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Mexico City’s
Xochimilco neighbor-

hood has been an area
of canals and farming

for centuries.

Welcome to Xochimilco
The meandering canals of Xochimilco are

the last vestiges of a once-vast system of lakes
and canals that crisscrossed the Valley of
Mexico. Declared a Unesco World Heritage
site in 1987, today’s waterways span some
180km in a protected area that’s home to
hundreds of migratory and native bird
species.

Every day, scores of colorful gondola-like
boats (known as trajineras) ply the canals,
offering visitors a vivid reminder of the city’s
pre-Hispanic legacy (granted, some visitors
see the outing as more of a booze cruise).
During the ride, boats glide past chinampas,
man-made island plots used today for every-
thing from soccer pitches and quirky art
exhibits to farms and nurseries. In the N’huatl
language (spoken by the indigenous people),
Xochimilco means “flower field.” Built from the
shallow canals’ muddy soil and decaying veg-
etation, the artificial islands in Xochimilco date
back to the 11th century but it is said that the
chinampa farm system has been around for
much longer in the Central Mexico region.

The Mexica (aka Aztecs) perfected the skill
of building chinampas and they would trans-
port their crops from the southern edge of
their capital, Tenochtitlan, along waterways to
the city center. But after the Spanish conquis-

tadors defeated the Aztecs in the 16th centu-
ry they proceeded to drain many of the area’s

lakes and canals and eventually a colonial city
went up atop a sloshy, dried-out lake bed.

Many of today’s chinampa farmers grow
plants and flowers, which require less care
than vegetables, but as more of the city’s
restaurants seek fresh, pesticide-free produce
you see more and more veggies cropping up
along the shores of Xochimilco.

The rise of locally sourced cuisine
Purchasing produce from chinampas

makes perfect sense for social-minded restau-
rateurs - they support local growers while
helping to preserve an important Mexican tra-
dition. Yolc’n, one of Xochimilco’s top farms,
supplies produce such as radishes, beets, car-
rots, leafy greens and herbs to 17 of the capi-
tal’s restaurants. The nutrient-rich soil
dredged from the canals is highly productive
and it yields vibrant flavorful crops that make
a notable difference when preparing any
number of dishes.

Sud 777, for instance, does a salad called
ensalada caliente de verduras chinamperas,
chinampa-grown vegetables plated with
exquisite purees. Chef Edgar Nu’ez was one of
the first chefs in Mexico City to work with
locally produced ingredients from the chi-
nampas and he continues to do so today with
great pride. “It ’s a very old agricultural
method and it’s very much an important part
of our cultural identity,” he says.

An age-old agricultural method is still in practice today along Mexico City’s canals of Xochimilco and it’s
driving a popular farm-to-table movement at the capital’s top restaurants. But can the ancient farming 

system manage to survive in the face of urban encroachment?

Xochimilco’s fertile soil makes growing crops a year-round proposition


