Celeste Valero, Edilberta
Pica, Noemi Valero and
Lucrecia Cruz, farmers and
artisans from Puna and
Quebrada de Humahuaca
in Jujuy, in the northern
region of Argentina
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Vogue travelled across four countries in the Americas, exploring
the incredible story of women who live off the land, and who, in
many ways, are sowing the seeds of a more just and attainable
society. On our journey, alongside the Inter-American Institute
for Cooperation on Agriculture (IICA), we also documented the
women’s mode of dress, which carried its own powerful meaning.
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Magdalena Coyote, a
Guatemalan artisan, farmer and
philanthropist, wears traditional
Mayan clothing. The color red,
she explains, symbolizes the
blood spilled by colonizers. The
black on her skirt represents
mourning and white, the purity
of that which is female.
(Photo: Cecília Duarte)

hree moon phases, four
countries and 100 women.
S i x t e e n d ay s of t r ave l
across Guatemala, Jamaica,
Argentina and Brazil. Fifteen flights and
2500 kilometers traveled. Temperatures
ranging from -2 oC to 37 oC. High
altitudes, rivers, deserts and land,
lots of land. We were four women.
Together, we watched the moon through
countless windows, at the hotels, rented
houses and homes that welcomed us.
Although the geography continually
feasted our eyes with incredibly diverse
landscapes, one observation rang
true throughout our entire journey:
rural women have strong hands and
stories. For them, farming is life, and
to nurture is to love. They believe that
food is synonymous with affection and
survival−a lesson that is passed on from
one generation to the next. The pronouns
“we,” “nosotras” and “nós” are uttered
more frequently than “I.” In the four areas
we visited, pure femineity is confronted
with intense and cruel male chauvinism.
It was August−Mother Earth’s month
for the Andean people−when we
embarked on our journey towards our
first stop, Guatemala, having accepted
an invitation from the Inter-American
Institute for Cooperation on Agriculture
(IICA), located in San José, Costa Rica,
and headed by Dr. Manuel Otero. IICA
thinks of Earth as a female figure, as
does agroecology, which fosters greater
awareness and respect in the use of

natural resources, through a growing,
s u s t a i n able e xc h a n ge b et we en
agriculture and the environment.
Such is the case between women and
the land. According to data by IICA,
women are responsible for producing
51% of food eaten on the American
continent. Some of them work in fields
owned by others and almost all of
them have an agroecological garden.
Handicrafts represent another common
occupation and an alternative for
women whose bodies are tired from
working the land, or for young women
who are interested in fashion and are
very eager to promote the local culture.
Their time is calmer, ticking away
at the speed of life cycles rather than
fleeting desires. They are unfamiliar
with haste, that very urban construct.
They enjoy certain privileges that we do
not have in cities, and vice versa. Almost
all of them own a cell phone with a
signal that is exponentially lower than
what is required for communication.
The Internet and social networking
sites represent major portals that they
strive to access, much like those of us
in the city long to connect with nature,
which is so commonplace in their lives.
At some point you have surely felt,
or at least heard about, the desire
to respect and restore that which is
sacredly feminine: cycles, the phases
of the moon, empathy, the sense of
belonging, autonomy and sorority. These
women put this theory into practice.
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NOEMI IVONE MARTINEZ,
HEALER AND SHAMAN
(ARGENTINA)

Noemi sows and harvests herbs
and shares her knowledge. A proud
indigenous woman, she is determined
to implement a multicultural education
project in her country, starting with
Jujuy, the province where she was born,
in the northern region of Argentina.
Her idea is to introduce the indigenous
culture to schools through workshops
incorporated into the curriculum, in
order to share the values and history
of her people as well as teach about
the relationship with and respect for
nature. “We must leave this door open,”
she explains, referring to the value
of this exchange. She invited us to
participate in a tribute to Pachamama,
an Andean ritual of gratitude that
returns food and life to the earth. We
were ready for the celebration, but there
was a river nearby−the Yacoraite−and
Noemi changed plans. We headed to
the riverbank, had some fruit, took an
incense bath, covered our bodies with a
special oil, and gave thanks. It is worth
noting that Pachamama is not only
Mother Earth, but also the mother of
the cosmos, of water, of all the elements.
Water is associated with a woman’s
belly, representing the flow of life. “This
was a great decision, and I let it flow,”
explained Noemi.

DENISE WEDDERBURN, AGROECOLOGIST AND MEMBER OF THE NGO
THE TREASURE BEACH WOMEN’S GROUP (JAMAICA)
Born in Jamaica’s capital, Kingston, Denise has lived in Canada and in New York, where she earned a Political Science degree
from Columbia University. The legacy of Martin Luther King’s struggle for the civil rights of black people in the United States
inspired her to return to her country in 1975, where she remained until 1980. “I had to do something for my country”. She
worked in the government of Michael Manley, who was Prime Minister on two separate occasions (1972-1980 and 1989-1992).
Manley, a social democrat, was considered one of the leading spokespersons on Third World issues and is respected in his
country for his social actions. After Edward Seaga, a conservative, prevailed in a turbulent election, Denise returned to New
York. There she operated a clothing store and restaurant, was a book editor and became a regular at Studio 54. In 1994, she
resettled permanently in Jamaica. Today, she cultivates her vegetable garden and devotes her energies to the Treasure Beach
Women’s Group, an NGO in a seaside community of the same name on the country’s southern coast. The Group focuses on
rural women and their families. She is the organization’s Project Coordinator, with responsibility for health, training and
encouragement of arts and crafts.
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KELSEY NELSON,
STUDENT, SUMMER
CAMP VOLUNTEER
(JAMAICA)

Like her grandparents,
fisherfolk and fishmongers,
and her mother, Sissy, a
teacher, Kelsey was born
in Treasure Beach. In the
previous photo, Kelsey’s
hair is completely wrapped
in a bandana, one of the
traditional items most
representative of Jamaica.
She wears her ancestry
with pride. Although she
does not work on the land,
she does have an interest
in agroecology. “We need
to protect the natural
environment; we all know
this”, she says. Kelsey
teaches dance (traditional
and modern) to the youngest
children in the community
summer camp. She hopes
to study law one day. In
the meanwhile, she takes
courses offered by the
Treasure Beach Women’s
Group. Kelsey “always has
a smile on her face”, her
mother tells us, “and is a
very happy and generous
young woman”. She is also
a very good singer, not only
of choral folk music, but also
of dancehall, the Jamaican
rhythm that has taken the
world by storm.

RUTILA AJANEL IXTABALAN, ARTISAN AND SOCIAL
ENTREPRENEUR OF THE BRAND XANIL (GUATEMAL A)
Rutila learned how to plant corn and potato, and how to sell these products at popular fairs, from one of her grandmothers; from
the other, she learned how to share the history of Mayan culture through embroideries. Trained in social sciences, Rutila was
able to tie her idea for collective social development with the teachings of the matriarchs through Xanil, a brand that creates
artisanal bags. “Almost all women of Mayan descent learn to weave when they’re little. I value that skill and develop it further
through my workshops, with a contemporary style. It’s a social brand; I train women,” she explains. In addition to boosting the
creative potential of older female artisans and farmers whose bodies are tired from working the land, Rutila motivates younger
women to feel pride in their origins. “It would be a shame for younger generations to lose touch with their ancestors. As the
mother of a young boy, I feed that curiosity at home as well.”
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Standing, from left
to right: Domingas
Perez, Margarita Cate,
Magdalena Coyote and
Ruth Serech.
Seated, from left to
right: Raquel Mejia
and Rutila Ajanel
Ixtabalan.

EMPRESS THANDI WILLIAMS-WISE,
FARMER AND DIRECTOR OF THE RASTA
WELLNESS CENTER (JAMAICA)
Empress was raised by her grandparents – farmers
- in White Horse, a community in the interior of
Jamaica. Her grandmother, a herbalist, planted
and harvested medicinal herbs, grew cocoa, and
made her own chocolate, selling it to markets
and fairs. Her grandfather taught her the art of
cultivation. Today, she in turn is sharing their
knowledge in her business, the Rasta Wellness
Center, in Treasure Beach, where she lives with
her husband, Stephen Ras Katri Wise, a musician
and agroecologist, and her six children, between
the ages of 5 and 20 years old. The property where
the family lives is a unique attraction. It can
accommodate a range of experiences, ranging
from working in the field and Rastafarian
philosophy to yoga, meditation and massages.
Her dining area adjoins an open concept kitchen,
where Thandi prepares delicious Ayurvedic
recipes from her sizeable agro-ecological garden.
Once you meet the family, you understand the
warmth that they exude, which is rooted in the
Rastafarian movement. “It is not a religion. It is
a consciousness based on the harmony between
every living thing on the planet, respecting colors
and culture, love for oneself and for one’s neighbor,
self-acceptance and collective respect”, explains
Empress, who as a child, chose the name Thandi
as her Rasta name. “It was not easy growing up
as a Rastafarian, amidst so much prejudice. Bob
Marley and the activist, Marcus Garvey, carried our
philosophy to the world”.

MARGARITA CATE, FARMER, PHILANTHROPIST AND CRAFTSWOMAN

(GUATEMAL A)

When I first met Margarita, (who appears in the above photograph, wearing a headcloth and a silver necklace), she sold
me an Artesanía Guatemalteca bag, which she had made, using a traditional backstrap loom. Margarita comes from the
kaqchikel indigenous community in the Guatemalan mountains. She has survived civil conflicts and natural disasters
that have devastated the country throughout the years, but she prefers to talk about her support for social projects for
upcoming generations. “They are tomorrow’s harvest. We have to nurture them”, says Margarita, who studied Social
Sciences at the Rafael Landívar University. One of her projects is the preparation of a parental guide for mothers who
are seeking to balance ancestral and modern practices, in raising their children. Margarita speaks proudly about the
Guatemalan young people who are producing and exporting coffee. She talks about the land, cycles, society, fashion,
and about putting thought and feeling into the way we dress. “Our skirts speak to our femininity and freedom. The sash
around our waist braces us to face life. Our embroidery depicts Mayan culture and nature”, she explains. The headcloth
that they wear is a mark of respect for everything in the heavens above. The color red represents the blood spilled on the
arrival of the colonizers. The yellow symbolizes the Earth’s gold and “grandfather Sun” and white represents feminine
purity. The strength of women is in their hair, and that is why they adorn it. The name, Margarita, means strong and
wise woman. I don’t doubt this.
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JUANA AMELIA VAZQUEZ,
SANTA CLARA SOSA AND
ANA MARÍA RIVAS, OF THE
TENTARARETA-YAIKOVE
GUARANÍ ABORIGINAL
COMMUNIT Y(ARGENTINA)
Juana (seated on the ground) it is the
president of her community, located
in Yuto, in the northern region of
Argentina, close to the border with
Bolivia. Together with Santa Clara
and Ana María, she traveled over 350
kilometers to meet us at Quebrada de
Humahuaca. They wear traditional
clothing from the region, where
survival used to depend exclusively on
hunting, fishing, and the farming of
corn, potato and various roots. Today,
part of the region is urbanized, and the
interior has seen an increase in the
number of handicrafts, particularly
baskets made from corn and sugarcane
straw, as well as eye-catching ceramic
pieces. The three proud indigenous
women dedicate their time to all of
the aforementioned activities, while
also fighting for greater equality,
primarily gender equality, well beyond
the Tentarareta-Yaikove and TentaCavi borders in Yuto. They organize
meetings and seek support from the
government, NGOs and associations.
“Communication and dialogue are as
crucial as land is for life,” notes Ana
María. They returned to Yuto that
same day, traveling a total of 700 km in
less than ten hours. It isn’t easy, which
is why they don’t give up.

IRMA COROY, FARMER AND ARTISAN OF THE TIKONEL ASSOCIATION (GUATEMAL A)
Irma’s gaze is not the only charming thing about her. An artisan, weaver and farmer, she is the typical “woman of
the land.” She is a spokesperson for and an active member of Tikonel, an association founded in 1994 to foster rural
development through various training activities. The association serves more than 6000 families in 24 municipalities
throughout Guatemala. “The idea is to encourage the use of agro-forestry practices to preserve the environment,
produce richer, purer food and, in turn, give back to the land that feeds us,” she explains. There are workshops for
persons interested in managing their gardens better, as well as for those interested in taking advantage of intense
climatic variations as well as renewable natural resources. Thanks to these practices, polyculture is expanding in the
country. “It’s a type of rescue,” explains Irma, who is also an expert backstrap weaver and creates articles such as the
one wrapped around her head in this photo (available for sale on Tikonel’s website). “We use techniques and designs
that are Mayan, like us.”
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KELSEY NELSON
AND SHOBI WISE,
STUDENTS
(JAMAICA)

They hugged spontaneously
and burst into song, which
was also unplanned. As we
were preparing the camera
to start shooting, the young
girls, 13 and 14 years of age,
sang folk songs. The two
of them are learning (and
loving) the music of the
Treasure Beach Women’s
Group. Shobi, on the
right, is the daughter of
Empress, and was raised
according to the principles
of Rastafarianism. She is
knowledgeable about the
cultivation of vegetables
and fruits, and about
their nutritional and
overall value. “At home,
we sow, plant and gather
everything that we eat”,
she tells us proudly. “My
family has been living
this way even before I
existed”. What a unique
existence it is, as Shobi has
five siblings, and friends
who she also refers to as
brothers and sisters.

GLORIA BENNET AND ELONIE TAYLOR

(JAMAICA)

Gloria and Elonie are inseparable friends and are perfectly in sync. They
dressed in the same color scheme for the photograph. They are retired, rural
Jamaican women, who are now volunteers. Elonie, a caregiver and founding
member of the Treasure Beach Women’s Group, speaks in delightful, soft
patois tones (Patois is essentially an oral language that is a mixture of English
with influences from ancestral languages). Gloria describes herself as a great
grandmother who is knowledgeable about the natural environment. They both
actively participate in the NGO and attend church with equal devotion. Celeste
Anderson, one of the TBWG spokespersons, says that she does not go to church,
as she practices her own religion. “However, since it is important to many
women, then it is vital for me and for all of us”. Respect and faith are cherished
in the surrounding areas that we visit.
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MARGARITA LOOL
AND IRMA COROY,
OF THE TIKONEL
ASSOCIATION
(GUATEMAL A)

CLAUDETTE MOXEM,
TREASURE BEACH WOMEN’S
GROUP VOLUNTEER
(JAMAICA)

A nurse by profession, Claudette
migrated to London as a little girl.
“My generation experienced severe
prejudice there, but if we spotted a tree
ahead, all of us climbed it together.
We learned to fit in very quickly”. She
is a returning Jamaican, like Denise.
“It would have made no sense to stay
away from my country. My husband is
from Treasure Beach, and is the son of
fishermen, and therefore, he wanted
to return home too”, she tells us. I
first returned to Jamaica in 1986 and
I felt as if I had never left”. Like many
Jamaican emigrants, Claudette and her
husband gradually built a home with
the money they had earned abroad.
Her return to the place that she calls
‘paradise’ was in 2007. “I have been in
London two times since then and it
confirmed for me that I belong here,
working with the NGO, which is where
I feel strong”. Claudette is involved
in “every area where I am needed”,
particularly in educational projects.
“Here I learned about the value of the
land. I entered the universe of farmers,
agroecology, and nutrition, learning
to plant. I am grateful to be a part of
this. The ability to truly love others,
communicate and sow the land is
essential to our evolution. Without a
doubt, these are feminine qualities”.
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MARIA QUIPILDOR,
FARMER AND ARTISAN
(ARGENTINA)

Two months ago, María joined
the group of artisans of the
social brand Kenko, which was
established in 2016 and creates
articles made out of pure wool,
sewn by hand and dyed with
natural pigments. Through
this project launched by Celeste
Valero, a promising young
woman in Jujuy, training is
provided to rural women who are
interested in telling their stories
through woven designs that
evoke Mayan traditions. Most of
the raw materials used to create
the pieces come from and are
subsequently returned to nature
through replanting. María,
who grows corn and potato,
now combines her expertise in
farming with the knowledge she
has acquired as a Kenko artisan.
“In the field or at the spinning
wheel, we support and feed our
families, and we come together
to undertake new ventures.”

ELIZABETH QUIC, FARMER AND BARISTA (GUATEMAL A)
Guatemala’s 25-cent coin, produced in the 1960s, features a woman wearing a tocoyal, a headdress filled with Mayan symbols.
Her name is Concepción Ramírez; in 1959, she was chosen by the government to represent the beauty of indigenous women.
Elizabeth, who is also of indigenous descent, decided to wear a tocoyal for this photo. “It represents the serpent as well as
women’s and nature’s strength and resistance,” explains the young woman whose parents, a construction foreman and a
housewife, also grow coffee in their home garden. Elizabeth, who holds a degree in tourism, was unsure whether to continue
pursuing this career, and therefore decided to take barista and farming courses. “I rediscovered my passion: contact with the
land and ancestral farming knowledge,” she states.
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MONIQUE WILLIAMS, COMMUNITY AND
AGRICULTURAL TOURISM DEVELOPMENT
AGENT (JAMAICA)

RITA TEIXEIRA, AGROECOLOGIST AND ACTIVIST OF THE NORTHEAST PARÁ
WOMEN’S MOVEMENT (MMNEPA) (BRAZIL)
“I am a poor, black, female farmer, and the daughter of illiterate farmers.” Rita Teixeira, one of the most
powerful women we encountered, describes herself in this way. She began working at age 11 in her family’s
plot of land. Afterwards, she became involved in female and agricultural activism. She witnessed many of her
militant female friends lose their lives for defending the land, and is currently orchestrating a revolution in
the Amazon region. Her current transformation tool is the “agroecological notebook,” a planning workbook
developed by the University of Viçosa, in Minas Gerais, for female farmers. The notebook helps them keep
track of how much they invest (in terms of time, work, energy and costs) and how much they can earn from
agricultural production. In this way, they are able to increase income for their families as well as achieve
autonomy and even greater yields than men. It is worth noting that financial dependence is one of the main
reasons for which female victims of domestic violence choose not to abandon their husbands. Rita’s work
transcends the borders of the state of Pará, reaching other parts of the Amazon region, such as the home of
Ozirene Cardoso da Silva or “Doña Nega,” in the Amazon. “I now understand the value of my work. I am proud
to be a female farmer, and I make more money than my former husband,” explains Nega, who is remarried
“to a man who values and respects me.” Doña Nega met Rita at a workshop offered by Casa do Río, a social
institution that has conducted work in the Amazon since 2009. IICA highlighted Rita’s efforts by including
her story in a book that celebrates the strength of rural women. Last month, along with Thiago Cavalli of Casa
do Río, Rita was honored by New York’s Brazil Foundation.
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Twenty-three-year-old Monique is not a rural woman,
but rather an urban woman committed to developing
her country and to securing the rights and prosperity
of women who live in the inland areas of Jamaica.
She was working as a model, a career she abandoned
for the Faculty of Tourism and for an administrative
position at the Tourism Product Development
Company (TPDCo). “I decided to study tourism
because it is my passion and it is one of the most
important sectors in my country, which is in need
of transformation”, she tell us. Monique is doing just
this by focusing on a concept of tourism that is not
only sustainable, but also community- and sociallyoriented. These actions are attracting tourists to the
inland areas of the country, to discover the natural
beauty, and most importantly, the beautiful people
who care for the land and live off it.
“This is a model that offers the tourist an authentic
visit, generating employment for locals, valuing
Jamaican culture –which is also agricultural,
and building the self-esteem of rural residents
and farmers, and thus, I think it is an important
mechanism for transformation. It speaks to a
more human relationship, in every sense of the
word”, says Monique, who was born in Kingston
and was raised and lives in Portmore, a coastal city
adjacent to Jamaica’s capital. She is the daughter of
an accountant and a metalworker. She is working
with the rural women in her country because of
her ideology, sisterhood and her desire for collective
prosperity. “I never was a country girl. I am strictly a
city girl, but I learned from my parents that through
our work we can overcome challenges and we can use
our brains to progress. They would always tell me not
to work hard, but to enjoy my work and to work smart,
by focusing my energies on meeting my objectives”.
“I know very little about my ancestors, but my family
claims that we are descendants of the maroons”. The
maroons were Africans who were brought to Jamaica
to work as slaves and were able to escape captivity
and to live in free communities in the interior of
the island. They were intelligent farmers who
determined their own path, instead of accepting the
destiny that awaited them. They were champions.
Therefore, Monique has powerful roots.
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