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BOOK REVIEW

Jenkins of Mexico: How a Southern Farm Boy Became a Mexican Magnate, by 
Andrew Paxman (New York: Oxford U.P., 2017; pp. 509. £26.49).

At first glance, the subtitle of Andrew Paxman’s outstanding biography of 
William O. Jenkins appears to contain an imprecision. Alhough the Tennessee-
born, Puebla-based businessman who is the subject of Paxman’s study lived 
most of his life in Mexico, made his vast fortune there, and left a significant 
mark on the country, he never took Mexican citizenship, and his status as a 
foreign magnate played a large part in defining his place in Mexican society 
and in shaping Mexicans’ perceptions of him. To his many critics, allegations 
that Jenkins repressed unions in his textile factories, exploited workers on his 
sugar farms or profited from corrupt links with political leaders were all the 
more outrageous because he was an American, a ‘pernicious foreigner’ who 
should be expelled from the country. Paxman ably demonstrates, however, 
that, while Jenkins’s nationality was far from irrelevant, he was in many 
respects representative of ‘a new breed of Mexican businessman emergent 
after the Revolution’ of 1910 (p. 6). He was entrepreneurial and ambitious, 
and willing to take risks as he built a business empire stretching across several 
economic sectors, but he also relied on, and prospered from, a symbiotic 
relationship with the state and with political elites in the post-revolutionary 
period. Financially-strapped state and federal administrations depended on 
the resources and capacity of industrialists such as Jenkins, and they in turn 
benefited from the protection and business opportunities that connections 
in high places could provide. The book makes an important contribution by 
highlighting these links, and by elucidating how they functioned in practice 
over the course of Jenkins’s long career, which stretched from the twilight of 
the Porfirian era, just before the outbreak of the Revolution, until his death 
in 1963.

While biography remains immensely popular with the general reading 
public, it has become a somewhat unfashionable genre for scholarly writing. 
As the historical profession has moved away from ‘great man’ understandings 
of the past, biographical accounts of the lives and actions of individuals have 
perhaps come to be seen as less useful and valuable than broad-based social 
histories. Paxman’s treatment of Jenkins serves as a salutary reminder that the 
life-story of one exceptional figure can provide a valuable perspective on a range 
of important historiographical questions. In addition to the insight it provides 
on the relationship between big business and the Mexican state, this study 
sheds light on such themes as the economic impact of the Mexican Revolution, 
the nature and extent of the structural changes wrought by the Revolution, 
and the dynamics of anti-American sentiment in post-revolutionary Mexico, 
to name a few. Jenkins’s story shows that, contrary to accounts emphasising 
the devastation and disruption caused by the Revolution, the 1910s and the 
decades that followed were a prosperous time for at least some businessmen, 
particularly those in a position to take advantage of the economic distress of a 
declining Porfirian elite and to forge partnerships with regional power-brokers 
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(as Jenkins did with the Ávila Camacho group in Puebla). It shows, too, 
that, across the pre- and post-revolutionary periods, there was ‘a surprising 
continuity of Mexican capitalism’ (p.  5), and that resentment of foreigners, 
and of foreign economic interests in particular, could be useful to a regime 
that might otherwise have found the ire of the public more focused on itself.

But if this study is valuable in large part because of the consciousness of 
broader historical issues that it demonstrates, it must be said that Jenkins is a 
fascinating subject in his own right, and Paxman’s achievement in presenting 
a nuanced portrait of this controversial figure is noteworthy. Jenkins presents 
a biographer with significant challenges. During his lifetime he declined to 
respond to his detractors, and he rejected approaches from journalists and 
others interested in his background. Few of his papers survive, and, for obvious 
reasons, documentation relating to acts of corruption and repressive violence 
in which he might have been implicated is scarce. A ‘black legend’ arising from 
his ruthless business practices competes with a ‘white legend’ emphasising 
his generosity as a philanthropist. Paxman is nonetheless able to construct a 
convincing and balanced account of Jenkins’s motivations and actions, delving 
back into his youth in late nineteenth-century Tennessee and drawing upon 
interviews with surviving family members and associates. The book thus 
provides a fine illustration of how a biographical approach can provide insights 
both into the character and experience of an individual and into the society 
and institutional environment in which he lived. Paxman’s work shows that, 
as biographers increasingly turn their attention to some of the protagonists of 
twentieth-century Mexican history—and recent years have seen the release of 
new works on Plutarco Elías Calles, Vicente Lombardo Toledano, Maximino 
Ávila Camacho and Miguel Alemán, among others—we stand to learn much 
more about the lives and the times of these figures.

HALBERT JONES
doi:10.1093/ehr/cez194 Rothermere American Institute, University of Oxford
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