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t h e  m o n r o y s ’ 
c u r i o s i t y

I
n 1912, following a twelve-year absence of missionaries, a condition that had 
ended elsewhere in Mexico in 19011—LDS missionaries returned in force 

to Hidalgo, specifically to San Marcos and its environs, to preach the gospel 
again.2 There, as in other areas of Mexico after restoring missionary work, the 
missionaries were searching for old members and working to reestablish the 
Church among them. In Hidalgo, they generally sought accommodations in 
San Marcos or Tula and from there fanned out into the countryside.3

In these early recovery efforts, on 15 August 1912, two unnamed and 
“elegantly dressed” young American missionaries entered the Monroy store in 
San Marcos, not seeking to convert the attendants or owner but rather to pur-
chase supplies and collect information. They were looking for Jesús Sánchez, 
whom August Wilcken had baptized in 1881 during Apostle Moses Thatcher’s 
mission to Mexico.4 How the missionaries knew Sánchez was in San Marcos 
is lost to time. However, in their pursuit of all the old members throughout 
central Mexico, the missionaries finally arrived in San Marcos looking for him.



m a r t y r s  i n  m e x i c o

2 0

At the Monroy store, the missionaries amply acquired what they sought, 
as supplies were plentiful. Moreover, astonishingly, the Monroys not only 
knew Sánchez, but Rafael and at least his sister Guadalupe considered him a 
friend. (Their mother, Jesusita, eventually came to hold him in great esteem.)5 
Delighted, the missionaries quickly departed for Sánchez’s home where they 
visited, stayed overnight, and returned on numerous occasions before his death 
the following year.6 On each visit, they took occasion to stop at the Monroy 
store.

The next time Jovita and Guadalupe Monroy spoke with Jesús Sánchez, 
they stippled him with questions:

“Why were the young Americans looking for you?”

“They are missionaries of the Church of Christ.”

“What do you mean ‘Church of Christ’?”

“Yes, it is the true Church!”

“How is it that the Catholic Church is not the true one?”

With a few follow-up words, Sánchez gave the Monroy women his tes-
timony.7 If any missionaries were to return to San Marcos, the women asked 
Sánchez to bring them over to their home for a visit.

Nearly three months after that initial missionary trip to San Marcos, 
around 13 November 1912, Elders W. Ernest Young and Seth E. Sirrine paid 
a follow-up visit to San Marcos.8 They had been to Nopala to call on José 
Yáñez, who, along with Jesús Sánchez, was also one of the early converts from 
1879 to 1881.9 After their stay with Yáñez, they went on to Tula to see the pre- 
Columbian ruins there and then to San Marcos to visit Sánchez. Sánchez 
brought the young men to the Monroy compound, where they found the 
daughters primed to pepper them with questions.

Jesusita became alarmed at what she interpreted as her daughters’ attrac-
tion to rudiments of the Mormon message if not to the missionaries themselves. 
She prayed that the missionaries would cease coming to San Marcos.10 Rafa-
el’s wife, Guadalupe Hernández, also voiced her objections to the missionaries’ 
presence.11 However, not content with just hearing the missionaries’ response, 
the stubborn Monroy daughters later borrowed Sánchez’s Bible (the version of 
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Cipriano de Valera) and began to study it in light of what the missionaries had 
told them.

A friend said to them, “Chucho Sánchez’s Bible is no good. He is a Prot-
estant. If you want to read a good Bible, Tomás Ángeles has one that used to 
belong to Father Lino, my uncle.”12

Tomás Ángeles was also a Monroy family friend, so the daughters went 
to his house to borrow a proper Catholic Bible (version of Padre Cío San 
Miguel), so they could make comparisons. They found Sánchez’s Cipriano de 
Valera translation perfectly acceptable. Later, the Monroy daughters’ brother, 
Rafael, also asked Sánchez about his affiliation with a church called “Mormon.” 
Sánchez gave him the same testimonial response he had given to his sisters.

Given Mexico’s class structure at the time, it is remarkable that the Monroys 
had friends among various social strata. As for Sánchez, he was in a subservient 
social and economic position to the Monroys, yet they had an amicable rela-
tionship, and he certainly did not cower when presented with an opportunity 
to testify of his convictions. Generally, contacts across the classes were not so 
cordial and good natured and frequently tended toward exploitation and abuse, 
which is one reason Mexico had its revolution.

One explanation as to why the Monroys could so easily relate across social 
chasms despite their having deferential servants and employed laborers is that 
just one generation ago they had toiled daily as members of the rural life them-
selves. They still remembered “how it was” for them. They had not had time 
and had certainly exhibited no inclination to develop the social snobbery that 
so often accompanies the nouveau riche at whatever level. In addition, the 
Monroys had a large and relatively affectionate extended family, and not all 
of its members had prospered as had Jesusita and her offspring. Thus, when 
Sánchez told them of his religious convictions, the Monroy children were not 
preconditioned to reject his worldview out of hand simply because he was rela-
tively uneducated and came from a less-advantaged social class.

Through Jesús Sánchez, the attractive young men and subsequently their 
message began to take hold of the Monroys, first with Jovita and Guadalupe; 
soon thereafter with Rafael; later with their mother, Jesusita, and her married 
daughter, Natalia;13 and then with other members of the extended family. 
Events surrounding the death of Jesús Sánchez seemed to seal the matter. In life, 
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and then in death, Sánchez continued to imprint what he considered the most 
important part of his life’s message.

s á n c h e z ’ s  d e a t h

W. Ernest Young and various missionary companions had begun to make 
periodic trips to the Hidalgo region, stopping one time, as already noted, in 
San Sebastian in January 1913 to visit Lionel Yáñez. Lionel was a grandson of 
Desideria Quintanar de Yáñez, the first female baptized in central Mexico.14 

Regardless of wherever else they visited, the young missionaries always ended 
up in San Marcos for more conversations with the Monroy family. The Monroys 
were a magnet. Usually on these visits, the missionaries stayed overnight or 
longer in Sánchez’s home, but sometimes they also found accommodations in 
the Monroy home. San Marcos did not have a hotel, boarding house, or over-
night rooms for rent. It was a village.

At the same time that the missionaries were making their visits in an 
attempt to reclaim early members of the Church, Mexico’s national political 
scene reeked of precursors of a full-blown revolution or, more accurately, a 
civil war (1910–17) that would radically transform Mexican society, culture, 
and government. Although the clouds of war hung low over the landscape in 
central Mexico, the missionaries did not yet feel alarmed.

Some have said that almost inevitably every nation will experience its revo-
lution. In the relatively recent past, England, the United States, and France had 
theirs. Scores of countries followed. In the last two-and-a-half centuries, hardly 
a geographic place or race or ethnic people have been unscathed. So it is with 
Mexico and its revolution of 1910–17, a fratricidal conflict of sufficient magni-
tude that historians call it a civil war. Around a million lives were lost to battle, 
disease, hunger, and privation. Some of them were Latter-day Saints.

The Latter-day Saints lived in their villages and hamlets in central Mexico 
and in their various colonies in the northern states of Chihuahua and Sonora. 
During the revolution, civil disturbances and armed conflicts shifted from 
locale to locale, eventually affecting all the Saints. The hostilities disrupted 
homes and families with attendant loss of life. It was a perilous time for all of 
Mexico’s residents, as the country struggled to form a new social identity, a new 
economy, and a new political system.
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As the clouds of war began to hang yet lower in central Mexico, federal 
troops, impromptu militias, loosely organized guerrilla bands, and opportunis-
tic gangsters roamed the land in search of their enemies or booty, first in the 
south and the north but ultimately in central Mexico, where nearly all the ethnic 
Mexican Mormons lived.15 The federal troops, rebel militias, guerrillas, and gang-
sters took on various names attached to their principal leaders at any given time. 
Carrancistas, Maderistas, Villistas, Zapatistas, Huertistas, Obregonistas—these 
are some of them.16

In central Mexico, the whipsawing between federal troops and, in particu-
lar, Zapatistas afflicted many Mormon families. Sometimes the Saints could not 
maintain any appearance of neutrality, which Church authorities had counseled 
them to do. Sometimes the conflict became a pretext to settle old grudges among 
neighbors. Sometimes members helping members made the difference between 
life and death. Remarkably, the Relief Societies throughout central Mexico 
aided members all during the civil war. Equally remarkable was that many of the 
branches continued to function, their priesthood leaders doing what they could 
to protect the Saints and care for those who had been hurt or displaced.

The insurgent Francisco Madero and his allied forces had overthrown the 
decadent, corrupt, and dysfunctional regime of Porfirio Díaz, whose tortured 
social philosophy had bathed the entire land in a tsunami of discontent. In turn, 
Victoriano Huerta secretly plotted with US ambassador Henry Lane Wilson 
to overthrow Madero and arrange his assassination, an act set in motion when 
Huerta and his principal coconspirators met at the US embassy to sign the 
Pacto de la Embajada, or the Embassy Pact.17

Huerta’s sordid and ultimately naked pursuit of personal power at what-
ever cost caused US president Woodrow Wilson to recall and subsequently 
cashier his ambassador and to ultimately refuse to recognize Huerta. Unfortu-
nately, the repugnant episode contributed to the US invasion of Veracruz a year 
later. Among the less-than-privileged classes, anti-American sentiment rose 
feverishly.18 The American missionaries began to watch their backs carefully.19

In this environment, in March 1913, before the revolution finally reached 
central Mexico, the missionaries received word that Jesús Sánchez had devel-
oped a life-threatening illness. Jesusita Monroy, ever the comforter, accom-
modator, and compassionate service giver, reached out to her family’s friend 
and his loved ones. Sánchez’s wife had wanted to bring in the Catholic priest 



m a r t y r s  i n  m e x i c o

2 4

to administer last rites. Sánchez’s daughter Felix respected her father’s reli-
gious persuasion and did not know what to do. Jovita and her friend (a family 
employee and later her husband, the young Bernabé Parra) came to the house 
also. The Monroys persuaded Felix to send for the missionaries, who had not 
been around for a couple of months. This seemed natural, given that Sánchez 
was a Mormon and the Monroys had learned from both him and the missionar-
ies about sacred healings by the laying on of hands. The literate Monroys could 
write letters, and they knew the missionaries’ address in Tlalpan, so they ini-
tiated the invitation.20 Interestingly, Sánchez’s death-invoking illness did not 
deter his venting outrage at Madero’s assassination,21 perhaps a precursor of 
how most Mexicans now view the role of the despised alcoholic Huerta in the 
history of their land.22

Responding to the request to return to San Marcos, W. Ernest Young 
and Willard Huish arrived at the train station in Tula that served the nearby  
American-owned Tolteca cement factory, with its numerous British and Ameri-
can administrators and technical workers. Unfortunately, the missionaries were 
unable to walk the nearly three miles to reach Sánchez’s home before he died on 
29 March 1913. Thus, upon finally arriving several hours following the death, 
they found Sánchez’s family and the Monroys already grieving. The missionar-
ies had reached their destination too late to perform what the Monroys appar-
ently had hoped would be a priesthood healing.

Young and Huish offered to hold a funeral service the following day, to 
which the Sánchez family gratefully agreed. For the moment, the missionaries 
extended what comfort they could to the grieving family and then returned to 
San Miguel, near the train depot, where they sought accommodations at the 
home of one of the American cement-factory workers, R. V. McVey. McVey and 
his wife, Natalia, another Monroy daughter, would both join the Church later.

The following day, 30 March, Young and Huish conducted Sánchez’s 
funeral. Afterward, Jesusita invited them to her home for lunch, where they, 
along with her daughters Guadalupe and Jovita, talked about the restored 
gospel.23 Their conversations lingered into the evening. Rafael came by, and 
everyone stayed up late discussing the funeral, what the elders had said there, 
and what the Mormon gospel that Sánchez had professed revealed about the 
meaning of life and the eternal journey of the soul. The Monroy daughters were 
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mesmerized. Rafael was interested. Jesusita was delighted with her guests if not 
their message.

The following day, the missionaries returned to visit the Sánchez family 
and “found them very comforted.”24 They stayed on in Hidalgo until 2 April 
and then took the train back to Mexico City.

a  v i s i t  t o  s a n  p e d r o  m á r t i r

As demonstrated by the case of the Monroys, the impact of social relations on 
potential converts’ decisions to affiliate with the Church could be substantial. 
It all happened when the Monroy family was on the cusp of social displacement 
in San Marcos. The Monroys’ association with foreign missionaries, not to 
mention Natalia’s spousal relationship with the American McVey, had begun to 
create community commentary. By then, the Monroys may have begun to feel 
a social distancing that later would become intense persecution. Whether for 
that reason or because of an irresistible desire to see what Mormons in Mexico 
were doing, they decided to accept an invitation to attend a district conference 
in San Pedro Mártir, near Mexico City.

The Church’s San Pedro Mártir Branch was organized in 1907. Under 
the aegis of its first president, Agustín Haro,25 and with the assistance of the 
Latter-day Saints in nearby Ixtacalco, San Pedro Mártir Branch members 
would subsequently tutor a growing body of Mormons in San Marcos after the 
full-time missionaries were withdrawn when insurgency morphed into a full-
scale civil war.

In 1912, San Pedro Mártir was an excellent example of several locales in 
Mexico that were first converted to Protestantism before receiving the restored 
gospel.26 There was a certain evangelical enthusiasm there, and Mormons in 
the area tended to be fervent about their new faith. With what they consid-
ered a proper Mormon expression of welcoming visitors—one comfortably 
ensconced within the rubric of Mexican culture—branch members would 
affectionately embrace the Monroys.

Ever the enterpriser, in May of 1913, W. Ernest Young invited the Monroys 
to the San Pedro Mártir conference scheduled for the twenty-fourth to the 
twenty-sixth of the month. In those days, conferences were multiday affairs that 
many Saints traveled long distances to attend and for which many sought over-
night accommodations, mostly in members’ homes. Young was fully aware that 
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the Monroys were acquainted with Mexico City and would have no trouble 
traveling from San Marcos to attend if they wanted to and no trouble acquiring 
hotel accommodations while so doing. Young had already alerted the Monroys 
to the possibility of meeting mission president Rey L. Pratt, by then a legend-
ary figure among Mormons in Mexico and, by all counts, a spellbinding orator. 
The invitation had the desired effect of initiating a conversation within the 
Monroy household.

Rafael Monroy’s sisters María Guadalupe and Natalia were interested. 
Thinking the conference would be in English, Rafael was not attracted but 
changed his mind when he learned otherwise. The trio journeyed to Mexico 
City, where they arrived at the mission home not only well before the appointed 
hour but even before the Mexican mail service had delivered their previously 
sent letter of acceptance! Young had no idea they were coming and was there-
fore delightfully surprised, a mood slightly dampened by having to inform 
them that Rey Pratt would not be at the conference. The mission president was 
busy trying to get some members out of prison in Morelos.27

Disappointed, the Monroys nevertheless accompanied the missionaries to 
the Saturday session of the conference, where, President Pratt’s absence not-
withstanding, they found the messages in general not mesmerizing but cer-
tainly interesting, some even compelling. At the conference’s midday pause and 
before the afternoon session, they were surprised to see the missionaries eating 
the “humble” food the San Pedro Mártir Mormons had prepared for them and 
other visitors.28

Then there was an electrifying surprise! President Pratt abruptly showed 
up. Members gathered around him, all smiles. Young introduced the Monroys 
to him. His gracious and magnetic character was on full display.

Saturday evening the members presented a program of music and dance, 
with little children participating, they too being important among almost all 
Mormons. On Sunday, the Monroys witnessed a large number of Mormons 
and their friends enthusiastically gather for the day’s meetings. In his dis-
courses, Pratt was true to his oratorical reputation. Then there were baptisms 
near Ixtacalco. Members were confirmed, children were blessed, a Priesthood 
meeting was held, and ordinations and ordinances were performed. Afterward, 
Pratt invited the Monroys to the mission home, where his wife had overseen 
the preparation of a regal American meal.29 The Monroys were startled not 
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only at the humble circumstances of the members who attended the confer-
ence but also that the gospel fellowship that united them with the Americans 
could bridge the obvious social-class divisions. However, there was more: the 
Monroys’ elegant visage notwithstanding, the Saints in San Pedro Mártir had 

Photo 5. Rey Lucero Pratt, president of the Mexican Mission, 1907–31. 

Courtesy of Google Images.
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embraced them as if they were family. Not surprisingly, the Monroys not only 
felt welcome amidst the members’ humble conditions, they also felt loved 
across any earthly boundaries that national and social cultures habitually taught 
people to reinforce. Thus the Monroys were astonished, but warmly so. In San 
Marcos, they had also bridged such social and cultural boundaries. Witness, for 
example, their relationship with Jesús Sánchez and later, as we will see, with 
Bernabé Parra.

Back in their hotel room in the evening after two days of whirlwind activ-
ity, the Monroys began to discuss and “feel” the days’ events. Sunday evening 
they could not sleep until very late. All they had listened to and experienced 
flooded their minds. After sleep finally came, Rafael even dreamt that he was 
preaching everything he had heard.

Guadalupe, Natalia, and Rafael arose early Monday to catch the morning 
train at Buena Vista, and when arriving at the Tolteca station in Hidalgo, 
they saw everything differently. Family members wondered how they could 
have spent three days in Mexico City without accomplishing any business for 
their store. Then, in the ensuing days, there was much correspondence, as the 
Monroys wrote to Elder Young and to President Pratt and received copious 
replies from both.30 Perhaps all this motivated President Pratt to schedule a 
follow-up stay at San Marcos. He wrote to the Monroys requesting to visit them.31

Would the Monroys be interested? They may not yet have found appealing 
a visit from Agustín Haro, the San Pedro Mártir Branch president of humble 
means, who later would figure large in their lives. However, a visit from Presi-
dent Rey L. Pratt? In three days? Of course!

b a p t i s m s  a m i d s t  c o n v i v i a l i t y

On 10 June 1913, President Rey L. Pratt and Elder W. Ernest Young traveled 
to San Marcos as promised. Their gospel discussions with the Monroys and 
others (seventeen attended their evening meeting) appeared to last until the 
early hours of 11 June. The Spirit was present and the decisions were quick. 
Rafael and his sisters Jovita and Guadalupe opted for baptism, which Young 
performed midmorning on the eleventh in a nearby river. Their enthusiasm 
must have been elevated; they wanted to reenter the water to be baptized for 
their forebears, not yet realizing that by then, vicarious ordinances for the dead, 
a unique Mormon practice, were done only in the Church’s temples.32 President 



t h e  m o n r o y s

2 9

Pratt probably did the confirmations, performed on the riverbank under the 
secluded ambience of an enormous cypress tree whose branches pushed out 
over the water.

Photo 6. Missionary Ernest W. Young (back row) baptized Rafael Monroy Mera 

and his sisters Jovita and María Guadalupe, San Marcos, Hidalgo, 11 June 1913. 

Courtesy of Ernest W. Young.
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However reluctantly, Rafael’s wife, Guadalupe Hernández, came to witness 
these strange events, as did Jesusita herself. Present also were the Monroy 
children’s cousins Isauro Monroy, María Carlota Monroy, and Eulalia Mera 
Martínez. Eulalia would subsequently become Vicente Morales’s wife. Oh, 
yes, present also was the nineteen-year-old Bernabé Parra, whose larger-than-
life role in San Marcos was waiting to unfold.33 Rafael was thirty-five, Jovita 
twenty-nine, and Guadalupe twenty-seven. It had been two and a half months 
since Jesús Sánchez’s funeral. The Monroy siblings became the first people bap-
tized in the municipality of Tula in well over a quarter century.34

Among Mormon converts of the time, the Monroy family members 
were unusual because they were comfortably ensconced in a nascent rural 
middle class that, with a few notable exceptions, characteristically eschewed 
the restored gospel’s message. Abandoning Catholic traditions, or in some 
instances a community’s subsequent Protestant leanings, imperiled a family’s 
social standing. True, such angst was a problem across all social classes, but its 
gravity increased with prominent social standing.

The three baptized children of Jesusita were educated and cultured. They 
were acquainted with a few of the literary and philosophical treatises circulating 
in Mexico at the time and not only enjoyed parlor music, for example, but the 
young women also demonstrated it on Jesusita’s piano. The Monroys frequently 
traveled to Mexico City and its environs to provision their store and enjoy the 
lights, sounds, and ambience of a relatively large city. Being well acquainted 
with Mexico’s passenger trains, the family knew how to travel, including which 
routes and, aside from trains, which lateral conveyances to use. The Monroys 
had domestic servants; employed laborers on their ranch, El Godo; consorted 
with foreigners, particularly Americans, one of whom Natalia even married; 
and were politically well connected.35

The Monroys’ situation was quite distinct from most rural LDS converts of 
the time, who frequently were only marginally literate if at all, and who often 
dressed in the humblest of traditional fashions, females frequently not even 
wearing shoes, most likely because they could not afford them. Most of these 
early converts were vulnerable to capricious acts of nature and to political and 
social abuse as they struggled daily to put bread on the table, sometimes being 
unsuccessful when disease, the government, or the powerful plowed over their 
well-being. Like the early Saints in Great Britain,36 most Mexican Mormon 
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converts of the time were what some called the dregs or the “deplorables” of 
society. But in time, they assembled a surprise. Many converts, including 
numerous of their descendants, became stalwarts in the Mormon kingdom and 
boundless contributors to their communities’ development.

A week following their baptisms, Jovita and Guadalupe, perhaps in Mexico 
City conducting business related to their store, showed up unannounced at the 
mission home for a quick visit. Guadalupe had told her sibling about Sister 
Pratt and the mission home, and Jovita wanted to see everything for herself. 

Photo 7. Monroy family in San Marcos, Hidalgo, ca. 1913. Rafael, his daughter 

María Concepción, his wife Guadalupe Hernández, his sister Natalia Monroy 

Mera, his mother Jesusita, and his sisters Jovita Monroy Mera and María Guada­

lupe Monroy Mera. Courtesy of Church History Library.
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They found Elder Young there, perhaps doing nonmissionary activities. The 
civil war was hindering their missionary efforts, he said, and they were often 
unable to make planned visits and sometimes did not know what to do. In the 
meantime, he was carrying three suitcases upstairs to President Rey L. Pratt’s 
wife, Mary (May) Stark Pratt, who had begun to pack her family’s belongings in 
the event that the US embassy ordered evacuations from the country.37

War concerns notwithstanding, the Fourth of July was about to arrive, 
and, as usual, American residents in Mexico City planned to celebrate their 
independence day in Tivoli Park, enhanced this year by a circus at the location. 
This time, however, American attendance was sparse not only because of the 
war but also because there was now considerable acrimony between Mexicans 
and Americans, fostered in large part by US ambassador Henry Lane Wilson’s 
political machinations. Pratt invited the Monroy family to the festivities, and 
they all showed up, including Natalia’s husband, R. V. McVey. Astonishingly, 
by present-day standards, and despite the drunken rowdies in attendance at 
the festivities, the missionaries “found some nice girls to dance with.”38 Today it 
seems strange that they would dance at all.

e n s u i n g  b a p t i s m s  s p a w n  h o s t i l i t y

In the middle of July, with war increasingly in the news, President Pratt and 
his family (wife and five children, ranging in age from nine to one) took a 
ten-day vacation to San Marcos, where they stayed in the Monroy home. For 
the Monroy family, as well as for their servants and remaining friends, the Pratt 
family was a major attraction, which included their message about the restored 
gospel. Within days, Pratt conducted another baptismal service: joining the 
Church were Jesusita, her niece Eulalia Mera Martínez, and the nineteen-year-
old field hand and incipient manager, Bernabé Parra, who had begun to have 
feelings for Jovita, ten years his senior. Surprisingly, Rafael’s wife, Guadalupe 
Hernández, was also baptized a week later. All of them echoed Jesusita’s words: 

“With happiness I accepted baptism in The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 
Saints,” adding “and my life changed.”39

Aside from their feelings of joy and happiness for accepting the gospel and 
its ordinances, which was accompanied by alterations in their worldview and 
their life expectations, the Monroys saw their relationship with the citizens of 
San Marcos change. The townspeople began to ramp up their criticisms of the 



t h e  m o n r o y s

3 3

Monroys, even to the extent of publically praying for them, working their rosa-
ries daily, and making offerings so that the family would return to its Catholic 
roots and the Mormons, the foreigners, be banished from the land.40 That effort 
proving to be a failure, the public shunning and store boycotts were ramped 
up, a phenomenon that eventually included even members of the extended 
Monroy family who withdrew their association.41 Friends ceased to come by 
and even refused to receive the Monroys in their own homes.

In the meantime, the Monroys, their close relatives, and Bernabé Parra 
were content and happy “for knowing that they had accepted the true doctrine 
of Christ and they rejoiced in seeing themselves as true Christians.”42 At the 
time, they appeared to have little realization that, looming on the war’s frontier, 
their association with Americans would contribute to a catastrophic quandary 
for them.

While in San Marcos, Pratt became concerned about how to return to 
Mexico City. The rebels had cut through more rail lines, and transit was being 
interrupted everywhere except for the line to Veracruz.43 The war had begun to 
expand its tentacles even in central Mexico.

o r d e r s  f o r  e v a c u a t i o n

Another district conference was scheduled for 9 August 1913, this time in 
Toluca, in the state of Mexico. Winds of war aside, President Pratt intended 
to be there and invited Rafael Monroy to accompany him. By this time, Pratt 
had not only developed a keen social liking for Monroy but also trust and 
confidence.

Not wanting to travel alone during increasingly perilous times, Monroy 
took with him his trusted field managers—Bernabé Parra and Monroy’s 
nephew Isauro Monroy. They met up with Pratt and several missionaries at the 
mission home in Mexico City, and together they all traveled by train to Toluca, 
arriving in time for the morning conference session.

Unlike the conference in San Pedro Mártir, the Toluca experience was 
not a happy one. Locals threatened the missionaries with death and harassed 
members and investigators who came to attend. Rafael no doubt felt alarmed, 
and he was likely relieved to return quickly to his home in San Marcos.

Two weeks later, Pratt sent letters by trusted couriers to all the branch 
presidents (and to Monroy as well, who was the “senior male member” in 
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San Marcos), informing them that 
the American embassy had issued 
evacuation orders for all Americans 
due to President Victoriano Huerta 
severing diplomatic relations with 
the United States.44 Consistent with 
LDS President Joseph F. Smith’s 
admonition to follow the lead of 
the American embassy on this issue, 
Pratt, his family, and all the foreign 
missionaries were quickly packing 
and in the afternoon of 29 August 
would take the 8:15 p.m. train to the 
port of Veracruz. Pratt’s wife, Mary, 
had fallen ill from so much work and 
worry, and everyone in the mission 
home was in a panic to get ready to 
leave.

Given that Monroy did not 
receive his letter until the morning of 
the twenty-ninth, he had little time 
to do what he felt he must—travel 
to Mexico City to wish Pratt and the 
missionaries a safe journey and say 
goodbye. It was a fateful decision.

m o n r o y  b e c o m e s 
b r a n c h  p r e s i d e n t

How does a man of good will show 
up unexpectedly among panicked 
foreigners who have no time for 
chitchat and still be able to give 
them a proper Mexican despedida, a 
culturally appropriate farewell? The 
record gives no hint. However, it 

Photo 8. Isauro Monroy Mera, ca. 

1900. First cousin to Rafael Monroy 

Mera, Isauro played a significant role 

in caring for the Monroys during dif­

ficult times. Although later alienated 

from the Church for many years, he 

remained a faithful Mormon. Scores 

of his descendants are found in the 

Church today, including Malena Villa­

lobos Monroy, wife of Benjamín Parra 

Monroy, the Church’s first ethnic Mex­

ican mission president. Courtesy of 

Maclovia Monroy de Montoya.
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does disclose that Pratt, who was 
astonished that Monroy could make 
it to Mexico City so quickly, felt 
impressed to confer the Melchizedek 
priesthood upon him, ordain him an 
elder, and then set him apart as the 
president of the San Marcos Branch. 
Otherwise, the members there would 
have had no institutional leadership.

W. Ernest Young, then the 
mission secretary, saw it this way:

We were surprised by our dear 
Brother Rafael Monroy from 
San Marcos, Hidalgo, who 
came to tell us goodbye. He is a 
fine fellow and has the spirit of 
the gospel. He came in a good 
time. Although he had only a 
short experience in the Church, 
President Pratt thought it wise 
to ordain him an elder so that 
he could baptize and care for 
the small branch in San Marcos, 
Tula, Hidalgo. He accepted this 
call, and I gave him my hymn-
book and other items to assist 
him.45

a g u s t í n  h a r o  t o  t h e  r e s c u e

A freshly minted branch president seventy-nine days following his baptism, 
Rafael Monroy had his Cipriano de Valera Bible,46 an 1886 translation of the 
Book of Mormon,47 and a 1912 Mormon hymnbook containing the texts but 
no musical scores to twenty-three songs. But it did have cross-references to 
English hymnals that indicated which music was to accompany the verses.48 He 

Photo 9. Emiliano Zapata, 1914. A 

national hero in Mexico, he was 

famous for popularizing the phrases 

“Land or Liberty” and “It is better to 

die on your feet than live your whole 

life on your knees.” One of his mili­

tias, in alliance with Villista forces, 

took the Revolution to San Marcos, 

Hidalgo, where in 1915 they executed 

Rafael Monroy and Vicente Morales, 

president and counselor in the San 

Marcos Branch presidency. 

Courtesy of Google Images.
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had a few missionary pamphlets, including Parley P. Pratt’s A Voice of Warning.49 
He had neither the Doctrine and Covenants nor the Pearl of Great Price, two 
of the faith’s four canonical works, both of which were yet to be translated into 
Spanish in any form.50 He had no handbooks on Church administration or 
policies51 and no lesson manuals for any auxiliary. He was on his own. And thus 
it was for two months.

As an evacuee in the United States, Rey Pratt issued copious correspon-
dence to the branch presidents in Mexico. Some of the correspondence arrived 
at the intended destinations despite the war. It appears that in one letter Pratt 
asked Agustín Haro, president of the San Pedro Mártir Branch, to look after 
the members in San Marcos, perhaps suggesting that he involve the Ixtacalco 
Branch in some form of ad hoc administrative oversight. In any event, after con-
sulting with Ángel Rosales, president of that branch, Haro penned a letter to 
Monroy, which arrived in San Marcos on 24 October 1913, advising him that 
he was sending Elder Jesús Flores from his branch and Francisco Rodríguez, a 
priest from the Ixtacalco Branch, to give Monroy a hand. He asked Monroy, 
and through him all the members in San Marcos, to receive them kindly. When 
the visitors arrived the following day, a Saturday, the letter of introduction they 
presented was from Ángel Rosales.52

The next day being Sunday, normal Church meetings would finally take 
place. They would be the first in San Marcos under the aegis of President Rafael 
Monroy.53 However much he had tried to be a shepherd to his new flock of 
Mormons in the two months since his calling, holding formal Sunday meet-
ings was not on his agenda, likely because he simply did not know what to do. 
Thus, on Sunday, 26 October 1913, the branch held the first formal meetings 
under Monroy’s presidency. He quickly learned how to do it, held meetings 
every Sunday thereafter, and faithfully kept the record books of those meetings, 
the Book of Acts, until his execution twenty-one months later on 17 July 1915.

In the meantime, Monroy had his ranch (El Godo) to attend to and field 
hands to supervise, his family’s store to help sustain, a wife and child to support 
and nurture, a widowed mother and two single sisters to be responsible for, 
and two nieces and one nephew living in his mother’s household, who, to some 
extent, depended on him. He was a busy man, and all this before the severe 
persecutions began.
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g r o w i n g  t h e  f a i t h  i n  s a n  m a r c o s

Whether from Rey Pratt’s urgings or from Agustín Haro’s and Ángel Rosales’s 
independent leadership instincts and commitments, the branches in San Pedro 
Mártir and Ixtacalco extended consistent alternating assistance and support 
to the members in San Marcos. For example, merely two weeks after Agustín 
Haro’s visit to get sacrament meetings under way, President Ángel Rosales from 
Ixtacalco showed up with his priest Francisco Rodríguez to offer assistance and 
see how things had gone during the intervening time. The previous Sunday, 
President Monroy had held the meetings as instructed, and he was ready for 
more counsel and advice.54

Aside from the direct visits of Haro and Rosales, Rey Pratt continued to 
send numerous letters to Monroy; the two carried on a lively correspondence. 
Additionally, W. Ernest Young and Presidents Haro and Rosales also sent letters 
of advice and counsel, all intended to fortify Monroy with knowledge and con-
fidence in his leadership and to give spiritual comfort to the San Marcos Saints, 
reminding them that it is not only for this life that humankind lives.55 The con-
cepts of eternity and we are not alone are powerful matters of the heart that help 
build institutionally solid and personally committed congregations.

By January 1914, twenty-three members and investigators were meeting 
in San Marcos, President Monroy was always talking up the Church with his 
friends and acquaintances, and Agustín Haro again made his presence felt, this 
time in company of Santiago Alquisira. The magnificent chronicler Guadalupe 
Monroy observed, “These missionaries encouraged the Saints and their faith 
increased.”

Haro and Rosales’s visits to San Marcos made them consider calling part-
time local missionaries to take up the slack made evident when the full-time 
missionaries had been evacuated the previous August. Haro assigned his San 
Pedro Mártir Branch member Vicente Morales to begin missionary visits to San 
Marcos, usually every two weeks or so. Morales began in January 1914, arriving 
with various companions over the ensuing months, the first being Juan García, 
who had lived in the Mormon colonies in Chihuahua and—although a mature 
man of considerable experience—held only the priesthood office of teacher. 
Being a musician by profession, García enchanted the Monroy daughters.

Vicente Morales—a deacon who had long been committed to the gospel 
and ported a powerful testimony but was short on gospel finesse and knowledge 
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and Spanish language ability, Spanish not being his mother tongue—was a rep-
resentative of the “rustic part” of the Mormon social spectrum that was nev-
ertheless being bonded into a community of Saints. During the next twelve 
months, his status changed from itinerant part-time missionary to Rafael Mon-
roy’s ranch employee at El Godo. On 3 January 1915, he happily entered the 
Monroy family as the husband of Eulalia Mera Martínez, Jesusita’s niece, who 
had by then been living with the Monroys for at least two years.56

Through the visits of Vicente Morales and his companions, knowledge of 
the Monroy family and its work on behalf of the Church began to circulate in 
other areas, at least in San Pedro Mártir, Ixtacalco, and Toluca. There, people 
had become aware that the Monroys were relatively privileged people, which 
placed them in the customary position of being possible grantors to good 
causes. Around February 1914, the part-time missionary Francisco Rodríguez, 
from Ixtacalco, who had visited the Monroys on at least two occasions, sent 
a letter requesting help in settling some debts he had with Juan Páez, also a 
member, who was ill and needed assistance. Another member, Amado Pérez, 
a long-time faithful member, probably from Ixtacalco at the time, asked the 
Monroys to accept his only daughter into their family because the political sit-
uation had become precarious and he feared for her safety.57 Civil order was 
breaking down, and not even the high broken-glass and barbed-wire-topped 
walls of well-to-do family compounds could continue to protect their residents. 
Other requests would come, some with an attitude of entitlement. It made no 
difference. The Monroys helped where they could with their money, time, and 
other resources.

Along the way, instructive spiritual blessings reinforced Rafael Monroy in 
his ecclesiastical and pastoral work in San Marcos. The branch president’s two-
year-old daughter, María Concepción, affectionately called Conchita, fell mor-
bidly ill with an undiagnosed, or at least undisclosed, disease that lasted forty 
days. Neighbors affirmed the illness to be God’s punishment for the family 
changing its religion. They added a prescription: Monroy should repent and 
pray to the Virgin of Guadalupe to heal his daughter.

Monroy was devastated. Although he may have consulted with the visit-
ing part-time missionaries and perhaps even with Presidents Haro and Rosales, 
he ultimately wrote to Rey Pratt about his afflictions. In response, Pratt sent 
several letters of encouragement. (The civil war notwithstanding, the postal 



t h e  m o n r o y s

3 9

system still made deliveries almost everywhere in central Mexico.) In one of 
the letters, Pratt recommended that Monroy use his priesthood to anoint and 
bless his daughter and therefore heal her. This may have been the first time that 
Rafael had experienced an occasion to use his priesthood this way. Pratt gave 
him specific instructions. Monroy did as instructed, and the child was healed 
and lived thereafter to a relatively advanced age.58 Heartened, San Marcos’s 
branch president redoubled his ecclesiastical and pastoral efforts.

Help from afar continued. Ángel Rosales was released as the Ixtacalco 
branch president, and his former priest, now elder, Francisco Rodríguez, who 
had been a recipient of the Monroys’ humanitarian aid, had become the new 
branch president there.59 He wrote frequently to Rafael, giving him instruc-
tions, and now seemed to be in the forefront of sending part-time missionaries 
to San Marcos. Thus, on 27 March 1914, he sent Antonio Páez with Vicente 
Morales to get the Sunday School set up; in the evening, they held a mis-
sionary meeting.

Whether for this visit or other reasons, three days later another baptismal 
service was held in San Marcos in which Jesusita’s daughter, Natalia, and other 
family members or friends were baptized. Aside from Natalia, these included 
Daniel Montoya, Taurina Pérez, Juana Mera, Isauro Monroy, and Alberto 
Tovar. Now, with increased confidence and experience, branch president Rafael 
Monroy performed the baptisms and confirmations himself.60

A week later, Agustín Haro, with companion Teodoro Juárez, arrived and 
established the pattern of holding Sunday School in the mornings and cultos, 
sacrament meetings, in the afternoons or evenings.61 Whatever conversations 
the San Pedro Mártir and Ixtacalco leaders were having with each other and 
whatever the source of their administrative oversight—whether from com-
petition, autochthonous desires to help, President Pratt’s letters, or perhaps 
district leaders President Pratt was trying to put in place at the time—the new 
San Marcos Branch, its members, and its branch president were amply being 
looked after.

Having received much help from others, the San Marcos Saints were now 
in a position to reciprocate. It happened this way: Around the latter part of 
April 1914, some of the male members in the San Pedro Mártir and Ixtacalco 
branches were running the risk of being conscripted into the Twenty-Ninth 
Battalion of the federal army. President Pratt had counseled members 
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throughout Mexico to remain neutral and not take sides in the war. The San 
Pedro and Ixtacalco men tried to follow his counsel by fleeing to other parts of 
central Mexico. However, by so doing they left their home branches bereft of 
a priesthood base sufficient even to hold meetings. In any event, the men were 
afraid to be at gatherings of the Saints lest federal troops appear and conscript 
them on the spot.62

President Francisco Rodríguez of Ixtacalco was one who fled. This patri-
arch of a large family was now left without work to support his loved ones, 
even to obtain their basic food with which to sustain life. He pled with the 
San Marcos Saints to impart a few funds to help them. They responded. Then, 
Trinidad Haro, son of branch president Agustín Haro in San Pedro Mártir, 
bolted to San Marcos looking for refuge. He found it with Rafael Monroy at 
El Godo, along with a remunerative job as a ranch hand.63 Others followed. As 
the war continued to unfold, San Marcos became, for a while, a place of refuge 
for a number of Mormons throughout central Mexico, whom the members 
embraced as fellow Saints.

Rafael had a large project in mind that was perhaps partially underway to 
aid destitute members who were arriving in San Marcos seeking refuge from 
the war. The Mormon colonies in Chihuahua and Sonora inspired this project. 
Through lengthy conversations with Juan García, who had lived in those col-
onies, Monroy became aware of how the Anglo American Mormons there 

“helped one another  .  .  . and how all worked together, women and children 
as well as the men” to advance their communal cause and prospects for sur-
vival.64 Monroy may have seen something like the Mexican ejido (communal 
land) system, which had regained much ideological currency at the time, in 
these Mormon practices.65 He raised the matter by letter with President Pratt, 
who in mid-December 1914 responded enthusiastically to the idea but also laid 
out a dose of realism on practical problems within the local Mexican culture. 
At the same time, he extended his counsel on how to work around cultural 
impediments to such a project. Pratt emphasized the idea of a formal contract. 
Emboldened, Monroy went to work to secure the lands.66 In six months, he 
would be dead, so the project never really got off the ground.

That reality notwithstanding, refugees kept arriving. For example, Casi-
miro Gutiérrez, along with his wife and numerous children, showed up when 
no available housing existed in San Marcos, so the McVeys got them settled in 
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San Miguel, where they helped Casimiro start a business. Gabriel Rosales; his 
wife, Modesto Gutiérrez; and their son; and President Francisco Rodríguez; 
his wife, Anacleto; and their sixteen-year-old ward, Ana Páez, all from the Ixta-
calco branch, were among those settled with the members in San Marcos and 
were helped to find ranch and domestic employment.67 Rosales later joined 
the Zapatistas.68

In June 1914, the San Marcos members celebrated the first anniversary of 
the first baptisms in their community. As a sign of development and emerging 
maturity, some of the converts routinely took part in the services, testimony 
meetings were lively, and the Church gave evidence of becoming institutional-
ized in the village.69 This was a good prognosis given that Pratt’s only influence 
in the mission was through his weekly letters, which the San Marcos Branch 
routinely received, although Pratt apparently did not receive any responses.70

Despite the war and even the Carrancista and Villista/Zapatista occu-
pations of San Marcos in 1915, the members continued to grow spiritually, 
holding their meetings almost every Sunday, enjoying visits from local mission-
aries from Ixtacalco and San Pedro Mártir, reading and rereading Rey Pratt’s 
letters, conducting baptisms, and seeing their congregation grow to almost 
forty people.71 Indeed, for the first branch conference held in San Marcos on 
3 January 1915, sixty-three people attended, a number of them guests for the 
Vicente Morales–Eulalia Mera Martínez wedding that took place the fol-
lowing day.72

The war, the newness in the gospel, and the resettlement problems all 
posed challenges. It was certainly true that the period 1913–15 was difficult for 
the San Marcos Mormons. However, one central fact remained. The members 
were studiously engaged in internalizing the Mormon way, which included 
not only Mormon doctrine, however esoteric, but also a social gospel that 
embraced member refugees and extended them humanitarian aid. It was a time 
of growth—spiritual, temporal, experiential—increasingly on their own.
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