
nation of this passage in Mex-
ican history was the execu-
tion of Maximilian Habsburg
at Cerro de las Campanas in
the state of Querétaro on
June 19, 1867, along with his
Mexican collaborators, gen-
erals Miguel Miram6n and
Tomas Mejia.

Thus, on May 5th, 1862,
while the Americans were liv-
ing their Civil War, it was the
Mexicans who detained the
invading troops of France in
Puebla; it was the Mexicans
who defended the common
values of independence, free-
dom and democracy. That is
why the Cinco de Mayo cele-
bration turned into a bi-na-
tional festivity over time.

Cinco de Mayo was first
celebrated in California be-
fore anywhere else in the
United States, just a few
weeks after the historic Battle
of Puebla. Dr. David Hayes-
Bautista documented in his
book Cinco de Mayo an
American Tradition that the
first celebrations occurred in
the suburbs of Fresno, Cali-
fornia. Those first celebra-
tions made a lot of sense be-
cause for California, a non-
slave state, the victory of the
pro-slavery Southern States
represented a threat to their
way of life, more in line with
that of the North. For Califor-
nia, the triumph of slavers
was a threat to its values of
democracy, equality and
freedom which emerged
from a population whose ori-
gin was Hispanic-Mexican.

For this reason, the news
of the sound defeat of the
powerful French army at the
hands of the tiny Mexican ar-
my was considered a tri-
umph of democracy and
freedom, values that until to-
day we Mexicans and Amer-
icans have in common.

Cinco the Mayo's extraor-
dinary military action is a
symbol of the union of Mex-
icans in adversity to defend
our territory and our country
from foreign invaders. It re-
minds us of what we Mexi-
cans are capable of doing,
even in the worst conditions,
when we leave aside our dif-
ferences to join a united fight
for collective well-being.

Due to the ongoing health
emergency there will be no
Cinco de Mayo celebration
this year, but we hope that
the traditional guacamole of
this bi-national festivity is not
missing in any home. And in
the face of COVID19s pan-
demic, Cinco de Mayo should
also serve to remind us that
the total defeat of this virus
and its extermination in
North America can only be
achieved with coordination
and cooperation between
countries and peoples that
are neighbors, friends and
strategic partners.

Juan Carlos Mendoza
Sdnchez is the Consul General
of Mexico in Laredo.
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