he shopping mall was one of the .

- grand American inventions of

the postwar, baby-boom era. Mega-

malls — a million square feet-plus

of commercial space — became
- the icons of suburban America in
* the 1960s. Thirty years later, '
they're still the vital organs of the
megalopolis. UTC. Fashion Valley
Center. North County Fair. Safe,
compact, self-contained villages
tucked away in San Diego's freeway
hyperspace.

The first shopping malls put a
twinkle in the eyes of modern
architects. In the newly created
automobile-age city, malls offered a
refuge within the sprawling,
faceless checkerboards of suburbs
stretching out into the farmland.
In San Diego the malls and
freeways and cookie-cutter tract
homes were built where lemon
groves and avocado farms once
stood. The new San Diego was a
city built for machines.

But across the border, Tijuana
prided itself on being a different
kind of city, “In Tijuara, you see
people walking in the streets,
meeling in cafés,” says a Mexican
architect. “1 dont see people
walking in San Diego”

Baja has since discovered
freeways, and Tijuana has
discovered the shopping mall.
They call them plzeas below the
border. Tijuana is suddenly
Lecoming a ¢ity of mini and mega

plazas — Plaza Rip Tijuana, Plaza
Fiocta Plara Aol Famata Diimkia

 revolution. Great battles and °
5 likes of Emiliano Zapata and -
- on the stage of Mexican history,

. colonial era, missed the baroque

- town squares in the priginal plan

* glitzy, high-tech Zona del Rio,

hangings and the facing of ﬁnng iR
squads. Fiery speeches from the

Pancho Villa. They all took place
on the plaza.” ; e
“But for Tijuana,”a late bloomer

these great plazas never really
existed. Tijuana missed the -

churches, the palatial mansions,
the town squares. Yes, there were

of Tijuana in 1889, but by the
1920s, they had all but .
disappeared, obliterated by a
euphoria of construction that
molded Tijuana's :mage asa
frontier town of casinos and -
saloons and beer factories.

. Tijuana's fate now lies in the
next century. “Tijuana was born
with its roots in the American
dollay” an official from the
Mexican Ministry of Industry and
Commerte said more than a
decade ago. Its destiny lies i in
shopping, in a Mexico of
superhighways and plazas —
Mexican shopping malls.

This is a tale of two plazas: the
Plaza Rio Tijuana and the Plaza
Fiesta. They lie on either side of
the Paseo de los Héroes, the main
boulevard that slices through the

Tijuana’s version of Mission Valley, -
about 6ne-mile east of the border .
crossing at Sabi Ysidro. s
The Plaza Rio Tijuana is TJs -
largest mall. It's not exactlya.
mega-mall by U.5. standards it has’

Ahavd IR ANAN oL o r

~'Story iby Lawrence A. Herzog Photographs by Dave Allen
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- Tijuana

Gontinued from page 11

peak consumer hours, the Plaza
Fiesta might only have a few
hundred.

Everyone seems to have a
different idea about why the
crowds stay away:

“It’s the rains and the flooding,”
say some of the waiters in one
restaurant, referring to heavy
spring rains that flooded the area.
But the rains ended months ago,
and business still hasn't picked up.

“It’s the recession,” say others.
But restaurants and stores in other
parts of town are still crowded.

“The rents are too high here”
one store owner lamented. Can't
they be lowered? -

Proprietors complain about
parking. In a car-orented town,
parking is limited here. But Plaza
Rio Tijuana across the street has .
thousands of spaces. If people
wanted to come here, they'd find
places to park.

“The Plaza Fiesta was never that
attractive to Tijuana residents. But
it was a good place for peaple to
go to eat and get drunk, mainly
because the bars and restaurants
stayed open late,” says Victor
Castillo, a professor at the
Universidad Autonoma de Baja
California in Tijuana.

The nightlife may explain why it
went downhill. “Three years ago,
Plaza Fiesta became saturated with
restaurants,” says Miguel Ravelo at
the Chamber of Commerce in
Tijuana’s River Zone. “The
restaurants attracted 2 lot of young
people and created a clientete of
diversion rather than of
consumption. The place became
chaotic and noisy with people
drinking and partying until six in
the moming. If 1 want to go to
disorder, [ don't bring my family, I
go alone”

Ironically, the investors who built
Plaza Fiesta had envisioned it

would attract American tourists.
But Tijuana consumers supply
more than 80 percent of its
business.

In an optical store on the
perimeter of Plaza Fiesta, one of
the workers, Roberto Uribe, says,
“I don't go into the plaza very
often” His store faces cut from the
plaza onto the boulevaird. If he
doesn’t walk the 20 yards into the
center to look around, have a bite
to eat or a beer after work, how
can the plaza hope to stay in
business? That would be like
someone who works at Horten
Plaza never shopping there.

By 1589, the nightly partying in
the plaza had driven out a lot of
other businesses. Apartments that
were onginally built on the second
floor above the stores were now
almost all vacant. Drug dealers
were rumored to be regular
customers in some of the bars.
One night, an argument between
two patrons — reportedly over a
romantic triangle — got out of
hand. Guns were pulled, and in
the ‘ensuing shootout, one person
died. The bar where the incident
occurred shut down, The plaza
had reached its lowest point.
“People were scared,” says a
bartender from one of the plaza’s
restaurants. “They didn't want to
come because of the drug dealers
and the shooting””

Since then, things have
continued to go downhill. On a
weekend evening in August,
business is slow on the plaza.
Music from one of the bars
bounces across the empty cafés
and off the stucco walls. A few
Mexicans are drinking at one of
the. outdoor tables, and their
laughter resounds in the otherwise
silent space.

“Right now the plaza is
bankrupt,” says Javier Esponda,
the owner of the Rrazilian

Plaza del Zapato

restaurant Oba Oba and the new
administrator of the shopping
center. But Esponda believes that
better advertising and maintenance
can improve business. He's still
hoping to tap the American
market, :

But you wonder if these
shopping malls disguised as —-
colonial towns really belong

who come to the border from
Mexico City think American
tourists want to go to Mexico and
see mariachis walking around in
typical colonial scenes,” says
Mexican architect Manuel Rosen,
“So they end up building mini-
shopping centers that are poor
imitations of smafl authentic towns.

. They end up creating a misery of

_ space. And the tourists often don't
“--even go to these places.
.+ “Plaza Fiesta is so depressing,”
" " he continues. “It's a poor imitation
of reality. There is no landscaping.
In Tijuana, you need landscaping,
.you need trees and litile plazas
- with trees around them that create
shade. You don't see a tree in any
of these mini-shopping centers. It's
like going to the desert. Everything
is dead. The builtdings are like
shacks. They have no dignity. The
shacks you see in the colonias, the
poor areas, are far more dignified.
They have little pots filled with
piants.

“Plaza Fiesta just doesn't work
as a concept of space. They try to
use every square inch. But the
streets don't lead anywhere. In
Taxco or Guanajuato, the streets
are even narrower, but they open
onto little plazas. There's mystery
in real colonial towns and in their
. streets. When you walk around,

you discover things. In Plaza
Fiesta, there's nothing to discover.
It's blasé. If small towns in Mexico
were really like that, my God, the
- people in the towns would be dead
by now” d

here — the fake kiosks and false
arcades, the red-and-white
checkered Italian tablecloths, the
pink-dyed cement planters, the -,
turquoise awnings. All very
cheerful and not very Mexican. . -~
Some shopping developer’s
postmodern fantasy dropped onto
Tijuana, like a UFOQ.

“The architects and builders
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