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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation is a study of the Arizona Mexican American women writers— 

las arizonenses—of the twentieth century, with special emphasis on the works by Eva 

Antonia Wilbur-Cruce and Patricia Preciado Martin. A primary focus of the dissertation 

is the ways in which these writers relate to their physical and cultural landscapes. A 

comparative analysis is made between Wilbur-Cruce who responds to a critical time of 

transition for Mexican American rancheros moving from rural to urban areas at the turn 

of the century, and Preciado Martin, who focuses on the neo-colonization and growing 

tourism of Tucson and surrounding areas during the second half of the twentieth century. 

Playwright Silviana Wood and poet Patti Blanco are studied for the contributions they 

make to the writing about life in a small Arizona mining community and the Tucson 

Mexican American barrio, respectively. 
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Desert Women 

Desert women know 
about survival. Fierce heat 

and cold have burned our skin. 
Like cactus, we've learned 

to pull in tender leaves, 
to shoot spines 

from soft areoles, to hide 
pain and loss by silence, 

no branches wail or whisper 
our sad songs. Our secrets 

stay inside, only dried scars show 
if you get close 

if you dare push 
against our thorns 

But when we flower, we stun. 
Like cactus, we've learned 

to gulp and hoard. 
"Pat Mora 

"Ah, well," she sighs. "Ya es tarde. It is time to go." I turn to follow her and then turn to look once 
more to the place where her casita once stood. I look across the parking lot. I look down. "Tia, Tia," 
I call. "Yen!" She turns and comes toward me. "Look!" I say excited. "There is a flower that has 
pushed its way through the asphalt! It is blooming!" 

"Ah, mijita," she says at last. Her eyes are shining. "You have found out the secret of our 
journeys." 

"What secret, Tia,?" 
"Que las flores siempre ganan. The flowers always win." 
We turn away from the sun that is beginning to drop in the West. I take her arm again. There is 

music everywhere. 
—"The Journey" by Patricia Preciado Martin 

DESERT WOMEN: 

AN INTRODUCTION TO LAS ARIZONENSES 

BLANCO, PRECIADO MARTIN, WILBUR-CRUCE, AND WOOD 

The Mexican American' women writers of Arizona—las arizonenses'—are 'Has 

flores" that "siempre ganan" because they are the literary equivalent of the flowers that 

will always emerge triumphant and spiritually intact in their homeland—no matter how 

much concrete and asphalt is poured over them, so to speak, in the name of urban renewal 

... no matter how intense is the attempt to silence them. Patti Blanco, Patricia Preciado 



9 

Martin, Eva Antonia Wilbur-Cruce, and Silviana Wood are the arizonenses whose works 

have blossomed and come to fruition in this particular place, the state of Arizona. 

Through their writing about land, community, and place, they chart the territory, mapping 

and documenting with words a way of life that has oftentimes been omitted from 

traditional history books. By bringing to light their own specific and unique stories, 

poems, dramas, and oral histories that have oftentimes been excluded from the traditional 

literary canon, they write the Mexican American back into geographical and literary 

texts: back into the landscape, the history, the story, of this place. 

These writers' works document an historical period of ongoing colonization. I 

refer to the dynamics that occurred from the beginning of that specific historical marker, 

the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo of 1848, to the present, and which played out across a 

contentious space alternately conquered by rivaling political factions. These various 

groups helped to transform this place from Native American"^ land to Spanish colony and 

Mexican country, to Arizona territory ('V/ none'' to some: to others, "the far west") and, 

ultimately, to 48"* state in the Union and one of the North American borderlands states. 

The neo-colonial revisionist history and cultural study of this particular American literary 

and geographical space is aided by a reading of the valuable contributions made by these 

Arizona Mexican American women writers, las arizonenses. 

The literary works by las arizonenses map many of the complex changes and 

transitions that have taken place on Arizona land since the turn of the twentieth century. 

These transitions have been not only geographical, but political and cultural, as well. As 

post-1848 Mexican American writers (bom in 1904, 1939, 1940, and 1958) who inherited 
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a legacy of colonization and cultural collision, Patti Blanco, Patricia Preciado Martin, 

Eva Antonia Wilbur-Cruce, and Silviana Wood are twentieth century descendants of their 

1800's antepasados who experienced the finagling by the United States land grant courts 

and the machinations of the Santa Fe Ring to dispossess Mexican Americans of their 

lands by unscrupulous means—prompting, by the year 1848, "the modem Chicano image 

of the Southwest as a lost land" (The Lost Land: The Chicano [mage of the Southwest 

43). 

These women's ancestors were those who had been promised United States 

citizenship and the honoring of their property deeds through the Treaty of Guadalupe 

Hidalgo in 1848, only to discover that they had been lied to and that one more United 

States treaty had been broken once again. As historian Patricia Limerick points out in The 

Legacv of Conquest: The Unbroken Past of the American West. "Hispanics had in the 

Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo a written guarantee of their rights to retain their legitimate 

land claims. Like Indian treaties, too, the 1848 treaty would be much violated but would 

nonetheless remain on the books as a promise awaiting fulfillment" (235-236). Limerick 

further explains in The Legacv of Conquest that "Americans had promised to honor the 

legitimate land claims of Hispanics in the ceded territories" (as a result of the Treaty of 

Guadalupe Hidalgo), but that American law, when confronted with Spanish and Mexican 

land grant law, became "a sure source of confusion"—which, in turn, presented "a fine 

opportunity" to a "certain sort of frontiersman" (237). As a result, she concludes, "the 

Santa Fe ring, a group of lawyers and politicians at the center of New Mexico territorial 

politics" built a "political and economic empire out of the tangled heritage of land grants" 
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(237). Because these lawyers were primarily paid in land, they "gradually acquired 

ownership of the largest grants and became, as it were, their own clients"—so much so 

that, eventually, "over 80 per cent of the Spanish grants went to American lawyers and 

settlers" (237). 

This era of political and cultural rupture was conducted not only in a north/south 

direction (with the physical changes to the United States/Mexico border from the Nueces 

River to the lower Rio Grande River as a consequence of the United States/Mexico War 

being perhaps the most obvious example), but also from east to west. By the time 

Frederick Jackson Turner noted in his deliverance of'The Frontier in American History " 

that the Superintendent of the Census in 1890 had essentially declared the end of the 

frontier, the frontier Turner called "the outer edge of the wave—the meeting point 

between savagery and civilization" (3), the ancestors of these Mexican American women 

writers had already witnessed the latest outsiders running roughshod across their 

communities and their lands. The Anglo newcomers—who followed the conquerors of 

this place before them, the Spanish Europeans—at first came by foot and horse and 

wagon, and later were succeeded by the railroad robber barons. They transgressed in the 

name of Manifest Destiny in a rush westward towards gold, paradise, an escape from the 

bondage of Eastern society, and the mining of "free" land. 

Even though Turner declared in 1893 that up until that year "American history 

has been in a large degree the history of the colonization of the Great West" (I), many 

would argue that the colonizing of this place, this "occupied America"^ continues to the 

present day. It is this neo-colonialism on these lands about which the arizonenses write. 
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each documenting for posterity the various ways in which she views and experiences 

these changes to her physical and cultural landscape. For Wilbur-Cruce, it is the losses of 

the old ranchos laying claim to historic Spanish land grants that figure most prominently. 

In telling her life story, she also chronicles a time when people saw "the close of an era" 

and stood "at the threshold of a new world" wherein were heard the discouraging words: 

"Mexican, greaser, spic" as well as "'gringos, topos, basiira blanca ... Okies" (A 

Beautiful Cruel Country 309). For Preciado Martin, it is the ways in which the late 

1960's urban renewal projects, as well as a growing tourist industry in Tucson, the Old 

Pueblo that continues growing to the present day, have gentrified the barrio, museumized 

it, or sliced through it with freeways leading out to commercial and real estate profits and 

gains. For Patti Blanco, it is the post-World War II decline of the predominantly Mexican 

American neighborhoods in Phoenix, Arizona or the dynamics of life in small mining 

towns dominated by large mining corporate empires like Phelps Dodge. And for Silviana 

Wood it is all the ways in which barrio residents have persevered in the face of not only 

the wars abroad, but also the multiple wars on the homefront affecting their economic, 

cultural, and social well-being. 

These women's stories are important to an understanding of the history of this 

place. With the telling of their stories, we move closer to a more accurate portrayal of the 

groups for whom they speak. Their perspective helps to counter a long history of 

misrepresentations of the colonized of this place. Cecil Robinson presents a thorough 

study of the typical misrepresentation of Mexican Americans in IQ*** and 20"^ century 

American literature in his Mexico and the Hispanic Southwest in American Literature. 
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Writing about the rise of Chicano literature and its attempt to correct many of these 

misrepresentations in print, he states that 

all societies need the corrective vision that the outsider, with his greater 

detachment, can sometimes supply. On the other hand, it is no doubt true 

that there are certain things about the "feel" of a culture that only a 

member of it can really know. In any event, American literature dealing 

with Mexican or Chicano culture now has the advantage of a double 

vision, the view from within and the view from without. (349) 

As important as their particular stories of this place are, however, it is equally important 

to recognize that this Southwest region is a highly contested space wherein multiple 

conquests and colonizations have taken place, and where Mexican Americans have been 

on both sides of conquest, both colonized and colonizing. As historian Thomas E. 

Sheridan notes about one of the states from this Southwestern region: 

The history of Arizona is not a linear progression from wilderness to 

civilization. Instead it is a series of advances and retreats, 

accommodations and blunders, booms and busts. Many peoples have lived 

here over the past twelve thousand years or more, but the overwhelming 

impression their history conveys is the transitory nature of human 

occupation in this arid, rugged land. (Arizona: A History xiv) 

Patricia Limerick also focuses on the contestatory nature of the American West when she 

states that 
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[w]estem history has been an ongoing competition for legitimacy—for the 

right to claim for oneself and sometimes for one's group the status of 

legitimate beneficiary of Western resources The contest for property 

and profit has been accompanied by a contest for cultural dominance. 

Conquest also involved a struggle over languages, cultures, and religions; 

the pursuit of legitimacy in property overlapped with the pursuit of 

legitimacy in way of life and point of view Conquest forms the 

historical bedrock of the whole nation, and the American West is a 

preeminent case study in conquest and its consequences. (The Leeacv of 

Conquest: The Unbroken Past of the American West 27") 

Additionally. Richard White describes the dynamics that shaped the American West most 

aptly when he states that "[t]he boundaries of the American West are a series of doors 

pretending to be walls" ("It's Your Misfortune and None of Mv Own": A New History of 

the American West 3). Finally, Edward Spicer reminds us in Cvcles of Conquest that 

"[e]ach of the three peoples who became dominant in the region—Spaniards, Mexicans, 

and Anglo-Americans—to a great extent worked in accordance with plans concerning 

what they wanted the Indians to become as well as in fulfillment of their own special 

interests"(279). Because the history of the American Southwest is such a history of 

continuing and competing conquests, it is important to note in this study of Mexican 

American literature and cultural history that Americans of Mexican descent have not only 

been the colonized, but also have been the colonizers. A more accurate impression of the 

historical legacy of this place requires the acknowledgment that these mestizos of both 
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European and Mexican Indian ancestry, these hyphenated Americans—these Mexican-

Americans—play these dual and ambiguous roles. 

Before the americanos raced towards an ever-receding westward horizon 

beckoning gold rushes, boomtowns, and promised lands, Spanish Europeans had already 

unleashed their own long history of murdering and raping the American Indians native to 

the American West, and then exploiting and displacing those that were left—and most 

often in the name of their Christian god. The Spanish conquistadors in this place 

continued a North American version of their reign of terror begun in the Indies known as 

the Black Legend. As one of the eye-witnesses to this particular Spanish practice, 

Bartolome de las Casas states in The Devastation of the Indies: A Brief Account, "the 

wars waged by the Christians against the Indians have been unjust wars, more diabolical 

than any wars ever waged anywhere in the world" (41). 

Continuing after their initial military conquest of the New World those in service 

to the King of Spain continued a religious battle for the conquest of the souls of the 

indigenous to the American West. As David Weber notes, missionaries' expenses, were 

"still paid by alms from the Crown" and the issuance of the Royal Orders for New 

Discoveries of 1573 "gave missionaries the central role in the exploration and 

pacification of new lands" (The Spanish Frontier in North America 95). This spiritual 

conquest of Native Americans was afforded by support from the Spanish Crown. Weber 

adds that the Spanish Crown "which enjoyed patronage over the Catholic church in its 

American colonies and used the church as an instrument of conquest and consolidation. 
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provided the friars with resources and military support that enabled them to impose their 

will by force upon certain natives" (III). 

Traces of these Spanish European colonizers remain in the genealogies of Los 

Descendientes living in Tucson and the surrounding areas. The Spanish names on many 

streets outlining Tucson's downtown matrix are more evidence of the Mexican culture 

long rooted to this place despite the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo or the Gadsden 

Purchase. So within this place that is the city of Tucson and the surrounding areas are 

signs of both permanence and discontinuities. The landscape includes sites that remain as 

they always have been: Baboquivari Mountain, for example, is still today the home of the 

Tohono O'odham god I'itoi. And it includes sites of rupture: the Tucson Convention 

Center was made possible only with the razing of the heart of the Mexican American 

barrio. There exist competing markets to which commercialization and bottom-line 

profits are the main concern, as in the "El Con" Mall, which was erected where once 

stood El Conquistador, a beautiful hotel catering to the rich. And it is hardly remembered 

today, except by perhaps a few, what many of the original Tohono O'odham names 

were—including the name for the site pointedly re-named "El Conquistador." 

The legacy of rupture for the ancestors of las arizonenses is not limited to the 

1848 marker date in the 19"* century. The 20"* century brought with it its own version of 

prejudice and racism towards Mexican Americans. Rudolfo Acuna argues in Occupied 

America: The Chicano's Struggle Toward Liberation that by the 1920's demographics 

had shifted such that Anglos had become the dominant group economically, physically, 

and politically in Arizona—and very often, along with that hegemony came resultant 
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marginalization and official policies in which were embedded racist attitudes. Moreover, 

although there was much anti-immigration sentiment—which quickly spilled over to 

include strong anti-Mexican American feelings, whenever it proved economically 

expedient for American government, such as with the infamous Bracero Program enacted 

in the I940's, allowances could always be made for temporary and qualified inclusion of 

the outsider. 

After World War II, strong sentiment against anyone or anything resembling the 

foreign soon ushered in yet another era of repression. In Arizona, the Arizona Rangers, 

modeled after the Texas Rangers, were—like their Texas counterparts—also often used 

as a tool of oppression, and had been known to be called by the governor of the state 

"into action in an effort to intimidate Mexican workers" striking for better wages and 

working conditions (Occupied America: The Chicano's Struggle Toward Liberation 96). 

These conflicts with workers fell along ethnic lines, as by this time "60 percent of 

Arizona's smelter workers were Mexicans" (Arizona: A History 177), Both during and 

after World War II Arizona experienced its own so-called Pachuco riots, also known as 

Zoot Suit riots, like those that had permeated Los Angeles, California with its 1942 

Sleepy Lagoon case. And in the small mining towns like Superior, Morenci, Clifton, 

Miami, and Globe, Arizona, the Phelps Dodge Corporation became king. As Thomas 

Sheridan notes in Arizona: A Historv. the Phelps Dodge Corporation was better known, 

as "a corporate empire" (163), one of several Arizona "copper colonies" (165). Whole 

company towns were relegated to a form of economic slavery and segregation of its 
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Mexican American residents—towns wherein an "economic pecking order [was] 

organized largely along ethnic lines" (Arizona: A History 170). 

It is this post-World War H period in American history that captures much of the 

imagination of Patti Blanco's work; many of her oral histories, for example, give voice to 

the experiences of Mexican Americans from these small towns and the resultant poverty 

and discrimination they suffered in these "copper colonies" (Sheridan 165) at this time. 

Silviana Wood's characters are most often found in the more urban Mexican American 

barrio communities, like the El Rio neighborhood in Tucson, for example, where a 

country club catering to wealthier outsiders was built, much to the chagrin of the local 

residents who would have preferred a community park that they and their children could 

make use of. Most often, her themes in her plays are the ways in which post-l960's 

governmental cutbacks to social services have devastated the Chicano barrio 

community—a community oftentimes neglected politically and economically as a steady 

stream of Sunbelt "newcomers to the Phoenix and Tucson metropolitan areas" have 

moved in, "93 percent" of whom "came from outside the state, particularly California... 

Illinois ... and Ohio"(Arizona: A Historv 318). 

Familiarity with this history of las arizonenses inspires my research and writing 

about the women giving voice to the experiences of their communities most affected by 

these dramatic changes. The idea that initially challenged me to embark on this analytical 

project is one suggested by Tey Diana Rebolledo in her oft-quoted and very useful 

cultural analysis. Women Singing in the Snow: A Cultural Analysis of Chicana 

Literature, wherein she states that although hers is "not intended to be a definitive study 
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of early Hispana/Mexicana writers, it is meant to suggest the possibilities for research and 

perhaps entice researchers into further work that needs to be done" (12). I am enticed. 

My own analysis is largely informed by the scholarship of Tey Diana Rebolledo, 

a leading contemporary Chicana scholar of 20"^ century Southwest Chicana literature. In 

her landmark study of Chicana literature, Rebolledo addresses the early 

Hispana/Mexicana writers like New Mexicans Fabiola Cabeza de Baca, Cleofas 

Jaramillo, and Nina Otero Warren, who wrote "during a period of significant cultural 

transition," who "were describing the loss of their lands and culture" and for whom "the 

paradise depicted in the beginnings of their books becomes a land of transition and 

struggle in the early twentieth century" (33). Moreover, Rebolledo explains that 

the perspective on landscape—from the edenic past to a disintegrated 

present—is not only evidence of a vanishing cultural scene but also a 

symbolic representation of the loss of Hispano control of the land to Anglo 

domination. (46) 

Rebolledo's study also points to a sense of alienation and isolation, from community, 

tradition, and land, that is equally recurrent not only in the nuevomexicana literature of 

her study, but in Chicana literature, in general. What Rebolledo notes about the 

nuevomexicana writers can be equally applied to the arizonenses. My own study is not 

only an application of what Rebolledo has concluded about the nuevomexicana writers of 

the early twentieth century, but also an exploration into how her findings relate to some 

of the more contemporary Mexican American women writers from Arizona—las 
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arizonenses, rather than las nuevomexicanas—of whom Blanco, Preciado Martin, 

Wilbur-Cruce, and Wood are contemporary examples. 

The pioneering works by Rudolfo Anaya, Juan Bruce-Novoa, Genaro Padilla, 

Jose David Saldfvar, Rafael Perez-Torres, and Americo Paredes, in particular, provide 

foundational contemporary Chicano scholarship. In addition to the application of theory 

from these aforementioned Chicano critics, I have kept in mind the need to consult the 

scholarship by other Latina/Chicana theorists. This is because it is important to read 

Chicana texts from what Yvonne Yarbro-Bejarano calls a "Chicana feminist perspective" 

("Chicana Literature from a Chicana Feminist Perspective" 139) rather than through the 

lenses of white-male-centered theories that may not do them justice or that don't take into 

account the significance of cultural specificity. It is equally important for readers to 

listen to Chicanas on Chicanas. as oftentimes it is la mujer Chicana who writes with a 

voice of authority in this newly charted territory. 

Rebolledo and Yarbro-Bejarano argue for the application of our own Chicana 

theoretical constructs to Chicana texts. In her model, Yarbrough-Bejarano emphasizes the 

powerful dialectic between Chicana and community, and this privileging of our own 

experience and voice is also of central concern to Rebolledo. They both call for Chicano 

critics' independence from theoreticians who are not acquainted with the Chicano 

experience and who lack an understanding of the necessary historical context and 

specificity. They both argue for this immersion in experience, and the understanding that 

it a^ords, as a prerequisite to an authentic Chicana feminist critical approach. It is this 

familiarity with this experience, they assert, that drives Chicanas to explore and express 
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their subjectivities. The self-reflection Chicanas may engage in is the very catalyst, they 

assert, that stimulates her towards creativity and that results in literary works. It is their 

courage to forge new inroads in literary territory, offering new perspectives, that makes 

possible new dimensions in American literature. Their new modes of expression both 

invigorate and challenge the academic literary canon. 

Rebolledo and Yarbro-Bejarano caution against an unreasonable idolatry and 

privileging of European theoretical constructs over the text itself. When the text gets lost 

in the process of critical analysis, they assert, we do a disservice to Chicano literature. 

They argue for a privileging of the primary text over a misapplication of inappropriate 

critical theory, which would have the effect of relegating the text to the literary 

equivalent of a second-class citizen. 

It is important to hear Chicanas on Chicana texts, as Rebolledo and Yarbro-

Bejarano suggest, and it is equally important to remind ourselves that there is no 

monolithic critical approach to Chicana texts, just as there can be no assumption of any 

monolithic Chicana text. This is where, perhaps, Rebolledo's celebration, in Women 

Singing in the Snow, of Debra Castillo's approach to Latin American women's literature, 

in particular, makes sense. Although Debra Castillo, herself, is not Chicana Rebolledo 

suggests that Chicana critics borrow from Castillo's theory of eclecticism and think of 

literary criticism as a kind of cooking by recipe—the kind of cooking that uses a recipe 

only as a loose guide. Rebolledo makes a stronger assertion in Women Singing in the 

Snow against "disregard[ing] First World critical approaches" adding that, still, "some 

sensible limitations are needed on the overlay of these critical theories on our literature as 
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we try to evolve and articulate our own theories" (4). Arguing that we cannot produce a 

"pure" or "uncontaminated" theory, Reboliedo argues for a "^salpicdn" analysis of 

literature, "a bit of this, a bit of that" (5). She argues that "[t]heory must be appropriate 

and well integrated in its application to the literature, that the critic's biases need to be 

acknowledged, and that praxis is as important as theory" (5). 

My work is also influenced by Chicana feminist theorist Sonia Saldivar-Hull, 

who, in her "Feminism on the Border: From Gender Politics to Geopolitics," insists on 

"our white feminist 'sisters' recogni[tion of] their own blind spots" (204) so that they 

may not propagate the "representation (colonization) of women's literary history" (205). 

Latinas' search for a feminist critical discourse is made necessary because, she 

admonishes, 

[hjegemony has so constructed the idea of method and theory that often 

we cannot recognize anything that is different from what the dominant 

discourse constructs. We have to look in nontraditional places for our 

theories: in the prefaces to anthologies, in the interstices of 

autobiographies, in our cultural artifacts, our cuentos, and... in the essays 

published in marginalized journals not widely distributed by the dominant 

institutions (206). 

Saldivar-HulI further argues that "we must break with traditional (hegemonic) concepts 

of genre to read Chicana feminist theory" (208). In this way, Chicana feminist theory is 

new territory, and we need to look to each other for the various ways in which we harvest 

this space. 



23 

A project of this nature, with its study of a group of writers from a particular 

region, necessitates being informed of historical and cultural context, as well. The 

primary works of historians John Chavez, Patricia Limerick, Edward Spicer, David 

Weber, and Richard White, in particular, were helpful to me toward this end. Historians 

especially familiar with the history of the Sonoran desert people and places—Raquel 

Rubio Goldsmith, Thomas Sheridan, and Margarita Youngo—provided much useful 

knowledge. 

Through comparative literary and discourse analyses, we are able to make 

connections, see emerging patterns and themes, ask questions, and draw conclusions 

about a growing, dynamic body of Chicana literature. As this body of literature has 

grown, it has become useful to focus on regionalism and cultural and geographic 

specificity. Because many Chicanas write from a sense of place, the literature from the 

North American states that border Mexico is oftentimes as diverse and varied as is each 

individual state along that borderline. It is no longer accurate to speak of "the border"; 

rather, we need to consider borders. The literature of Jovita Gonzalez of South Texas, for 

example, is unique to that particular place, the Rio Grande Valley, along this over 2,000-

mile-long borderline—and in many ways it can be said to be different from works by 

Preciado Martin who centers her stories in the Southern Arizona Sonoran desertscape. 

Though we can speak of a literature of the Southwest—but it would be difficult to arrive 

at a consensus on what that would be—it is much more useful, for the sake of cultural 

specificity, to also speak of literatures. At least a sense of the regional—^without falling 
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into tiie trap of essentiaiizing regionalism—is helpful to studies focusing on writing about 

place. 

My project employs a comparative, contextual analysis of passages from several 

exemplary texts—^Wilbur-Cruce's autobiographical A Beautifiil Cruel Country, and 

Preciado Martin's autobiographical fiction. Days of Plenty Davs of Want and El Milaero 

and Other Stories, as well as her oral history narratives from Images and Conversations: 

Mexican Americans Recall a Southwestern Past and Songs My Mother Sang to Me—to 

analyze and interpret la literatura de las escritoras mexico-americanas y arizonenses, 

placing my emphasis on the relationship of Mexican American women to their 

environments and to the role of place in Mexican American literature. In addition, I 

devote a chapter in my project to some of the newer works by poet Patti Blanco, in 

particular her "oral history poems," as she refers to them in her interview included in this 

project, and to the unpublished but much performed "social-action dramas," as I refer to 

them, by playwright Silviana Wood. Both Blanco and Wood are especially attuned to the 

significance of communal aspects of their works and the role that the familial and the 

generational play in their poetry and drama, respectively. I focus on Patti Blanco's oral 

history poems titled "Rosario Magdaleno," published in the anthology of Hction by 

Chicano writers. Mirrors Beneath the Earth, but I use her more recent and revised version 

of the same poems in her unpublished manuscript tentatively titled gods of the 

neighborhood. My critique of Silviana Woods' works is limited to four of her plays that 

have been performed in Arizona and Texas: Anhelos por Oaxaca. A drunkard's tale of 

melted wings and memories. El Dragonslaver. and Amor de hiia. 
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I have included in this dissertation interviews with Patti Blanco, Patricia Preciado 

Martin, and Silviana Wood. These interviews give the reader an opportunity to become 

familiar with each writer's background and views on a number of topics. The interviews 

are also a way in which to counter the historical silencing that women of marginalized 

groups have had to endure, and offers each woman the opportunity to both speak for, and 

identify, herself. This method of "inquiry by interview" is an effective means of 

revelation of the artist and her work. The inspiration for me to conduct and include the 

interviews was Juan Bruce-Novoa's Chicano Authors: Inouirv by Interview. Bruce-

Novoa explains the need for such an approach when he states: 

The need for a book of interviews became apparent to me when I first 

taught a Chicano culture course in 1970. Even then, when there were 

many fewer books and known authors, students wanted to know more 

about the writers, their backgrounds, opinion, and attitudes. There was 

little or no material to shed light on these concerns; increased publishing 

has aggravated the situation. When I began to travel and lecture across the 

country in 1974, it became evident that students from different areas were 

asking the same questions, and that non-Chicanos who were becoming 

interested in the literature also desired background information on the 

authors. In the spring of 1975,1 began a project intended to respond in part 

to those needs, (vii) 

Bruce-Novoa concludes by adding that "the inquiry should provide the reader, and the 

authors as well, with new insights into Chicano writers and possibly improve the 
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comprehension of their work" (x). The problems that Bruce-Novoa cites in the 1970's 

(the lack of information about Chicano writers and their general state of invisibility in the 

publishing word) remain for many Chicana writers today. My interviews are an attempt 

to allow for an increased visibility and recognition of some of them, at least. In these 

interviews with Blanco, Preciado Martin, and Wood I do not attempt an in-depth study of 

their literature; rather, the interviews are meant to enhance my analysis of their works. 
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Endnotes 

I. The terms Mexican American and Chicana require some distinction as used in this 

dissertation. I use "Mexican American" when referring as a group to Blanco, 

Preciado Martin, Wilbur-Cruce, and Wood, because it is the term that the majority 

of them would use—Blanco states her preference in her interview, and it is the 

label of choice most often preferred among women of Preciado Martin's and 

Wilbur-Cruce's generation. I use the term "Chicana" when referring to Silviana 

Wood because it is her stated label of choice. The term "Chicana" carries with it a 

connotation of a woman who was politically active during the Chicano Movement 

and who more often than not remains politically engaged in advocating for 

Chicano/a rights. I use the term "Chicana" in sections where I elaborate on 

theorists who most often refer to "Chicana texts." Only very occasionally do I use 

the term '"mexicana" though it is also a common identifier for many Mexican 

American women, particularly for women from rural areas. 1 use "mexicana" 

sparingly so as not to confuse women from Mexico {mexicana) and from the 

United States (Mexican American). I have avoided the use of "Hispanic" and 

"Latina" because they generally refer not only to Mexican Americans but also to 

women from Latin American countries. I also do not use "Hispanic" because it is 

the label of choice of the American government, and it homogenizes reference to 

women of Latin American, Central, Puerto Rican, Cuban, Mexican, and Mexican 

American descent. 



The term "/aj arizonenses" means, literally, "the Arizonans." I use it to refer to 

these women writers about whom I write who are native to the state of Arizona, 

having been bom and raised here. I use the Spanish "las" as opposed to "los" as 

the correct reference to female-gendered, as opposed to male-gendered, writers. 

I use the terms "Native American" and 'Tohono O'Odham" interchangeably. 

Most often, when referring to Native American, I am referring to the tribe about 

whom I focus in this dissertation, the Tohono O'Odham of southern Arizona. The 

word "Papago" was given to the tribe by the Spanish missionaries and 

conquistadors, but the Tohono O'Odham have since self-defined themselves, 

preferring the terms "Parientes" or 'Tohono O'Odham." In the 1930's 

anthropologist Ruth Underbill transcribed an oral autobiography by Maria Chona 

titled Papago Woman. 

This term was coined by Rodolfo Acufia in his book by the same title, Occupied 

America: The Chicano's Struggle Toward Liberation. Acuna uses the term to 

refer to the influx of Anglo Americans in areas previously dominated by Mexican 

Americans and their ancestors and to emphasize that, as he states in his 

introduction, "Chicanos are a colonized people in the United States" (1). 
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If My Grandmother and I Were Contemporaries, Sisters 

She would have recounted to me 
stories she'd read as we stood side by side 

at the sink washing dishes. 
She would have read in the back bathroom 

Friday nights to cry freely 
at "The Scarlet Ibu," 

that explosion of color, 
pride a wonderful, terrible thing 

bearing two vines, life and death.... 
I want to know how far 

such a night would travel through her 
keeping her from the real-life choices 

which could all the while be swelling inside her 
like underground streams determined to flood. 

And [ imagine she grows distracted anyway, 
mid-adolescence, to wed Andr« at fifteen 

he appearing not in Jalisco 
but Phoenix, Arizona, 1970, 

dark and thick with his impossible serendade 
and I notice her face 

not indignant but falling, 
a face I never knew. 

If Vlondays we'd taken the bus 
to piano lessons downtown, 
it might have been enough, 

the wandering indecision of Sarabande, off somehow, 
maybe just that fraction of door ajar 

to expose everything she'd need to know 
for her for some time. 

-Patti Blanco 

DEL RANCHO AL BARRIOh 

EVA ANTONIA WILBUR-CRUCE AND PATRICIA PRECIADO MARTIN 

WRITING ON THE BORDERLANDS 

OF GEOGRAPHIC AND CULTURAL TRANSITIONS 

Revisionist history. New Historicism, Chicana literary criticism, postcolonial 

theory, and ecocriticism, in particular, continue to prompt a periodic redrawing of the 

boundaries of literary criticism. The less traditionally studied genres like women's 

diaries, travel journals, and narratives, are being afforded more serious attention than 
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before, and one of the growing areas in literary criticism is that which addresses inter

relationships between the land, writer, and inhabitants. Narratives about the influence of 

the land and the development of a sense of place, for example, figure predominantly in 

twentieth century Mexican American women's literature, including in the texts by 

Wilbur-Cruce and Preciado Martin. A close reading of these writers' works yields several 

predominant and recurring themes about land and place, including the following: a sense 

of loss and longing for a home and place from which one has been displaced; a growing 

feeling of alienation from the place from which one originated; a sense of fragmentation 

of, and disenfranchisement from, the communities to which one belongs; a collapsing of 

time, the past into the present; a longing for a former sense of communion and harmony 

with nature; an ambiguous attitude toward the land that is often expressed through 

paradoxical or contradictory statements and images; a strong sense of irony; the 

pronounced use of metaphor and imagery from the natural world; and a conflating of the 

personal with the communal. One of my purposes with this project is to explore how 

many of these themes are central to the writings of Mexican American Arizona women— 

las arizonenses—in particular. 

It is especially useful when studying Mexican American women's literature to 

understand the role that history and politics play because so much of this literature is 

linked to historical and political issues that affect our communities and us. In order to 

give a fuller interpretation of the literary work, it is important that one be made aware of 

the historical, political, and cultural influences, along with the writer's experiences and 
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consciousness, that give birth to the text. Analyzing literature contrapuntalljr across 

disciplines and through discourse analysis is a means toward this end. 

Typically, those who tramped across this continent^, and whose documentations 

of their borderlands "discoveries" or joumeyings were readily published and circulated, 

were the "border chroniclers" of whom Robinson writes in his pioneering, literary and 

cultural study. With the Ears of Strangers (since retitled Mexico and the Hispanic 

Southwest in American Literature), a book much ahead of its time. These chroniclers of 

the borderlands states north of the Rio Grande were typically male, Anglo, and possessed 

a specific political agenda that related to their respective occupation, be it land surveyor, 

soldier, government agent, adventurer, journalist, scientist, or Eastern mugwump gone 

native. They inscribed much of what both entered the history books about the region 

and/or served as literary representations of those indigenous to the place, representations 

later re-inscribed and re-presented by succeeding writers. Less often have women's 

voices—and even less often than that have the voices of women of color—been included 

in the naming and describing of the land and its inhabitants in this place that today is 

often referred to as "the Southwest.""* 

The term "the Southwest" is a fine example of the way in which words betray 

one's cultural and geographic perspective. It is only the Southwest if viewed from the 

perspective of metropolitan "centers" in the northeast like Boston, New York City, or 

Washington, D.C., for example. To others, from other perspectives, this place is known 

as "el norte." From either perspective, it becomes imperative to the project of revisionist 
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history and literary contextual analysis to mine the words of the marginalized texts that 

have all too often been as if buried somewhere deep underneath these desert sands. 

A professor of history, based in Tucson, Raquel Rubio Goldsmith, has extensive 

experience researching and writing scholarly works on the subject of oral histories and la 

mexicana/la chicana/la mexico-americana. In "Oral History: Considerations and 

Problems for Its Use in the History of Mexicanas in the United States," she notes the 

importance of library holdings and archival documents such as "census reports, church 

records, directories, and other such statistical information," but also argues that they are 

not always enough for a fuller comprehension (162). She states that "as important as 

these are [theyj cannot provide one of the essential dimensions of history—the full 

narrative of the human experience that defies quantification and classification" (162). 

This argument for a cross-disciplinary approach to the study of the history of 

Mexican Americans is supported by historian Carmen Ramos Escandon: "[w]hile the 

historian cannot cite a novel as if it were an historical document... the novel is 

historically valuable because it reflects a writer's view of society and culture and 

provides useful insights into the conditions it describes" ("Alternative Sources to 

Women's History: Literature" 208). And Ramon Saldivar sums up the issue by stating 

that 

for Chicano narrative, history is the subtext that we must recover because 

history itself is the subject of its discourse. History cannot be conceived 

as mere "background" or "context" for this literature; rather, history turns 
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out to be the decisive determinant of the form and content of the literature, 

fChicano Narrative: The Dialectics of Difference 5) 

Perhaps illustrating the signi^cance of the interrelationship between history and 

story is the fact that many of the oral histories that Preciado Martin recorded have been 

the catalysts for her later short stories. As she herself states, part of the motivation for 

her writing fiction comes from her perceived need to "stitch together the kaleidoscopic 

swatches of [her] personal and collective memories" creating a "verbal quilt of [her] 

mexicana life experiences sewn together with the fragile threads of love that have 

embroidered indelible images in my heart" (El Milaero and Other Stories xi-xii). 

When we read the story "Reinas/Queens" in El Milagro. we might also remember 

Julia Yslas Velez in her oral history in Songs Mv Mother Sang to Me having been voted 

Miss Liberty in the Armistice Parade (32). And the young narrator's mother in 

"Bordados/Embroidery" who spends much of the day handmaking all of their "floral-

print dresses ... with pique Peter Pan collars" (El Milagro 25) is reminiscent of Socorro 

Felix Delgado's mother who "was constantly at her machine She had sat so long at 

her sewing machine through all those years that when she got up she was all bent over 

her cane" (Songs 55). When we read and compare these paired passages from oral 

history and from short story, then the blurring between life and art, fiction and non-fiction 

seems even more evident. And the value in reading history to understand literature, and 

literature to understand history, perhaps becomes more clear. 

Professor Antonia Castaneda argues for the reading of historical documents as 

literary texts. In her innovative studies on Spanish colonial literature of the borderlands. 
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she asserts that because few women on the borderlands were literate, because few were 

ever encouraged or given license to write, and because those few who did write 

oftentimes suffered the neglect of their works, scholars of women's narratives face a 

daunting task of archival research. For these reasons, she proposes that "through 

discourse analysis we can recover women's voices, language and representations" in 

order to better understand women's subjectivities and colonial women's representation of 

themselves (Recovering the U.S. Hispanic Literarv Heritage 267-268). But she proposes 

that we research not only oral histories, but "the various manifestations of women's 

creative oral expression," too (274). A summary of her argument from Recovering the 

U.S. Hispanic Literarv Heritage is helpful: 

Women on the Spanish borderlands inscribed their memories, voices, 

and interpretations of events and of their own place in society in a myriad 

of written documents Women participated in and witnessed the 

changes taking place on the borderlands during the colonial period. We, 

as scholars, must begin to rethink our concept of history and literature so 

that, in recovering their voices, we reclaim our literary heritage in its 

fullness, complexity and power (275). 

What Castaneda writes about women's narratives from the nineteenth century is 

applicable to a smdy of women's narratives of the 20'^ century, as well. 

Another scholar of Chicana studies, Rosaura Sanchez has written extensively on 

nineteenth and twentieth century border narratives, noting their inherent intertextuality 

and discursive strategy to deconstruct hegemonic views of history. She asserts that "the 



35 

voices of the disenfranchised were neither sought out nor recorded" ("Nineteenth-

Century Califomio Narratives: The Hubert H. Bancroft Collection" 287), adding that "if 

we hope to make ourselves heard, we will have to enable previously silenced voices to 

speak. The subaltern of the late nineteenth century in California, as much mestizo and 

Indian as criollo, must speak through us" (290-291). 

In addition to the role of historical context, another point of reference by which to 

conduct a comparative analysis of selected works by Wilbur-Cruce and Preciado Martin 

is that of authorial intent. What led each of these two women to write and publish her 

works? What was her motivating force in writing for her audiences—and who was, and 

still is, her audience? These questions become even more significant when one is 

working with Mexican American writers, if one notes that the Mexican American woman 

writer has traditionally been the exception, not the rule, for a number of reasons, 

including lack of opportunity. One only need think of Tillie Olsen's collection of essays 

in Silences, or bell hooks' collection in talking back, or that well-known quotation by 

Gloria Anzaldiia, "Who am I, a poor Chicanita from the sticks, to think I could write?" 

(This Bridge Called Mv Back 166), to be reminded that women, in particular minority 

women, have had a long history of having been censored, silenced, and excluded from 

the Eurocentric, male-dominated publishing industry in the United States. Like so many 

of their contemporary female writers, both Eva Antonia Wilbur-Cruce and Patricia 

Preciado Martin have added self-effacing disclaimers to their books, adding their words 

to this tradition of women discounting their voices and accomplishments. 
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Wilbur-Cruce, for example, like many women writers, began her writing career as 

she relates it in her autobiography, with a "letter" of fifty pages that, years later, grew 

into "four two-inch-high stacks of paper, all tied up with jute" (xiii). Telling her readers 

about the subjects in her autobiography, she states: 

I wrote of the land, the animals, the rocks, the plants, of my parents and 

grandparents, the neighbors, the vaqueros, the Indians—of myself and my 

feelings I have written of the country, as I remember it at the turn of 

the century, and of our lives—rawhide-tough and lonely. Of the appalling 

racial hatred, so prevalent for so many decades—a poison with which we 

came in contact every day (xi-xiii). 

But then after having written 318 pages of detail about this country and its inhabitants, 

after having mapped and named people and places and a way of life that few from her 

specific time and place could do, she adds, "I have made no real attempt at a formal 

recording of history, though I have falsified nothing that I am aware of (xiii). I would 

argue that her writing is historical, formal or not, for at least two reasons: 1) because her 

autobiography documents the events of her life during one of the most turbulent times for 

the Mexican American population as a group, and 2) because she is one of the Mexican 

American women of her generation getting published at all. Whether or not she realized 

it at the time, Eva Antonia Wilbur-Cruce, with her stated ambiguity in her motivations for 

writing her autobiography, was anticipating topics and issues of current debate that 

engage scholars of literature and cultural studies today—namely, the debate over the 

assumed objectivity of historians (as well as anthropologists and enthnographers); 
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agency; representation; the problematics of outsiders to a given community conducting 

oral histories; and women's and minorites' subjectivities and consciousness—particularly 

as expressed by Mexican Americans living on, and writing from, the borderlands. 

Patricia Preciado Martin was inspired to write her fictional tales when she realized 

the number of previously untold stories she had heard from Mexican American women 

while conducting her oral histories. She has stated in public lectures that when writing 

Images and Conversations, for example, and Songs Mv Mother Sang To Me. she was 

struck by how "hungry" the interviewees were to tell more than they had initially been 

asked. They were full of stories that no one had ever appeared to them eager to hear, and 

they were glad that someone was interested in what they had to say. Preciado Martin has 

stated that it was upon the realization of this need for expression and recognition that she 

re-enforced her commitment to open the floodgates to expression and celebrate and 

encourage the stories to be told. It is her hope to create 

a colcha of memories that proffers warmth and inspires visions of what is 

glorious and mundane, serious and humorous, earthly and spiritual, 

poignant and joyful, historical and magical, in Mexican American life and 

culture" (xii). 

Both Wilbur-Cruce and Preciado Martin have been motivated to write in order to 

preserve what they could of their culture, especially in the face of threat to erasure. They 

are the renaissance writers who recognized the significance of telling the stories, 

documenting the history, using the Spanish language, and chronicling the cultural ways 

of life of their respective Mexican American, rural or urban, communities. 
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Critical to a better understanding of the aforementioned issues regarding agency, 

subjectivity, and representation, is an awareness of the connecting relationship between 

national ideology and cultural production: how and why some voices get privileged, 

while others get silenced; how and why some histories and literatures get published, 

while others get ignored. Understanding the dynamics between nations and narrations, 

and the connection of these dynamics to the politics of representation, can also help 

inform how stereotypes are created and propagated to serve any given national agenda. 

Given the plethora of racist representations of Chicanas in American literature, these 

considerations are crucial to studies of women's literature, Chicana literature, and 

mainstream American literature. 

The value of interdisciplinary research is well documented. By considering, as a 

whole, the imagery, references, and the words themselves, in the autobiography of Eva 

Antonia Wilbur-Cruce, together with the historical narratives and autobiographical fiction 

of Patricia Preciado Martin, those of us who are interested in this reconstructive project 

are better able to piece together a more comprehensive understanding and more 

panoramic view of the legacy and literature de la mujer mexicana y mexico-americana of 

the southern Arizona and Sonoran desert landscape, the literature de las arizonenses. To 

read the words of these native daughters of the Arizona desert land is to read the words of 

women who know the smell of the creosote in the desert after an afternoon August rain as 

well as the smell of canela y chocolate wafting from the kitchen in the early morning 

hours. Women who have mournfully witnessed los ranchos mexicanos of neighbors 

turned into gated celebrity resorts and expensive city-slicker-dude-ranches catering to the 
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tourists. Women who can describe the soft melodious sounds of ranchers and their 

families telling stories under a ramada on a warm summer evening as well as the constant 

whirring of cars on the I-10 freeway that was built next door to her home severing her 

community in half. Understanding the works by these arizonenses is to know that, in the 

words of Preciado Martin, "although the bulldozer can destroy neighborhoods, it cannot 

erase memory. Progress can obliterate monuments, but it cannot destroy the spirit and 

strength of a people" (Images and Conversations: Mexican Americans Recall a 

Southwestern Past 10). 
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Dando a Luz: Stories Brought to Light Bv Wilbur-Cruce and Preciado Martin 

While her Grandfather Wilbur excavated ore from the land with the fiiture 

governor of Arizona, Charles Poston, Eva Wilbur-Cruce engaged in a kind of extracting 

of her own. She mined her memory for the "ways we had found to survive"—ways that, 

"hidden like some precious metal in the heart of the bare rocks," she and others had to 

"blast... out and grind... and wash" for the hope they rendered and "after which all 

things became more bearable" (xii). She is in keeping with her family's long tradition of 

working the land and appropriating the richness lying there for the taking when she 

brings to light her own treasure trove of memory. And in this act of reminiscence, 

reflection, and revelation, of "^dar a luz"—from the Spanish meaning "to give birth," 

literally "bringing to light"—she is indeed writing herself into existence and onto the 

pages of women's and American history. In so doing, she moves the Mexican American 

Arizona woman out of the margins, for were it not for A Beautiful. Cruel Country we 

would not have documented for us a way of life for a community living on this Arizona 

land during a unique and poignant time of transition. 

Wilbur-Cruce brings to light a unique perspective in Arizona history: the values, 

struggles, and joys of being a Mexican American rancher in rural, southern Arizona at the 

turn of the century. She relates the oftentimes-ambiguous feelings toward living in close 

connection to neighboring Native American tribes and how this positioning has 

influenced her. By referring to those in her rural community by name, she brings them to 

literary life and inscribes them onto the pages of history. Documenting the various twists 

and turns of a treacherous road of transition for the turn of the century ranchers of 
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southern Arizona, Wilbur-Cruce's A Beautiful. Cruel Country mirrors the works of her 

nuevamexicana comtemporaries: Fabiola Cabeza de Baca's We Fed Them Cactus. Nina 

Otero Warren's Old Spain in Our Southwest, and Cleofas Jaramillo's Romance of a Little 

Village Girl. All of these works combined form a genre of writing that gives voice to the 

changing cultural, political, and geographic landscape of the rural Southwest. 

A comparative analysis of the works by Wilbur-Cruce and Preciado Martin also 

includes a focus on each of the respective speakers' subjectivities. In each case, the 

speaker's voice is not only personal, but also communal. There is a collectivity to each 

voice, which makes the "I" of the narrative not only about one woman's life, but also 

about the many whom each comes to represent. Each speaker shifts, consciously or not, 

but seemingly effortlessly, from the personal "I" to the collective "we." 

In the first instance, the autobiography of Wilbur-Cruce, the story is not only 

about one woman's life, but also about those for whom the reality of their existence is 

one that is perhaps best expressed in the author's own words; Wilbur-Cruce makes 

frequent use of the word "we": 

We reminisced all evening of the way we used to work and the way we 

used to play, of the ways we had found to survive in that vast country of 

horrendous poverty, of pain, hunger, and hatred; in the vast country of 

illusory abundance, hidden like some precious metal in the heart of the 

bare rocks. And of how we had to blast it out and grind it and wash it, and 

how, finally, the "gold nuggets" had appeared... after which all things 

became more "bearable" (xii). 
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The'T' of the autobiographer has become the "we" of the community. All are 

inextricably bound in one place, "one country of illusory abundance" from which each 

must mine her own treasure chest of "hope, beauty, joy, love, and brotherhood," and, 

thus, survive. But perhaps more to the point, Wilbur-Cruce has written a book that 

speaks a passing away of what was a way of life for the Southern Arizona rancheros and 

their families. Her story is their story. She compares the death of her maternal 

grandfather with the death of this way of life: 

With his death also died in our valley the words Hispanico, Anglo, Sajon; 

and in their place, too quickly, came new, unpleasant epithets: Mexican, 

greaser, spic. And the Mexican Americans became to some an 

abomination, something to be annihilated from the face of the earth. And 

the Anglos became gringos, topos, basura blanca... Okies (316). 

With the exodus of the neighboring Tohono O'odham, she adds that "we were being left 

in a great space in a harsh land There was a lonely, long winter ahead of us, and our 

whole ranchito began to seem more and more like an empty house" (312). The 

hegemonic changes occurring all around her have reverberating effects not only for her 

alone, but also for the community to which she belongs. 

A most interesting aspect of the oral history entries in Songs Mv Mother Sang to 

Me is that all ten of the women interviewed independently and unknowingly echo each 

other s main subjects. The individual narratives appear as if one single accounting of the 

daily rhythm of life for the Mexican American woman living in the barrios of Tucson and 

the surrounding rural areas, or in the transition del rancho al barrio. Collectively, these 
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women's narratives preserve customs and traditions of their engendered spaces in the 

home. The narratives emphasize familial and communal bonds that became a source of 

strength for these women during the days of want. The women of these narratives speak 

to how they met the physical and psychological challenges of an oftentimes difHcult life 

with spiritual strength—similar to what Houston A. Baker, Jr. refers to as "spirit work" 

(Workings of the Spirit: The Poetics of Afro-American Women's Writing 2). 

Perhaps no where else in Wilbur-Cruce's and Preciado Martin's works is a sense 

of the collective community's identity, faith, resolve, and celebration more evident than 

in this collection of ten arizonenses de los ranchos y barrios de Tucson. One can outline 

a model of the thematic threads running through each narrative, including some of the 

following: celebrating saints' days with festivities: women's role in the kitchen and in the 

socialization of the children: the elderly woman's status in the society: both the 

importance of, and the lack of opportunity for, education: the role of religion, in 

particular the Catholic Church, in their lives; comadrazgo; sewing and decorating the 

home on holidays; cooking and healing with herbs; working outside the home; and their 

relationships with others in their family and community. Though each history is unique, 

interesting similarities reveal a unified, collective voice of life in the twentieth century for 

la mexicana of southern Arizona that these women represent. 

Colonized women have oftentimes been doubly, or triply, marginalized. They are 

discriminated against not only for their gender, but also for their race, social class, and in 

some cases, religion. Whereas the Chicano Movement, like most nationalist movements, 

not only encouraged, but gave license to, the colonized male to assume agency of his own 
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history and life experience, this was not typically the case for the Chicana. Literary 

creation is one of the vehicles by which one can attempt to forge and present an 

autonomous identity of selfhood. The production of literature, in particular 

autobiography and autobiographical fiction, allows one to share one's life story and, in so 

doing, to create an identity—political solidarity, even—with others sharing similar 

experiences. Narratives like the autobiography of the questing male, for example, have 

achieved a respectable level of status and popularity, but women of color attempting to 

write their own life-stories have oftentimes been met with resistance—both by the 

dominant culture and by their cultural male counterparts. For a woman of color to write 

is often for her to engage in a revolutionary act. 

Whenever women of color have shared the platform of stories of oppression with 

males of their same race as well as with white women, however, differential experiences 

of powerlessness have oftentimes been ignored. This was certainly true when the 

Chicano male of the 1960's, raging against oppressive systems, could not understand that 

what he wanted with regard to liberation was the same thing that his sister, wife, or 

mother wanted, as well. One need only speak with Mexican American women who 

remember having been invited to ("tolerated" at?) the many MEChA (Movimiento 

Estiidiantil Chicano de Aztldn) college student meetings of the time only because they 

could often be counted on to bring the enchiladas and clean up the kitchen afterwards. 

In the 1980s, however, a change began to occur as Chicanas experienced a virtual 

renaissance of literature that many would argue has enjoyed a continuous play to the 

present. Charting new territory in literature, they oftentimes found it useful to create 
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experimental forms of expression. Sandra Cisneros, for example, broke new ground with 

The House on Mango Street, the first Chicana text to be published by a major mainstream 

press, and its introduction of what we have come to know as the novel-in-stories. What 

better way to express a post-modem, fragmented life experience than with a structure that 

mirrors content in the form of the short literary "snapshot" story whose narrator both 

speaks in a marginalized language and subverts the hegemonic master narrative? 

Chicana writers, like many postcolonial women writers, focus on textualizing 

their own particular existence. They concentrate on what many would consider the 

humble lives of everyday women—the ordinary, routine aspects that oftentimes fill their 

daily lives. They might create narratives out of recipes handed down from their mothers, 

or write a story based on those they have heard that have been passed on for generations. 

Certainly, part of the success of Laura Esquivel's Like Water for Chocolate comes from 

the appeal to women of stories centering on a staple of their domestic sphere, the culinary 

arts, and their role in expressing female subjectivities. 

Oftentimes Latina writers have accentuated hybridity. writing "indigenous" 

stories in so-called "white" forms, always interweaving that which is native with that 

which is of the invader's culture. Preciado Martin, for example, has successfully created 

multi-dimensional, heroic characters that are oftentimes little viejitas from the barrios 

who may not otherwise have been so celebrated in print. In her works, the displaced 

Spanish-speaking tia, or the silenced abuelita, from Congress Street, in downtown 

Tucson, makes her literary journey across the pages of that most traditional of American 

art forms, the short story. The traditional customs, stories, and ways of life familiar to 



46 

many from the Mexican American barrios of Tucson find their way into print via the 

literature Preciado Martin creates. Her oral histories and autobiographical stories about 

Tucson and the surrounding areas are pioneering works. In her works new perspectives 

on, and images of, Mexican American women emerge from various walks of life: 

cafeteria worker, housewife, adolescent, retired elderly, and so on through a diverse 

spectrum of Chicana experience. She may have done more than any other writer to put 

this place and its Mexican American community on the map. 

The publications of both Wilbur-Cruce and Preciado Martin's works have brought 

to light a specifically Arizona Mexican American woman's perspective to anyone who is 

an outsider to, or not familiar with, the experiences of this diverse community of women. 

In writing about their particular experiences as women from the Arizona Mexican 

American barrio, or from the outlying ranchos, they write themselves—and, by 

extension, all those women for whom they speak or whom they represent—into literary 

existence. Their writings help to dara luz, or bring to life, the particular experiences and 

stories of the Arizona Mexican American woman and to record them onto the pages of a 

larger literary history from which they have all too often been omitted. And, as 

oftentimes arduous yet rewarding is the journey towards birth, so too has been this 

bringing to light from out of the margins the emergence of this literary perspective de las 

arizonenses to a greater audience. 
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Moving the Centre: 

"Creating Space For a Hundred Flowers to Bloom" 

Ngugi WaThiong'O, in his Moving the Centre: The Struggle for Cultural 

Freedoms, elaborates on how cultures of resistance and "the human creative stream" have 

been engaged in the struggle to "speak their own space in a world donunated by cultural 

imperialism from the West," all creating "space for a hundred flowers to bloom on a 

global scale" (24). He argues for an expansion of literatures and languages from all 

nations, from "our vast heritage of human creativity" that can best cultivate fertile soil for 

"a universal garden of many-coloured flowers" rather than to limit ourselves to the voices 

of European stock alone (24). His preference is for "A world of languages," rather than 

"[a] language of the world" (40). Explaining that "colonialism erected an art in which 

Europe was always at the centre," he argues for greater exclusion and a moving of the 

centre (43). Regardless of our inheritance, Ngugi argues, "Imperialism in its colonial 

form was not able to destroy a people's fighting culture You can destroy a people's 

culture completely only by destroying the people themselves" (45). 

We hear an echo of Ngugi's sentiments when we read Preciado Martin's 

statement referring to the downtown Tucson urban renewal project: "although the 

bulldozer can destroy neighborhoods, it cannot erase memory. Progress can obliterate 

monuments, but it cannot destroy the spirit and strength of a people" (Images and 

Conversations: Mexican Americans Recall a Southwestern Past 10). With her fiction 

and oral histories, Preciado Martin participates in the world of languages to which Ngugi 

refers, giving voice to the various stones by numbers of an entire culture, the downtown 
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Mexican American barrio community. Preciado Martin's works chronicle the 

displacements and other life experiences for those living in the downtown barrios— 

Barrios Anita, Histdrico, and El Hoyo, predominantly—who are subjected to hegemonic 

culmral and economic forces. By making the Tucson downtown barrio the center in this 

fictional world, she engages in a moving of the centre, re-creating a space in literary 

history for the stories of the displaced and disenfranchised Tucson mexicano barrio 

community who have suffered historical and cultural erasure. This re-created space 

becomes the site of contestation for meaning and for what Jean Franco terms the 

"struggles for interpretive power" (xi). 

Cultural resistance appears in various forms. Much of the battle for agency is 

discursive. As Ellen McCracken states, "fiction gives voice to the powerless" (New 

Latina Narrative: The Feminist Space of Postmodern Ethnicity 41). Using the theories 

of Ernesto Laclau, McCracken produces a ground-breaking study of how Latinas are 

questioning traditional and master narrative texts by writing the lives of ordinary people 

into larger historical narratives. Many Chicana writers are engaged in this linguistic 

struggle, she explains, by decentering master texts and offering alternatives to univocal 

claims to truth. In their counter-narratives, she asserts, they oftentimes reverse First 

World norms, reappropriate traditional imagery, resignify and invert conventions, 

reposition themselves, and reconfigure space. The analytical study of Preciado Martin's 

Days of Plenty. Days of Want and her El Milagro and Other Stories in the section of this 

study that focuses on her work will hopefully serve to illustrate, in part, how she 

incorporates counter-narrative strategies tn these works in an attempt to reposition the 
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Tucson Mexican American community and re-claim a place on the map. The following 

should suffice as just a couple of brief examples of how Preciado Martin applies these 

strategies: In "EI Milagro" she resignifies the commonplace tortilla into the equivalent of 

a Roman Catholic host and reappropriates the miracle of converting bread into the body 

of Christ by placing the face of Christ on the tortilla. When she turns a nondescript little 

viejita tortilla maker into the community's modem day spiritual leader, she is inverting 

the convention that only celibate men can act as the vehicles of this conversion. Or, one 

could read this character as a reappropriation of the Virgen Mary. In like manner, a 

contemporary equivalent of the ever-suffering and martyred yet ever-faithfiil Virgen de 

Guadalupe is reappropriated and repositioned in the young woman of "La Virgen de la 

Soledad," who is unable to conceive. 

A discussion of centers and margins begs exploration of the spaces inbetween. 

Chicano critic Rafael Perez-Torres illuminates the problematics of critiquing works by 

Mexican-Americans because of their hyphenated status, their position between two 

cultures. Critiquing their works is made especially difficult because of the contradictions 

inherent in hyphenation. A hyphen both separates and distinguishes, while it unites or 

bridges. How to identify that which is found, if not in the margins, then on the 

borderlands of hyphenated space? Multiplicity of subjectivity is one plausible result, and 

it is this issue about identity politics that often characterizes the postcolonial. The 

following extended excerpt from Perez-Torres' sweeping study of Chicano poetry. 

Movements in Chicano Poetry: Against Mvths. Against Margins, warrants citation 

because it explains with much clarity the significance of the hyphen in Chicano identity: 
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The blank and bridge—the construction and rupture—marked by in 

Mexican-American suggests a simultaneous erasure and connection to all 

these worlds. The positions articulated by Bruce-Novoa and Ramon 

Saldfvar represent a type of deconstructive project as regards dominant 

social organizations, which suggests that the in Mexican-American 

resonates with the (unseen) in postcolonial. In both cases, the hyphen 

separates and connects in a complex double-movement revealing 'the 

difference within' identity. This notion of difference within highlights the 

contradictory position of all postcolonials whose identity arises from 

histories of oppression, exploitation, violence, erasure (29). 

Capable of denoting both that which is bridged, as well as that which is absent or 

subtracted, the hyphen would appear an appropriate signifier for the cultural and 

linguistic space of Preciado Martin and Wilbur-Cruce. Each woman's name, even, if not 

her cultural identity, is distinguished by hyphenation—either clearly or invisibly marked. 

But it is not the more obvious hyphenation in their names, alone, that relegates Wilbur-

Cruce and Preciado Martin to the contestations of hyphenated space, for they are also 

marked by the defining "Mexican-American." 

It is well to caution against reconstructing notions like subjectivity and agency by 

falling into the trap of essentializing. It's a two-way street, at least, in both incorporating 

and deconstructing dominant discourses. Does the Mexican-American live, for example, 

on the more fixed terrain of homeland, or on the more fluid and fluctuating borderland? 

Or on some other site somewhere in-between imbued with the tensions of both? Perhaps 
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more helpful to a study of Chicana subjectivity is a fluid map marking the contradictory 

sites of hyphenation, negation, and negotiation—the discontinuities, ruptures, and 

assimilations of culture and subjectivity. As Genaro Padilla points out in his landmark 

Mv History. Not Yours: The Formation of Mexican American Autobiography, social 

rupture leads to a shift in subjectivity made complicated by the needs to simultaneously 

resist and accommodate, for sake of survival. Referring to the marker date of 1848, 

Padilla explains how "Mexicans—now Americans—struggled to reconcile themselves to 

loss while also marking their resistance to that loss" (15). It is the tensions implicit in 

walking this tightrope of resistance and accommodation that problematize Chicana 

subjectivity. 

Chicanas oftentimes find themselves if not in the margins, then at least on the 

hyphens, so to speak, of multiple interstices that are ethnic, cultural, political, and/or 

linguistic—post-colonial, postmodern, Chicano/a, to name just a few—and so it is 

perhaps they, as these hyphen-sitting identity(ies), that can better express this paradox of 

absence and connection inherent in American Mexican Chicana literature. As Juan 

Bruce-Novoa points out, Chicanos "continually expand a space between [Mexico and the 

United States], claiming from both sides a larger area for our own reality" (Chicano 

Poetry: A Response to Chaos 12). Gloria Anzaldua has added a woman's perspective to 

this discourse by writing profoundly about the state of in-between-ness and what she has 

termed a "mestiza consciousness." Writing about what it is to be a "border woman" and 

growing up between two cultures, "the Mexican (with a heavy Indian influence) and the 

Anglo (as a member of a colonized people in our own territory)," Anzaldua asserts, "It's 
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not a comfortable territory to live in, this place of contradictions. Hatred, anger and 

exploitation are the prominent features of this landscape" (Preface to Borderlands/La 

Frontera: The New Mestiza). This U.S .-Mexican border from which Eva Antonia 

Wilbur-Cruce and Patricia Preciado Martin write is, in the profound words of Gloria 

Anzaldua, "iwa herida abierta where the Third World grates against the first and bleeds" 

(3). So this site that is marginality is described in terms of expansion, as well as 

resistance. 

For bell hooks and Perez-Torres, marginality is a potentially resistant space. For 

Perez-Torres, "a reclamation of the 'marginal' is a critical strategy" for literary critics— 

and, I would add, for Latina writers. He agrees with bell hooks, who notes that the 

margin is "the site of radical possibility, a space of resistance ... a central location for the 

production of a counter-hegemonic discourse that is not just found in words but in habits 

of being and the way one lives (149). Perhaps the challenge for Mexican American 

writers is to reclaim the site of marginality as fertile ground for their new center, thus 

creating that space of which Ngugi Wa Thiong'O writes, "for a hundred flowers to 

bloom" (24). 

Precisely how this hyphenated status has affected the writing of Mexican 

American autobiography is the subject of Genaro Padilla's provocative Mv Historv. Not 

Yours: The Formation of Mexican American Autobiography. For Padilla, personal 

narratives emerge from social rupture. He describes a response of "nostalgia mixed with 

anger" which functioned as a way to negotiate the myriad 
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social forces that infringed upon the spirit of those people who resided in 

the vast territory that became the western United States in 1848 but that 

geospiritually became a idnd of floating island upon which Mexican 

(American)s were left to work out their historic destinies (I I). 

His thesis is that "autobiographical impulse" is the need to "inscribe one's name and 

experience upon history" when one feels most in threat of social and cultural erasure 

(12). This impulse, he adds, "came into existence at the moment [1848] when extinction, 

in the form of social death, loomed on the horizon for the inhabitants of Mexico's 

northern provinces" (16). But the marker date 1848 is not the only moment of social 

rupture in Chicano history. Wilbur-Cruce writes of that moment in time in the first half 

of the twentieth century, when she and her family were experiencing the often-violent 

collision of cultures: the mexicano, the indio, and the americano. Preciado Martin writes 

of the aftermath and continuation of the value clashes inherent in this struggle over 

agency and power that are complicated not only by race but also by gender and class 

differentiation. 



Endnotes 

"Del Rancho al Barrio: The Mexican Legacy of Tucson" is the name of a 1983 

exhibit by the Arizona Mexican Heritage Project at the Arizona Historical Society 

which depicted the Mexican American heritage in Arizona from the time of the 

Gadsden Purchase to World War II. A booklet by the same name was written by 

historian Thomas Sheridan, in conjunction with the Project. 

Edward Said coined this term and refers to "contrapuntal reading" in Culture and 

Imperialism as "reading a text with an understanding of what is involved when an 

author shows, for instance, that a colonial sugar plantation is seen as important to 

the process of maintaining a particular style of life in England" (66). Contrapuntal 

reading is further referred to by Said as one in which there are "intertwined and 

overlapping histories" in the text (18) and a reading that employs "a comparative 

perspective" (32). 

I refer to Charles Retcher Lummis' A Tramp Across the Continent wherein he 

elaborates on his "3,500-mile walk across the country from Ohio to Los Angeles 

in 1884" (Etulain 85). 

Richard W. Etulain, in Re-imaging the Modem American West, states that 

Charles Retcher Lummis was "[pjerhaps the first to use the term 'the Southwest' 

in referring to the region" (85). 



55 

WRITING AS BRANDING; 

NAMING AND RECLAIMING 

NARRATIVE SPACE AND HOMELAND 

Eva Wilbur-Cruce grew up in branding country, where owning a cattle brand is 

essential to one's identity and status as a rancher. In this context, an iron brand can be 

said to be the signifier for the signified, the individual who owns the brand. Wilbur 

Cruce explains the significance of the brand with the statement, "It was the owner 

himself (A Beautiful. Cruel Country 13). In Wilbur Cruce's case, that which is signified 

and identified is synonymous with her first and last name and the iron brand that has been 

hammered into the initials "EW." A given brand, then, is the marker for both the 

individual owner of the brand and the family to whom the individual belongs. 

Wilbur-Cruce explains that not owning a brand renders one as if invisible: "If one 

did not have a brand, one did not exist" (12). To not own a brand is to not belong to a 

family, to not have roots, and to not have been initiated into a community: "A brand is 

necessary It is like the baptismal water. Without it you are an errant" (13). Eva 

comes to feel sorry for her young childhood playmate, Che, for example, an orphan cared 

for by Eva's Aunt Rita, precisely because he does not own a brand. She remembers that 

"Che looked with longing at the brands all around us, for the zaguan walls were 

decorated with brands drawn in charcoal. I was sorry for him, but happy that I had a 

brand" (13). Che's dispossession from his birth family, which renders him an orphan, is 

underlined by the absence of a brand that he can call his own. His marginal status is in 
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contrast to Wilbur-Cruce's, as she enjoys proprietorship and a sense of belonging to the 

clan. 

A brand signifies not only identity or relation to family, but also ownership of 

property, as we see in Wilbur-Cruce's characterization of the brand as "legal ownership" 

and her description of one who is brand-less as an "errant" and property-less (12). 

Familial status, property, and the individual are all conflated and symbolized by the brand 

itself. The importance granted the necessary respect for brands and that which they claim, 

is pointed out in Wilbur-Cruce's instruction that a brand "spoke loud and clear" like a 

"messenger," as if to warn Do Not Touch! Thus, Wilbur-Cruce tells us, "brand-reading 

was a must" for the people of this community (13). Recognizing one's neighbors' 

property was an essential survival skill even for those so young as to not have yet learned 

to read the alphabet. With the significance of brands and ownership as well marked as 

Eva's statements would suggest, we readily accept Wilbur-Cruce's conclusion that, 

consequently and by necessity, this community of ranchers "were brand-conscious" (13). 

One can think of Wilbur-Cruce's autobiography as another kind of "branding"— 

that of inscribing blank sheets of paper with ink, that of writing one's story into the pages 

of literary history. Just as these Arizona ranchers made their claim of ownership by 

literally searing their names onto the flesh of the cattle that were theirs, so too does Eva 

Antonia Wilbur-Cruce come to claim her unique voice by "searing" her words onto the 

pages of her memoir, A Beautiful. Cruet Countrv. Just as the reading of the brand tells us 

the identity of its owner and the family to which it belongs, so too does Eva's 

autobiography identify and tell the story of the conung of age of this young, Mexican-
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American girl situated on multiple axes of transition and growing up in rural Southern 

Arizona during the early twentieth century. In the telling of the story of her life, Wilbur-

Cruce also illustrates for us the story of her family and community. With her 

autobiography she marks a place in literature for the stories of these women and men of 

these ranching communities living during a time of critical transition in their cultural way 

of life. 

In writing her autobiography, Wilbur-Cruce is engaged in a kind of naming and 

defining of the people of this particular space. Little did she know, perhaps, when she 

wrote that she was engaging in a long tradition of what Rudolfo Anaya, calls the 

"ceremony of naming, or of self definition" (230). In his article, "Aztlan: A Homeland 

Without Boundaries," Anaya states that this process of naming "is one of the most 

important acts a community performs" (230). He explains that the Hispanic community 

since the 1960's has engaged in this naming and self-defining in order "to defend the 

right of the Hispanic community to exist as a national entity within the United States" 

(231-232). In this spirit, the poet Alurista, at the Chicano Denver Youth Conference of 

1969, first introduced the idea of renaming what has often been referred to as the 

"Southwest" to "Aztlan" and reclaiming this space as our geographical, cultural, and 

mythical-spiritual homeland. This reclaiming and privileging of our mestizo heritage was 

done, in part, to "revive our connection with our Indian past, and to seek a truer definition 

of that past" (Anaya 234). This redefining of one's past and identity occurred during a 

time when "the absorption of the Chicano into the mainstream American culture was 

occurring so quickly that unless we re-established the covenants of our ancestors our 
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culture was threatened with extinction" (Anaya 235-236). It is this perceived need to 

establish a sense of entitlement to one's home-space, to estabh'sh some direct lineage with 

one's ancestors who first owned and worked the land—especially during a time of 

perceived threat to one's cultural survival—that can be said to be a prompter to Wilbur-

Cruce's autobiography. She becomes part of that community of writers citing the names 

of people and places, and writing the stories of the silenced, that would otherwise fall into 

oblivion. 

But Wilbur-Cruce's act of naming is more complex than this initial reading 

suggests. In an ironic twist of identifying and reclaiming one's past, Wilbur-Cruce does 

not allude to Aztlan and her mestizo heritage, as did many Chicanos writing in the I960's 

during the Chicano Renaissance; rather, she applauds her connection to the powerful 

politicos and entrepreneurs of Arizona's past. It is not clear what, if anything, Wilbur-

Cruce even knew about Aztlan at all, or whether or not she identified with it as her 

homeland, especially since only those in the Chicano community well-versed in 

Chicanismo embraced the concept of Aztlan. Hers is a reclaiming of both Mexican and 

Arizona roots, but an act of the kind of self-defining which Anaya identifies, nonetheless. 

In the act of naming and reclaiming of which Anaya writes, Wilbur-Cruce 

proudly populates the terrain with the names and images of pioneering, accomplished, 

and famous men with whom she and her family have lived since the 19"* century, when 

this place was known to some as Arizona Territory. These names read like a roster of the 

Territory's 19"* century mining company elite: General Samuel P. Heintzelman, of 

Heintzelman Mill; Colonel Charles Poston, of the Arizona Mining Company; A.P.K. 
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Safford, territorial governor; and tier own paternal grandfather. Dr. R. A. Wilbur, 

physician and graduate of Harvard Medical College (and later to become the first United 

States Indian Agent). She finds it important to stress that it is her grandfather, one of the 

Arizona elite, who built "piecemeal, one room at a time" (4) on Wilbur Ranch, the first 

"doctor's office, hospital, drug store, and home" in the area that was eventually visited by 

"hundreds" of Indians from the neighboring reservation (8). 

This naming continues within the first chapters of this work with the introduction 

of her family and neighboring American Indians. In writing down the names of the 

Native Americans that she and her family knew, for example, she gives testimonio to the 

fact that they existed in this space before their forced mass exodus at the end of her story. 

Thus it is that the ending note of her autobiography—that of land and cultural loss—is 

embedded in Wilbur-Cruce's introductory chapter with her naming and reclaiming of 

Arizona's—and Mexico's—elite as her own heritage. As she has come to realize the 

passing of a way of life for Arizona's early Mexican American ranchers, like herself, she 

senses the need to set the record straight, as it were, by defining herself and writing her 

own history for posterity. 

Through the naming that occurs in this tlrst chapter, Wilbur-Cruce lays the 

foundation of her own identity, as a descendant of one of those privileged and pioneering 

families considering themselves to have rightful claims to the land, by establishing her 

family's historical ties to Arizona's most wealthy and powerful. But she simultaneously 

unwittingly betrays this identity, and renders it vulnerable to scrutiny, when she reveals 

that Grandfather R.A. Wilbur "had decided to homestead on squatter's rights, to have a 
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place of his own" (4). It is not made clear with this statement just when the acquisition of 

this land necessitated the removal of the original "homesteaders"—the American Iidians 

native to the region—but it would appear that a place of [one's] own, at least in this 

Arizona territory, was there for the talcing, regardless of the presence of its original 

owners. This introductory passage reveals traces of the ambiguities embedded in this 

contested space with its multiple and invisible borderlines. 

Edward Spicer gives a thorough and detailed history of relations between non-

Indian settlers and the Tohono O'odham in Southern Arizona. In Cvcles of Conquest, he 

explains that the "Papagos, lacking any treaty with the United States since they had 

fought on the side of the Anglo-Americans [against the Apaches], were given no formal 

protection against settler encroachment, except for the relatively minute areas at San 

Xavier and Gila Bend" (136). As a result, much of these Native American lands "became 

the focus of interest of both cattlemen and miners" (136-137). With the Gadsden 

Purchase the "Papagos," of whom Wilbur-Cruce writes in her autobiography, witnessed 

the growth of these communities of cattlemen and miners on their lands, along with the 

concomitant digging of wells, pumping of water, and mining of resources. Men like 

Wilbur-Cruce's grandfather continued to pour into the area. While sometimes the two 

groups—the indigenous to the area and the newcomer squatters on these lands, be they 

Anglo and/or Mexican American—cooperated with each other and worked together for 

the benefit of both, most often hostilities between "Papagos and white men" ensued 

(138): 
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The cattle ranching of the Anglo-Americans had several important 

effects on Papago life. In the first place, it resulted in the growth of 

hostility between Papagos and white men. The forcible appropriation of 

water supply and rangeland resulted in no general warfare, but it produced 

deep hatred on the part of Papagos and distrust that affected the families 

most injured. The attitudes of cooperation and mutual respect stimulated 

by the alliance against the Apaches were thus balanced by antagonism and 

hostility during the twenty years following the end of the Apache raids. 

In the second place, some Anglo-Americans managed to survive the 

decline in the cattle business during the early 1890's and established 

themselves permanently in the central part of Papago territory. This area 

which was known as "the strip" became a source of friction between 

Whites and Indians. fCvcles of Conquest 138) 

Complicating the friction in this place was the equally hostile relationship between 

Tohono O'odham and Mexican ranchers, for a variety of reasons. Spicer adds that there 

was, however, "a constructive result of the ranchers' encroachments," pointing out that, 

for example, "Papagos worked as cowboys and learned a great deal about cattle raising" 

and later "[built] up cattle herds which brought them into the cash economy of the 

region" (138). 

The threat of annihilation and cultural erasure were justifiably felt by many 

residing in this highly contested space in which various groups competed for dominance. 

Writing about Mexican Americans'anxieties regarding cultural survival, Genaro Padilla, 
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in Mv History. Not Yours: The Formation of Mexican American Autobiography, asserts 

that an "autobiographical impulse... came into existence at the moment when 

extinction, in the form of social death, loomed on the horizon for the inhabitants of 

Mexico's northern provinces" (15-16). Because "[f]ear was real and pervasive in 1846 

and after" for Mexicans and Mexican Americans, this impulse "served the reintegrative 

psychic and social need for sustaining an idea of the past and for fixing a version of 

history within a cultural text that would mark historical presence in die face of erasure" 

(16). Thus, like Anaya before him who claims that renaming and redefining oneself is an 

act of survival in the face of perceived threat of extinction, Padilla asserts that the need to 

write one's life-history in the form of autobiography is a reaction to the fear of social and 

cultural erasure. The act of writing is the act of naming and reclaiming. 

Wilbur-Cruce undertakes the writing of her autobiography at a time when she has 

realized that a transition of some old order to the new is underway. It is done in similar 

fashion to the self-defining of which Anaya writes and to the impulse to write oneself 

into text and history of which Padilla writes: due to the perceived threat to one's identity. 

This sense of loss and perceived threat is perhaps best illustrated in the final chapter of 

Wilbur-Cruce's autobiography when her maternal Grandfather Vilducea is heard to 

lament the following; 

We have seen the close of an era, carisimos. We are standing at the 

threshold of a new world, and we are not ready for it; but it is upon us. 

Things will be different for us from now on, so we must turn a page in our 

book and read on (309). 
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Grandmother Vilducea echoes these same sentiments in one of the final chapters of the 

book with the ominous "A bad storm is coming" (311). One of the ranch-hands on the 

Wilbur Ranch realizes the same, pointing out the specific changes akeady underway: 

"everybody is fencing now. Fencing, fencing everywhere. The open range will soon be a 

thing of the past" (314). And Wilbur-Cruce, herself, cites her own version of the multiple 

cultural, social, and political changes occurring when she states that with her 

grandfather's death 

also died in our valley the words Hispdnico, Anglo, Sajdn; and in their 

place, too quickly, came new. unpleasant epithets: Mexican, greaser, spic. 

And the Mexican Americans became to some an abomination, something 

to be annihilated from the face of the earth. And the Anglos became 

gringos, topos, basura blanca, looked down upon by many Hispanicos 

much as were the "Okies," later, during the influx from the middle west. 

Racial wars raged like wildfire in our valley for many years (316). 

The chameleon aspect of this landscape is evident from these passages illustrating 

linguistic, cultural, and socio-political change. 

The proud hearkening of bygone voices, together with the language of loss, sets 

the nostalgic tone so pervasive in Wiilbur-Cruce's work. But she also introduces her 

autobiography with an unmistakable gesture towards the ironic, which is to play out in 

varying places throughout the text. She devotes a great deal of her first chapter to the 

revelation of Don Ignacio Pesqueira, for example, the man for whom the hill is named. 

His reputation precedes him as an executor—"a merciless, cruel man"—^who is 
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described, interchangeably, as ''sangrino," "el tigre de Mexico, "'el Mejicano diablo" and 

"just a bandit from the barrancas of Mexico" (6-8). It is only later that we get to know 

him as a painter of saints and a man, "warm and friendly" (8), who was well-educated in 

France and in Spain and who can "make a picture come alive and speak and make you 

feel like a human being" (7). 

The introduction in the first chapter of Don Ignacio Pesqueirais important for a 

number of reasons. Pesqueira is a marker for the inevitable crossovers of two countries 

united culturally but divided by an international border. The refugee from Mexico flees a 

war and transgresses the borderline, lives with the people of "e/ otro lado" who "adopt" 

him and eventually name a hill after him even as he eventually crosses back over again to 

his place of origin, Mexico. We realize that this is a place in which political and cultural 

lines supercede geographical and nationalistic ones. Though it appears, upon first glance, 

to be a place of divisions and transgressions, it is also at second glance a place where a 

kind of defiant cultural unity reigns, as evidenced by the borderland community—and 

Pesqueira, in particular—that easily crosses over the demarcation line. But more than 

this, Pesqueira can be said to embody the multiple stereotypes and misconceptions held 

by the populace from either side of the border. At first demonized as "<;/ Mejicano 

diablo" he is later revealed as probably nothing of the kind. Through the carnival hall of 

mirrors that is the border, distorted reflections are abundant, and they appear as if real. 

And with regard to this, at least, there is no sense of loss or nostalgia that can be drawn 

from this example, for these dynamics of representation and misrepresentation in the 

Americas are alive and well today. 



What Wilbur-Cruce eventually comes to own through the process of writing her 

autobiography is a grounding, or sense of self, realized when one has found what 

Adrienne Rich refers to as "her place in the Universe" (cite). With her autobiography, 

Wilbur-Cruce places herself on this literary map as a Mexican American Arizonan female 

rancher having survived the shifting sands of cultural and economic control. Her 

autobiography serves to record the issues with which she struggles that include threats to 

survival as an individual and as a writer. Faced with a perceived threat of annihilation of 

her cultural being as well as of her voice, Wilbur-Cruce survives the various attempts to 

have her discount them and, instead, she writes on a blank page that allows her a space of 

her own and into which she textualizes her life. Imprinted on the page are the names, 

people, places, and recollections that she claims as part of her life story. And her story is 

at once both historically specific and communal, for in writing her autobiography, 

Wilbur-Cruce inscribes onto the pages of history her own life's events, narratives, names, 

and images of an entire rural American Mexican community that was the Southern 

Arizona rancheros of Avra Valley during the first quarter of the 20'** century. 
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Eva in a Garden of Eden: 

A Place of Her Own on Pesqueira Elill 

In this first of many comparisons she is to make between then and now, Wilbur-

Cruce begins her autobiography with images of endings: of a way of life, of the old order, 

of more pristine lands and childhoods. She describes the demise of her edenic childhood 

with the lament, 'Today, the raesquite has taken over, and the fairyduster is only a 

memory" (I). Indeed, the big Arizona ranches she knew, as well as the Spanish place-

names, the idyllic setting, and the distinguished visitors to this place become for her a 

way of life that has come to be "only a memory," overrun, as it were, by the latest 

newcomers to the region" (I). At one time she had lived in this place so suited to those 

who lived off of the land—when land was there for the taking by whomever was 

powerful enough to do so and willing to work it for the remainder of his or her life, but 

those apparently were the glory days. 

Eva describes her childhood retreat, not so unlike that other magical place that is 

her Grandfather Vilducea's garden. Just at the top of Pesqueira Hill, adjacent to EI Cerro, 

Eva finds a retreat where she can be spatially distant from ail the adults that dominate her 

life down below. Eva relates a parallel story of one Dr. Forbes who climbed to the top of 

Baboquivari Mountain (the sacred place for the neighboring Tohono O'odham Native 

American tribe) and "conquered" it. Having succeeded in climbing to the peak of this 

mountain, "in celebration he built a big bonfire to show the world that he was the first 

man ever to reach the top of Baboquivari" (196). By relating this story of Dr. Forbes' 

ascent to Baboquivari, juxtaposing its telling with that of her own to EI Cerrito, Eva 
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appears to be suggesting her own, equally successful "conquest." While Dr. Forbes, in a 

celebratory gesture, "built a big bonfire to show the world that he was the first man ever 

to reach the top of Baboquivari" (196), Wilbur-Cruce's celebration would appear to be 

this textual pronouncement in her autobiography. 

Here, in her nascent refuge that is her make-believe world, she can play the multi-

faceted role of part Sylvan-Queen-Goddess, part Robinson Crusoe, amidst the wilds. In 

this, her favorite home away from home, she retreats to "Old Gnarled," the mesquite tree 

which, she tells us, "was for me a place of fantasy and dreaming" (196). There she sits in 

a kind of natural throne, her "comfortable seat," made naturally by the joining of two 

large limbs of her tree, and presumably awaiting her legitimate appropriation. Her 

""lomita" is covered with "a blanket of blue tlax" and overflowing with "clumps of 

verbena" and "the dainty fairyduster. with its orchid and white tlowers, delicate little 

catkins, fresh each morning, or shimmering in the last light of the sunset" (1). 

From here, this imagined Sylvan Queen is alforded an indulgent, majestic vantage 

point from which she can "watch the goats and observe the countryside for miles around" 

(196). Here she spends hours just as she wishes, reading, writing, daydreaming, watching 

the Indians "wander back and forth over the many trails" or spying on the comings and 

goings of some of her neighbors down below. She peruses the world from which she has 

escaped and enjoys a kind of new-found queendom: 

From my place of vantage I could see the great Baboquivari, the dark 

landmark that dominated the entire region. I often contemplated its 
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mysteries. Father had told me that the famous mountain could be seen 

from California, Colorado, New Mexico, and Old Mexico (195). 

From this position, even the awesome Baboquivari Mountain, as if very nearly right at 

her fingertips, appears to await her every command. The Baboquivari that dominates this 

entire region and would appear to be gazing upon all around it is, instead, held in the 

young Eva's gaze. She apparently enjoys her new-found agency and positioning as the 

center of her universe who gazes upon her subjects ail around her, rather than being the 

subject of the gaze (and thereby control) by the older adults in whose charge she still 

remains. 

From amidst the branches of Old Gnarled, she makes her "first real attempts to 

make friends with wildlife" (196). Suddenly she is the young maiden in the forest amidst 

only the various local animals that are as if eyeing her suspiciously, trying to decide 

whether or not they will allow her to become one of their own community: 

It wasn't easy, for I wasn't readily accepted by the animals. The birds 

certainly didn't think I had any business being in their haunts. When I 

talked to them, they scolded me. 

The cactus wren, perched on a cholla twenty feet away, showed in many 

ways that my presence was disturbing to her. A small sparrow hawk flew 

in a circle above my tree, then lit on a nearby hackberry, screaming a loud 

'Peeeeeee, peeeeeel' determined to scare me away from its domain (196). 

Eventually, with scraps of food, she is able to bribe the roadrunner to become, as she tells 

us, "the first to accept me" and they "[become] real friends" (19). Wilbur-Cruce 
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continues a characterization of herself as the Goddess-like benefactress of these creatures 

when she tells us that the roadrunner eventually brings her own baby birds "to feed on the 

scraps I threw down" (196). At the same time, she becomes the female Adam in this 

Garden of Eden when she decides to name nearly ever creature in her earthly paradise 

Wilbur-Cruce relates the human-like interaction she has with this one am'mal, the 

roadrunner, that she describes as having rewarded her with an offering of its own and 

then "talking" to her with a "fluttering cuckoo call." Following suit, then even "the other 

birds responded favorably to my presence" as the little tlnches "eyed me curiously and 

ceased to scold. These blithe creatures then, according to this impressionable, 

westernized, young Robinson Crusoe answer her with song: 'The cactus wren sang to 

me too from the spiny branches of the cholla." And she becomes friends with a mother 

skunk whom she names Valentina and, as her queenly position would allow, orders her 

dog, Hunga, "never to bark at her or chase her babies" (197). As her Crusoe-like 

exploration of this place continues, the young Eva discovers other animals: "There were 

chuckwallas, homed toads, and chattering ground squirrels that learned to come right up 

to my hand to eat. Around the rocks were piles of fagots where huge rats went in and out 

of their dens" (198). The picture of this young girl as Sylvan Queen is complete with this 

explanation of her intimacy with the creatures of this place. 

From the point of her having successfully bonded with these wilderness creatures, 

Eva's s romanticized Thoreau-ian and Whitman-esque narrative begins. The roadrunner 

finally becomes, for Eva "[l]ike Shelley's famous lark... a blithe spirit" (197), and Eva 

becomes a poet. Sitting on the ground while watching the goats, she takes to writing her 
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"fanciful stories using the 'big words'" she has learned from one of her mentors. Within 

this "room of her own," as Virginia Wolf perhaps would have described it, and having 

found what Adrienne Rich perhaps would call "her place in the universe," the young Eva 

is safely ensconced in a wildemess-tumed-tame garden wherein she gives herself license 

to acquire creative, literary agency. Here, she gives voice to her own stories and would 

appear to have become the literary and female equivalent of Dylan Thomas' "prince of 

the apple towns." After observing and ruling her "subjects"—from cactus wren to skunk 

to goat herds and "chuckwallas, homed toads, and chattering ground squirrels that 

learned to come right up to my hand to eat"—she ends her tasks, as if it were her seventh 

day of rest, by indulging in her pencils, books, writing tablet, and "fanciful stories" (198). 

These magical beginnings, from an appropriation of a place of her own as creative 

ground in which to imagine and write, prefigure the text that records them and her 

blossoming into being as a writer and author of her own life story. 
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A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Vaauera 

The discontinuity with which Wilbur-Cruce describes her memories of the past is 

curious. She asserts that they are "like ink splotches on a white wall"; they are 

disconnected, with "no beginning" and "no ending" (42). Moreover, she adds: "All 

details are clear but disconnected" (42). Eva expresses her sense of her shifting and 

multiple subjectivity in the chapter titled, "My Earliest Recollections." First there is the 

reference to a loss of perspective which she describes as "a new and very disturbing and 

confusing problem"(43) when she states: "I didn't know whether I was big or little, old or 

young" (43). Compared to her little sister. Ruby, she is a "big girl," but at the same time 

she is told that she is not so big as to accompany her father on a trip to the top of the 

neighboring mountain until she is a little older. As she herself explains it, 

I lived with the dilemma of being too little or too big. I couldn't do the 

things I wanted to do because I was too little and 1 had to do the things I 

didn't enjoy doing because I was too big. And I had better be learning to 

do the disagreeable chores because I was growing up—I was a "big" girl. 

(46). 

The sibling rivalry between Eva and her sister Ruby grows as Eva feels the sting of her 

mother often coddling little Ruby while ignoring her. During these times she wants it to 

be known that she "was still very small and wanted at least to share the special attention 

of my mother" (44). 

At the same time, Eva is becoming aware of her cultural and ethnic difference. 

Her Indian playmate, Wayanita, tells her of an Indian god, Fitoi, who lives in the 
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Baboquivari Mountain, and in whom Eva does not believe. The resulting fight over 

whether or not I'itoi lives in Baboquivari Mountain ends with her playmate thrashing her 

with a willow whip and Eva running home to cry to her mother about it—only to be told, 

again, what she is already frustrated to hear: that she is too little to be playing with 

Wayanita anyway. Eva pours out her frustrations with the statement: "So I had to endure 

the blows from Ruby because I was a big girl and the whippings from Wayanita because I 

was too little, just a baby" (45). 

Much like the classic Alice in Wonderland on a marvelous but sometimes 

harrowing journey, the young Eva alternately feels big and small within her world, and 

her passing through childhood and young adolescence is rich with social commentary on 

those she encounters along the way. Moreover, all that she experiences on her journey to 

adulthood shape her not only as the woman, but also the writer, she is to become. 

We know that she has one of the prerequisites for a writer; she listens well and 

observes and understands astutely. As such, she is representative of yet another classic 

young character, la huerca metida, that young person who can be found where she is not 

supposed to be—too near to the adults who have gathered for conversation amongst 

themselves. La huerca metida, literally, "the one inside/the one in the way," is the one 

who gets in the way of the adults while trying to make herself as invisible as possible. 

She is intent on deluding her parents and other adults into thinking that she is oblivious to 

all around her which does not pertain to her and that she is just playing with her dolls and 

toys, ignoring conversations not meant for her ears. All the while, of course, she is very 
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much paying attention, all the more straining to hear what she is told she should not, 

precisely because it is forbidden. 

One example of Eva's eavesdropping is when she hears some of the adult women 

in her life state that one Marian McGuire "had been gossiping at the store" (285). Eva 

overhears her Tfa Jesusita telling Eva's mother "I wanted you to know that La Marian es 

una lengona—a tongue wagger. She has the whole town in an uproar. She doesn't care 

what she says. Every man is a thief and every woman is a whore according to Marian" 

(285). Eva takes this in, remembers it, and later, when she arrives at a formal dinner 

where the same Marian is present, blurts out, "Pa, her comes la Lengona" (284). Her 

father, frozen with anger, tells her, "Eva, if I ever hear you talk like that again I am going 

to give you the biggest thrashing you ever got" (285). Her ability to hear and observe 

well, though admirable in a writer, does not win her any accolades as a young girl. 

Another time, young Eva overhears her father and Mateo talking about "what the 

Indians in northern Mexico use the fish bladder for" (285). She registers the entire 

conversation, even as she doesn't understand it. Then on a later day she walks into the 

living room "where Grandmother Wilbur was entertaining her guests" (286). Eva 

"stopped, got [her] breath, and then asked, 'Aunt Phoebe, do you know what the Indians 

in northern Mexico use the fish bladder for?'" to which Phoebe answers, "'No, little 

cowgirl, I don't'" (286). It is then that the young girl again makes the mistake of 

revealing that she has been eavesdropping on adult conversation; she replies, "They use it 

for a condomi" (286). Wilbur Cruce, as an adult telling this story in her autobiography, 

then remembers that "[t]he ladies dropped their jaws, opened their eyes wide, and 
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furrowed their brows, almost as if they were one person" (286). At that point her 

reputation as la huerca metida must have been solidified, while she also earns a few more 

labels. She remembers that her Grandfather Vilducea "yanked me outside and actually 

dragged me around the house, calling me 'sinvergiienza, malcriada, loca (shameless, ill-

bred, crazy girl)!'" (286). These are only two examples from Wilbur Cruce's 

autobiography, but there are more, that humorously illustrate the young Eva deserving the 

dubious award as a young Huerca Metida. Although her keen attention to dialogue and 

detail, and her burgeoning ability to gather information and make note for later 

characterization may not have seemed especially rewarding at the time, they are the very 

skills that later helped her as the writer that she was to become. 

Eavesdropping and getting into trouble notwithstanding, Eva, the young vaquera, 

was trained to be observant. In fact, she is chided by her parents whenever she is not. Her 

father admonishes her with '"You don't figure things out right, Eva. You don't see when 

you look'" (46).Wilbur Cruce tells us that a keen observation was valued: "The hard, 

unpleasant lessons on attention/observation snowballed day by day. 'Pay attention— 

listen. See when you look.' A favorite admonition—the same thing, but more of it every 

day" (47). Thus she learns how to identify a variety of animal tracks and to distinguish 

one from the other; to remember which plants are edible, and which will make her sick, 

or kill her; to diagnose when a calf is sick with screw worms and requires her attention; 

to locate a herd of antelope from a great distance; and to discover a water hole in the 

mountains when she is thirsty. The young Eva finally "graduates" from this School of 

Observation when she is deemed "big enough" to accompany her father on a trip to the 
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top of El Cerro. From there, her reward is both a painstakingly earned sense of self-pride 

and confidence and the chance to be afforded a look at "a breathtaking expanse!" from 

the top of the mountain, where all below and before her is "depth and distance and a riot 

of colors" (58). 

Later, it is her mother who educates her in the skills of sharp attention to detail 

when she takes Eva along for a daylong walk in a "creek classroom" Arivaca Creek. 

There, her mother points out to her "the old abandoned swallows' nests left there since 

spring" (68), the little goats that "suddenly jump up ... frolicking and twisting their little 

bodies, burning somersaults in mid-air, and making a perfect landing" (68), and the "bulls 

that watered at the creek" (70). Eva learns from her mother how to hide from a stampede 

of bulls, making them think that she is "a part of [the] dead roots" (72), as it is "the only 

way that you can see animals and people without being seen" (72). It would appear that it 

is during this "country education" (73) that Eva learns from her mother the skills to blend 

in and listen and observe without being noticed—the very skills that will later get her into 

trouble as a huerca metida, when applied to the society of adults as opposed to the world 

of animals. 

It is this very ability to '"see when you look" (73), to notice more than the eye 

alone reveals, that strengthens Wilbur Cruce's social commentary on the society of well-

to-do rancheros that she knows so well. Had she written more commentary, and more 

eloquently, she could very well have added Jane Austen on the Range to her array of 

titles. Speaking of the guests that arrive at a dinner at the Wilbur Ranch, she calls them 

'"'catrines (dressed-up ones)" (287), adding; "The 'catrines' of that era didn't know how to 
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they were Sefiores, dressed up and formal every inch of the way" (287). Wilbur Grace's 

sarcastic tone in describing these "catrines" reveals her attitude towards them. They are 

described as sniffing the air and "expressing their disgust with the milling hordes of 

Indians who were cluttering up that scenery at the moment" (287). These "ladies" 

occasionally give the young Eva "a ferocious look" because she is keeping company with 

the adults instead of "play[ing] with the Indians" (288). In a similar way, Wilbur Cruce 

reveals much about her Grandmother Vilducea, for example, when she tells us "She was 

tapering her tlngers so they'll look pointed and not square like a man's fingers" (248). 

Her compassion for the characters about whom she writes, despite her sarcasm, is also 

revealed when she adds "I still felt sorry even then for this bewildered, lonely old 

woman"—the woman that her mother later would describe as "[wjeighed down ... 'with 

that strange heritage handed down to her from her Castilian ancestors'" (251). With this, 

we are able to comprehend much of the reasoning behind the old woman's attitude 

towards the Native Americans that Wilbur Cruce has weaved throughout her 

autobiography. 

Wilbur Cruce admits to that which earns her, as a young girl, the name that many 

familiar with Mexican American culture could give and perhaps relate to—a huerca 

metida—when she states, "I stood listening, trying to get things straightened out in my 

mind" (288). And there are many who might also see that the title "burgeoning writer" or 

"writer in the making" could be equally and accurately applied. Her childhood renders a 

portrait of an artist in the making, an artist as a young vaquera from the Wilbur Ranch. 
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(THE MAP IS NOT THE TERRITORY) 

PLOTTING STORY AND PLACE: 

WHERE AUTOBIOGRAPHY AND TOPOGRAPHY MEET 

It is interesting that the title of Eva Antonia Wilbur-Cruce's autobiography is a 

reference not to herself, but to the country in which she grew up—as if to emphasize that 

this is a "biography" of a place as much as it is of a person. In many respects, A 

Beautiful. Cruel Country is an "agrography" of land and space, as much as it is an 

autobiography of Wilbur-Cruce or biography of the inhabitants who share this place. 

The Prologue to A Beautiful. Cruel Country serves as a kind of extended epigraph 

that signals the final scene of the autobiographer's journey of this place. With this 

Prologue, we find Wilbur-Cruce reminiscing about this place as it once was, in 

comparison to what it is at the time of her writing. In this opening scene, Wilbur-Cruce 

stands alone, amidst the ruins of the once vibrant ranch, that paradise lost, that "basks in 

the sun, rather idle now, compared to the life of turmoil it lived at the turn of the century" 

(vii). With this, her first statement in the book, she inscribes this place as a land wherein 

reside, equally comfortable, a sense of continuity as well as of rupture. The troping and 

imagery of enduring landmarks juxtaposed with those denoting loss, is one that figures 

prominently and echoes continuously throughout the rest of her autobiography. 

Yesterday, this ranchito was a "life of turmoil," all bustling with energy, and today it 

merely "basks ... rather idle." For the most part this house "sits empty," but memories 

of the past, like those of the Spanish "rock horses" that used to roam the area, stubbornly 

remain" (vii). 
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The speaker in this passage is a woman in her eighties in the i980's who, after all 

these years, finds herself undeniably drawn to this place, her former home, and all that 

once existed here. It is a place to which she now only occasionally returns, as a sole 

visitor, to enjoy a time of solitude, where an occasional "shower beating on the tin" roof 

becomes a "melody" for her (vii). Where she can welcome the wind personified as "a 

friend of the old days" that "whistles and hums and sings," and where the smoke from a 

wood fire she builds also becomes "another of my old friends" (vii). Her love for this 

rural place, like the love for a dear, old, friend with whom one feels comfortable, safe, 

and nurtured, is still evident so many years after she has left it. And, like the memory of 

all things loved and lost, there is a bittersweet tone and wistful, melancholic mood 

created with this opening lament. These first few pages hint at one of the main theses of 

Wifbur-Cruce's autobiography—how her homeland, though well entrenched with 

tradition, at the same time is a space shadowed by loss and isolation. Hers is a homeland 

of a paradise lost, a homeland that has succumbed to the more powerful forces of greed 

and modernization, now "crisscrossed" as it is "with barbed-wire fences" (viii). 

This ranchito to which Wilbur-Cruce has returned was apparently once the 

spiritual center of this place wherein now lies a tension between time and activity. It is as 

if Wilbur-Cruce has returned to describe a scene wherein a kind of sea change has taken 

place. One can imagine the winds blowing through broken ollas strewn about the place 

that once held sweet water. This ranch-space, too, acts like a hollow vessel holding only 

memory and imagination, where once flowed the sounds of human activity. The ranch 

that was the center of her life has become like an ancient broken shard one finds at the 
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bottom of what was once an ocean floor. And like a cultural artifact left in the desert 

sands, it remains only a partial remnant of what was once a life-giving spatial center. The 

contrast lies in what was once a nurturing and hospitable landscape having become a 

desolate and eerie ghost town of a place. This is a landscape that measures not only 

geological, but human and evolutionary time, as well. The old dirt roads, the abandoned 

windmills, the remaining ranch house, are all mere traces of their former presence. And 

the cultural landscape becomes a scene of impermanence against the backdrop that is the 

enduring land. 

This is a place of paradox and contradiction. One can almost viscerally sense the 

tension of competing forces that lingers over the land. Wilbur-Cruce describes this as a 

place that was once "rugged—a turbulent sea"—of nothing—"of isolation" (viii). It is a 

landscape of "isolation" which she describes in terms of its abundance: 

mole hills, jagged ridges, toothed mountains, buttes, mesas, washes, and 

gulches cholla and mesquite thickets ... trees ... old and 

gnarled nests ... and huge clumps of mistletoe 

Dusty burro trails [that] wound down and across the arroyos [and] 

the blue canopy above(viii) 

Moreover, she tells us that when she wrote about this place, she "wrote of the land, the 

animals, the rocks, the plants, of my parents, and grandparents, the neighbors, the 

vaqueros, the Indians—of myself and my feelings" (xi). One wonders what else she 

possibly could have included, had she described this as the land of plenty, instead. What 

is clear is that here, contrast reigns: this place is both "beautiful" and a "cruel land of 
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solitude" (viii), where, ultimately, out of the struggle emerge land and inhabitants as if 

one—both "rawhide-tough and lonely" (xiii). Like the changing winds that alternately 

sweep across this landscape, Wilbur-Cruce's feelings for the land are, at times, more 

ambiguous than nostalgic. 

The contrasts of the land are multiple: it is "that vast country" of" horrendous 

poverty... pain, hunger, and hatred," as well as a space of "illusory abundance," where 

one has only to mine the "gold nuggets" that, "hidden like some precious metal," appear 

"in the guise of hope, beauty, joy, love, and brotherhood" (xii). Accompanying Wilbur-

Cruce as she journeys her inner landscape across memory and time, the reader comes to 

know this place as both the site of harmony and contradiction, and solitude and 

plentitude. Wilbur-Cruce maps this territory as a place at once as clearly delineated as the 

purple mountainous ridges of the Santa Catalina Mountains to the north—and as 

nebulous as the artificial and ambiguous U.S./Mexico borderline to the south. 

The barbed-wire fences are not the only markers that have changed the landscape 

in this scene. In a subsequent passage, another scene of familial and communal 

abandonment signals the cultural changes that have occurred: 

The vaqiieros I worked with are gone away or dead. I think of their 

names and faces and remember our experiences together so clearly, and I 

wonder what happened to them. I don't see them, and I don't look for 

them anymore (xi). 

In a similar scene, the narrator describes having recently mn into an old childhood friend 

whose family is preparing to return to Mexico. He tells her: "We don't have anything 
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here anymore. Our parents, friends—ail gone or dead. We are surrounded by new 

people who don't understand us, and we don't understand them, Evita" (xii). Both 

passages are evidence that the changes in this place have not all been geographical alone; 

the cultural landscape has changed, as well. The shifting economic and political sands of 

the place have had reverberating effects for those who live here. Those who have not 

been displaced express the feeling that they have become as if unfortunate foreigners in 

their own land. 

Wilbur-Cruce describes a place of transitions. Though during her youth, this 

country is both "a delightful playground" for her (65) and a "creek classroom" where her 

mother gives her a "country education" (73), with time it comes to be the site of 

tumultuous change that leaves behind a place of "peaceful difference" (318), opening up, 

instead, to "a weird lonely white world" (312), where the words '"Hispdnico, Anglo, 

Sajon" are replaced with "new, unpleasant epithets: Mexican, greaser, spic" and 

""gringos, topes, basura blanca" (316). This autobiography, written to "evoke that 

beautiful, cruel land of solitude for others in a form more accessible and permanent than 

it can take in my own memory" charts a lifetime of joy, hardship, tradition, and 

communal relations with neighboring Indians, followed by exodus and displacement. All 

are part of this human drama of living off of the land at "the close of an era" and "the 

threshold of a new world" (309). It finally becomes the place where it is predicted that 

soon the cowboys will be "ghosts. Dead" (211) and where, when the wind and rain wash 

all the tracks away, all that will remain will be what Eva's grandmother calls "^recuerdos 

(memories)" (300). Finally having arrived at this juncture in her life, the author comes to 



an end in the road where she learns to adapt by avoiding people and living by herself, 

loving "the land, the rocks, the plants, and the animals" precisely because "these things 

[pose] no cosmic problems" for her (316). 

Landscapes are cultural and historical, not only physical. In Understanding 

Ordinary Landscapes. Paul Groth asserts that landscape 

denotes the interaction of people and place: a social group and its spaces, 

particularly the spaces to which the group belongs and from which its 

members derive some part of their shared identity and meaning. All 

human intervention with nature can be considered as cultural 

landscape Cultural landscape studies focus most on the history of 

how people have used everyday space ... to establish their identity, 

articulate their social relations, and derive cultural meaning (I) 

The scenes of abandonment and loss that Wilbur-Cruce describes read like a history of 

the politics of the place. The history of the cultural landscape is impressed upon the 

contours of the natural environment. The bourgeoning fences on the land, for example, 

are the markers for the loss of a way of life that once privileged freedom of space. The 

fences are the glaring markers that signal for the earlier inhabitants of the place that they 

have come to a political juncture in the road that now denies them access. There is a 

reciprocity between the physical and the cultural, social, political, and economic—each is 

influenced by, and affects, the other, and a reading of the physical markers renders a 

reading of the human, as well. As John Brinckerhoff Jackson has stated, "Landscape is 

history made visible." 
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Another example of the close connection between the physical and the historical 

is when Wilbur-Cruce references the hill overlooking her family's home. She tells us that 

this Lomita de Pesqueira is named after former Sonoran governor, Don Ignacio 

Pesqueira, "el Tigre de Mexico" who fled Mexico and finds refuge in the homes of 

Americanos because of "his learning and gracious manners" (I). With this, her opening 

statement, the reader can see how the land and its inhabitants are as if one identity— 

people and place, inseparable one from the other—even as the geographical is often criss

crossed with the political. The illustrations of how people identify with place is made 

evident through this example of the practice of naming the physical. Like her literary 

counterparts and contemporaries from New Mexico who wrote their signatures in the 

landscape, Wilbur-Cruce demonstrates an understanding that in the echoing of the names 

of the first Mexican families to settle in this place is the reclaiming of one's homeland. 

But regardless of their name or background, almost all who traverse this terrain 

are described as being guided on their Journeys by El Cerro, "guidepost for all wayfarers" 

(18). El Cerro is an important landmark, for the place that Wilbur-Cruce describes is one 

in which the mountans dominate the landscape. El Cerro is that rugged mountain that 

"dominated our thoughts in many ways. Just as it dominated our landscape" (18), and 

Baboquivari Mountain, is "the dark landmark that dominated the entire region" (195). 

To know this place is to know the dynasty of its mountains that tower over it. 

At times alternately known as "El Wilbeno" and "El Papago," the people most 

often refer to it as "El Cerro," Wilbur-Cruce tells us, "as if it were the only mountain in 

the world" (18). This principle landmark acts like a lighthouse for all travelers lost in the 
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desert, including the rancheros who had to work far away from home and then needed to 

be guided back to their families. For the Indians that were so often migrating to stave off 

hunger. El Cerro "loomed like the cone of a teeming anthill—the Indians always coming 

and going, in-out and around the Arivaca Valley" (21). Like the Wilbur Ranch nearby, 

EI Cerro comes to be known as one of the towering figures in this active desertscape. 

Illustrating how the physical can dictate the social. El Cerro comes to be, for the 

three-year-old Eva, the main Cyclop to be conquered in order for her to be thought by her 

father worthy of consideration as a real cowgirl. Like the original epic poem, there is 

poetry in this Odyssey, as well, as Eva describes this trip and translates the sound of 

creaking saddle leather creeping "into the soul of the old lady of three" that sounds like 

the chant: 'Tough-enup-pup-pup" (54). Gingerly clinging to the precipice of El Cerro as 

she makes her way on horseback. Eva negotiates her way through this Odyssey-ian test 

her father has designed for her—whether or not to realize the importance of family and 

the value of courage. Wilbur-Cruce describes in her autobiography the numerous ways in 

which the imaginary lines of the physical and the social landscapes meet. The numerous 

ways in which the cultural world is dictated by the physical or the physical comes to 

reflect the cultural. 

Besides describing the sensual nature of the place, and the physical/cultural 

connections between land and inhabitant, A Beautifiil. Cruel Country reveals the 

autobiographer's emotional and spiritual ties to the land. Here is a woman who 

characterizes her "aloneness" as a sense of joy and spirituality, as the following excerpt 

illustrates: 
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My isolation has always been only physical, not spiritual. I have never 

felt depressed or lonely when alone with the land. Something always 

happens that dazzles me and overwhelms me with amazement and 

wonder.... The purity of the atmosphere, the blue canopy above, the 

solitude, spiritual and beautiful, always made me feel the need for 

prayer.... In this magnificent setting, thoughts came like dreams (vii-

viii). 

The land in this scene is described in terms of the spiritual and the sacred. The imagery 

evoked by words like "isolation," "lonely," "alone," and "solitude," and the phrase "not a 

living soul for miles," is undercut by the juxtaposition of opposing imagery denoting 

celebration and communion with the spiritual through the use of the words "dazzles," 

"amazement," "wonder." "beautiful," "magnificent," and the phrase "made me feel the 

need for prayer." With this scene, the narrator demonstrates her reverence for the land 

often referred to as ""la santa tierra (holy or blessed land)"' by Hispanic women writing 

about the Southwest. 

Wilbur-Cruce's knowledge of this land is based on years of a particular, 

integrated relationship to it. She knows that the map is not the territory because she has 

walked, and worked, this land on a daily basis for years. Hers is a personal 

commitment—an interaction, a relationship that comes when one is an insider to the 

place. A visual connection to the land is only one of many ways of relating. There are 

also visceral, emotional, and spiritual ties that bind which are invisible, but which are felt 

every bit as much as the sensual. 
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An overview of the recent scholarship on Chicana's literary expressions points to 

the ways in which Chicanas create and reveal their own identities through their 

relationships to their respective landscapes, rural or urban. The pioneering works by Tey 

Diana Rebolledo, on the nuevomexicanas of the early twentieth century (in particular, the 

article, 'Tradition and Mythology: Signatures of Landscape in Chicana Literature" and 

Women Singing in the Snow: A Cultural Analysis of Chicana Literature), are the 

instructional texts. Rebolledo argues that Chicana writers 

use the power of their perceptions of the landscape to transmit this sense 

of identity: one that is female, Chicana, and deeply connected to the land, 

myth, and self. In their writings they have discovered the ability, the 

magic of words to capture their heritage and transform it through images 

(96). 

She explains that early Anglo writers of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries "saw the 

land as virgin territory without traditions and roots, a land representing primal freedom" 

but that Hispanic writers "had a different sense of the southwestern landscape," adding 

that "for them it meant a long tradition of families not only tied to the land but nourished 

by it" (97). A champion of the early Hispanic writers of the nineteenth and twentieth 

century, Rebolledo has responded to Raymund Paredes' claim that these women writers 

were suffering from a "hacienda" mentality by answering in her now-famous and well-

circulated quote that "it's a wonder they wrote at all," given their engendered social and 

educational status. 
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Chicanas' literary works about their environment can oftentimes serve as a mirror 

for each writer's respective psychological states of being. The literature reflects how she 

relates to, and identifies, with the landscape and this, in turn, tells us about who she is. 

We can discover through her written text how she reads the landscape as text, and this 

knowledge reveals much about her particular subjectivity. When she writes herself into 

the landscape and the history of a place, via her literature, she is most often revealing as 

much about herself—as subject—as she is about her environment. A Beautiful. Cruel 

Countrv is as much a literature of space, as it is of subjectivity, as much about place as it 

is about plot, as much about topograpy as autobiography. 
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Home on the (Bordered) Ranee: 

Between Indian Country and the Big House 

Once I asked a Papago youngster what the desert smelled like to him. He answered with little 
hesitation: "The desert smells like rain." 

His reply is a contradiction in the minds of most people. How could the desert smell like rain, 
when deserts are, by definition, places which lack substantial rainfall? 

The boy's response was a sort of Papago shorthand. Hearing Papago can be like tasting a delicious 
fruit, while sensing that the taste comes from a tree with roots too deep to fathom. 

The question had triggered a scent—creosote bushes after a storm—their aromatic oils released 
by the rains. His nose remembered being out in the desert, overtaken: the desert smells like rain. 

-Gary Nabhan, The Desert Smells Like Rain 

The way the Indians say "seeing" is how close you can come to the way things really are, the 
way a deer sees a rock, or the way a frog sees water; we call that "seeing." Every human being has 
that "seeing" in them. The English have a way of saying, "Find your voice," and that represents 
the egotistical sense of the English people. The Native American way is "to see".... But the Anglo 
people always have this aggressive voice thing—^"Your voice is very strong in this piece," right? 
While the Indians say, "Your seeing is very strong in this place." 

—Jimmy Baca Interview in This is About Vision 

She Anally said to them, "Chano and Vano, I am not going to keep you from the fast pace of 
the others. I can see it in other people's eyes and specially in your hearts, I am old and weak. Please 
leave me behind. Your kindness is enough for me to carry me on to the Great Spirit's land. This is 
only bones and flesh, yet when I die my spirit will live forever." 

—Elder Brother (A Panaeo Odvssev) 

And even though the rest of the landscape alternates between the dead desert with the sandstorms 
and the frozen mountains on the west side, the springs of the mountain are still running—there is still 
hope, it's not too late, and you can go there and you can bathe and be made whole. 

—Rudolfo Anaya in Tortuea 

Eva Wilbur Cruce's textual treatment of the Native American population with 

whom she grew up is as ambiguous as Don Pesqueira, with whom she begins her 

autobiography. Her attitude and descriptions of the neighboring Indians at Wilbur Ranch 

vacillate between attraction and repulsion. In this way, she is propagating an ideology 

found in writings of, from, and on the borderlands. This attraction/repulsion paradox is 

prevalent in numerous representations of the Other in American literature. As Cecil 

Robinson notes in Mexico and the Hispanic Southwest in American Literature, in 

referring to American writers' characterizations of Mexicans and Mexican Americans: 



The resultant literary images of the Mexican as one of various types of 

noble savage, or as the emotionally unhampered, picaresque product of an 

unsterilized society, or yet as a graceful representative in the New World 

of the mellower culture of traditional Europe are often as unreal in their 

overemphasis as the earlier stereotypes of the brutal, dirty, cowardly 

Mexican of the border chronicles and first novels of the Southwest. (70) 

The same practice of ambiguous representation, or misrepresentation, can be seen in 

American narratives about Native Americans. It is evident, for example, in Wilbur-

Cruce's two different portrayals of Tohono O'odham as either part of a large mass of 

"alien Indians" also characterized as "mwy broncos'' (133) who are "demanding and 

aggressive" and thus in need of being kept "in line while they waited for their food" 

(142), or as the more acceptable Pete, "an exceptional Indian" who "spoke Spanish quite 

well and was willing to talk" (A Beautiful. Cruel Country 132). Wilbur-Cruce recalls a 

time 

when the hungry Indians were gathering. Grandfather appointed 

Barreplata, Carmelo, and Pete Boylan to keep them away from the work. 

Barreplata shouted and threatened them with a club, and they would leave 

for a time, only to return again, more numerous than ever. It was plain that 

a guard would have to be kept near the barbecue pits at ail times, so my 

uncles Mike and Luis agreed to take turns during the night. (135) 

Though Wilbur-Cruce often writes of her Native American childhood friends with a 

rather endearing tone, she just as often depits the neighboring Native American 
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community as a large and oftentimes unruly mass threatening to overtake the Wilbur 

Ranch protective wall. Her portrayal is ambiguous and problematic. 

Perhaps nothing is as mysterious in Wilbur-Cruce's autobiography as "the wall" 

that Grandfather Wilbur "had built for some unknown reason" and against which the 

Indians "used to sit... waiting for the doctor" (8). The purpose of the wall has long 

puzzled Eva's mother whom she remembers one day as having mused aloud, "I wonder 

what he built that big wall for" (8). For whatever reason it was erected in the first place, 

we know that it was a prominent feature on the Wilbur Ranch, and much used. 

Wilbur-Cruce tells us that "[o]ther, nameless Indians came, too, in large groups 

and sat along the wall or on the corral fences to watch the ranch activities. Occasionally, 

some of them worked or helped a little, but mostly they Just got in the way, so that feisty 

old Barreplata had to drive them off (30). Although at an earlier age Eva had decided 

that Grandfather Wilbur had built this wall for her, to climb up and to play on, this is a 

wall with much greater significance. Referred to often in her autobiography, this is a wall 

that both marks and divides. It marks the central place of interactions between the 

inhabitants of the Wilbur-Cruce Ranch and the neighboring Indians, while it also 

oftentimes divides the two communities. Perhaps in much the same way that the Gadsden 

Purchase in 1853 divided Pimena Alta, home of the Tohono O'odham, in two—leaving 

half of them living in the United States and the other half in Mexico, this wall on the 

Wilbur Ranch divides two groups of people—the land-owning Wilbur Ranch family and 

their workers, and the surrounding small villages of Tohono O'odham. But despite their 

conflicts, it appears by the end of A Beautiful. Cruet Country, when the Tohono 
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O'odham are driven from their lands, that a bonding has occurred between the two 

groups despite their simultaneous alienation from one another. Eva Antonia Wilbur Cruce 

writes, 'The very Indians who had so often annoyed us were the ones who broke our 

hearts now" (306). Some would argue, however, that this scene is not so much evidence 

of bonding as it is of "imperialist nostalgia," a term coined by anthropologist Renato 

Rosaldo in his Culture and Truth: The Remaking of Social Analysis, to explain "the 

curious phenomenon of people's longing for what they themselves have destroyed" (87). 

Imperialist nostalgia is a term used to explain the sentiments of one who "deliberately 

alters a form of life, and then regrets that things have not remained as they were prior to 

the intervention" (Rosaldo 70). This reading is a valid one, if one takes into account the 

dynamics of historical relations between Mexican American, Anglo, and Native 

American, and if one reads the "homesteading" on the Wilbur Ranch as a displacing of 

the Tohono O'odham who lived there previously. 

The wall to which Wilbur-Cruce often refers in her autobiography, along with the 

inter-relations between her family and their neighbors, the Tohono O'odham, can perhaps 

best be explained through the role of the "big house" in literature. In his chapter titled 

'The Fall of the 'Big House'" Robinson states that an institution such as the "big house" 

can be a plantation or a hacienda, adding that such an institution is "a self-contained 

culture" (No Short Journeys: The Interplav of Cultures in the History and Literature of 

the Borderlands 2). He cites Frank Tannenbaum's depiction of the role that the "big 

house" plays in Latin America: 
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The hacienda is not just an agricultural property owned by an individual. It 

is a society, under private auspices. The hacienda governs the life of those 

attached to it from the cradle to the grave, and greatly influences all the 

rest of the country It is also a social, political, and cultural institution. 

(The United States and Latin America 2) 

Robinson adds that these "estancias... were manorial in their way of life" and that their 

''patrones tended to be patriarchal aristocrats, passing on their rule from generation to 

generation" reflecting a "feudal manner of life" (2-3). He then concludes that because the 

"big house" in Latin America was affiliated with the cattle industry it "therefore had 

affinities with the great ranches of our West during the epoch of the great cattle 

kingdoms" (2). We can interpret the Wilbur-Cruce Ranch as yet another example of this 

literary metaphor, the "big house." The ranch functions as the center of a cultural and 

economic system in which the Native Americans surrounding it become the equivalent of 

the more lowly peones dependent, in part, upon the good will of the inhabitants of the 

large ranch house for their survival. 

The Wilbur Ranch is as if propped up against, and fortified by, a large rugged 

mountain named El Cerro that "sits directly south of [the] house" (18). The centrality of 

this place is revealed when Wilbur-Cruce tells us that they called it El Cerro "as if it were 

the only mountain in the world" (18). Here, "the rancheros stayed home, but the 

Indians ... were constantly on the move" (19). Wilbur-Cruce pointedly states that these 

Parientes 
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were not "settled." Their centuries-old way of life had been disrupted 

gradually as European descendants settled the Southwest; most of them 

owned no land and had no "trades" or ways of making a living that were 

recognized by the newcomers to their region. So they traveled constantly, 

in search of a bare sustenance. When news came of work they could do, 

they went away to do it. When possibilities of trade were heard of, they 

loaded their wares and went away. The houses of the rancheros were 

always surrounded by Indians, coming and going in search of mere 

existence. (20) 

Whether or not Wilbur-Cruce considers herself included in "the European descendants" 

that "disrupted" the Parientes' "centuries-old way of life" is unclear. What is clearly 

distinguished in this passage is the difference between two distinct ways of life; one, that 

of the inhabitants of the Wilbur Ranch, and the other, of the surrounding nomadic Native 

Americans—the distinction being that the ranchers are considered homesteaders; the 

Native Americans, nomadic gatherers. 

The wall, however, separates more than settler and gatherer; it also distinguishes 

the civilized from the wild, from the perspective of the Wilbur Ranch family. In Women 

of the Mexican Countryside 1850-1990. Raquel Rubio Goldsmith discusses the role of 

the walled enclosures in a desert landscape. She points out that missionaries who came to 

the New World "came not only to bring the Word of God but also to 'civilize' the 

indigenous people" (143) and that it was "only in the walled garden, the patio that 

humans could re-create paradise" (151). The "good," then, became that which is 
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"civilized, European, Christian" whereas the "bad" was associated with "wilderness, 

indigenous, pagan" (151). Read in this way, the Wilbur Ranch wall (the one that no one 

claims to know why it was built), is the appropriate marker for separating the Christian 

and more civilized inhabitants on the inner side from the wilderness on the outside. Those 

not belonging to the land-owning Wilbur family, those who come from the outisde, are 

then relegated to leaning against and waiting for whatever blessings the Wilbur Ranch 

patriarchy may deem fit to give; blessings that could be anything from a kind word to a 

meal or a moral in a story by which to live. 

The Tohono O'odham that "were only passing through" (19) go by the Wilbur 

Ranch, bringing them the latest news and are given, in return, "beans and com tortillas" 

(21). Their neighbors also work at their "outdoor" industry—firing ollas and making and 

selling pottery, when not making baskets or dyeing the flour sacks they were given from 

the Wilbur family. These "Indian friends" who "lived on the edge of famine" also 

"constantly combed the hills in search of food" like the prickly pear tunas that fell to the 

ground, or tried to fend off hunger by digging up "a carrot-like root—a saya" (24). 

Wilbur-Cruce sums up the situation by stating that "[e]ven times of plenty left many 

hungry" (25). Oftentimes, we are also told, one of these "friends" whom Wilbur-Cruce 

describes as "lazy and inclined to be sulky" could be found "stand[ing] in the comer of 

the wall," that separates the Wilbur Ranch from the seeming wilderness beyond, begging 

for food: "He looked toward the kitchen. This meant he was hungry; experience had 

taught us that he would not leave the spot until he had been fed" (25). The differences 

between those who live in "the big house" that is the Wilbur Ranch—the social and 
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economic center—and those who reside nearby, is obvious. The marginal status of the 

Native Americans surrounding the Wilbur Ranch is evident. 

Many living on the fringes of the Wilbur Ranch acquire nourishment for 

themselves and their families by working directly on the ranch. Wilbur-Cruce tells us of 

one such person, Emilia Rosa, who "had lived and done housework in Tucson for five or 

six years. She had become a good cook, prompt and efficient in her work. She had 

learned to talk, and according to her, this accomplishment had pulled her out of many 

straits" (208). As she follows Eva's mother around the corral, she holds the milk pail for 

her, stating "Yes, 1 go and help. 1 always help. I don't beg for food. I earn food" (208). 

Others work as hired hands, as needed, on the Wilbur Ranch and live in coarser and 

smaller homes nearby. The resemblance of the Wilbur Ranch, with its surrounding Native 

American villages, to a medieval feudal system or to a Southern plantation, is clearly 

apparent. The Wilbur Ranch is "the big house" in rural Arizona. 

More evidence of the imperialist positioning of the Wilbur Ranch inhabitants is 

revealed in their accompanying nostalgia for those good old days of the corridas, wherein 

the cattle they own are driven in and branded. A friend and ranch hand of the Wilbur-

Cruce family, Barreplata, states "All this—the horses, the corrida, too—those things are 

dying" (211). He tells the young Eva that the cowboys will become mere "ghosts" and 

that she must live to tell the tale: "If you do you must tell the world how beautiful this 

country was, for even the land will be dead, too, in a way—like us and like the remuda, 

the corrida. I do not think it will live for long" (211). Already some are feeling the winds 

of change for the vaquero living off of the land—it is feared by Barreplata and others that 
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this figure, so prevalent a sight on Western lands, will soon be replaced so that eventually 

"[a]ll that you will see there on that road will be the machines—those new automobiles" 

(211). 

Perhaps another way in which to chart the distinct differences in lifestyle between 

those who live at "the big house" and those who live in the neighboring huts and villages 

is to juxtapose two written accounts—one each from a woman on either side of that 

dividing wall on the Wilbur Ranch. It is illuminating, for example, to compare just the 

opening chapters of the autobiography of Maria Chona, Papago Woman, with those of 

Wilbur-Cruce's A Beautiful. Cruel Countrv. 

Maria Chona begins Papago Woman with this description of the land: 

We lived at Mesquite Root and my father was chief there. That was a good 

place, high up among the hills, but flat, with a little wash where you could 

plant com. Prickly pear grew there so thick that in summer, when you 

picked the fruit, it was only four steps from one bush to the next. And 

cholla cactus grew and there were ironwood trees. Good nuts they have! 

There were birds flying around, doves, and woodpeckers, and a big rabbit 

sometimes in the early morning, and quails running across the flat land. 

Right above us was Quijota Mountain, the one where the cloud stands up 

high and white when we sing for rain. (34) 

This is not just a description of landscape, for its visual and scenic affect. Instead, Maria 

Chona describes the place in terms of its utility. It is a place where "you could plant com" 

and where "[pjrickly pear grew" and where ironwood trees have good nuts to eat—all 
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references to the natural setting as a source of sustenance. Wilbur Cruce's autobiography, 

in comparison, focuses her view on the industry of her family, cattle raising 

Maria Chona mentions the animals prevalent to the place, but then tells us about 

the mountain "[r]right above us," adding that it is "the one where the cloud stands up 

high and white when we sing for rain" (34). Eva Wilbur-Cruce also begins her 

autobiography with mention of the mountain nearby, with its own particular 

distinguishing name and identification: "Our house sat at the foot of Pesqueira Hill, 

which rises in a northwesterly direction from the banks of Arivaca Creek. The hill was 

named Lomita de Pesqueira for Don Ignacio Pesqueira, the man who had ruled the state 

of Sonora for twenty years as its governor" (I). The landscape, then, in this case each 

mountain, is described by each of the two women in terms of its cultural significance, 

rather than with regard to any scenic quality it may have. With each autobiography's 

beginning, then, we know that the recollections that both of these women have of the land 

will speak to their interpersonal connections to it, rather than merely an aesthetic 

appreciation of it. For one woman, the mountain is named for "where the cloud stands up 

high and white when we sing for rain"; for the other woman, it is named for a man from 

Mexico, "Don Ignacio Pesqueira." 

Though they bodi mention their own respective mountain from childhood 

memory, each remembers its identification, naming, and history differently. Moreover, 

each woman's socio-cultural context is further revealed in what she sees upon awakening 

to her world. Whereas Wilbur-Cruce's early morning memories are of watching "the 

cattle run right under our feet on their way to the creek" (2), cattle being predominant 
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fixtures on the ranch in which she grows up, Maria Chona awakens to "the time we call 

moming-stands-up, when it is dark but there are white lines in the east" (35); Maria 

Chona explains that these are "the white hairs of Elder Brother who made us" and who 

puts them there in the eastern horizon "so we can know when day is coming and we can 

go out to look for food" (36). Whereas cattle does not predominate in her world. Elder 

Brother does; thus, the relative importance each gives to cattle and Elder Brother, 

respectively. 

At times, however, lest either woman (or her respective community, for that 

matter) think that she, alone (or her community) owns a monopoloy on either 

determining, naming, worshipping in, or describing the prevailing way of life in the 

desert, the desert could remind each that it has its own time and its own way of being, 

despite however it may be described, named, or perceived by its inhabitants. Wilbur-

Cruce apparently learns this when she states that "[t]he land of Manana was real, but it 

was not created by the Hispanics any more than the desert was created by the Indians" 

(27). The necessary time spent waiting, for which the land is called the "land of Manana" 

was 

necessary because going along with the elements was easier than fighting 

them, and waiting was an important defense; for example, waiting for the 

cool of the evening. This may sound commonplace, but during the rainy 

season when the careless weeds grew six feet tall and the humidity was 

high, it was a matter of life and death. Waiting for cooler weather, waiting 

for the storm to pass, waiting for the tuna to ripen (27-28). 
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Regardless, then, of whose land it is or for whom it is named, it remains the place in 

which the elements rule. 

Both women's fathers appear early in their autbiography, in the introductory first 

paragraphs, and both had fathers who commanded a leadership position in their 

respective place. It is interesting to note, as well, that both associate this introduction of 

their fathers with description of an accompanying excerpt from the father's speech in 

which each urges his daughter to get to work. Maria Chona's father awakens his children 

with the following: "Open your ears, for I am telling you a good thing. Wake up and 

listen. Open your ears. Let my words enter them" (35), followed by "Wake up and listen. 

You boys, you should go out and run. So you will be swift in time of war. You girls, you 

should grind the com. So you will feed the men and they will fight the enemy. You 

should practice running. So, in time of war, you may save your lives" (35). When the 

young Maria Chona first dismisses her father's instructions to wake up, he follows with, 

"Wake up! Do not be idle!" (35). Eva Antonia Wilbur-Cruce's autobiography begins with 

a memory of her father stating, "Eva, get on the wall! I am going to let the cattle out" (2). 

The advice and instruction from both fathers is well-remembered by the two women, and 

many (women, especially) perhaps find it strangely amusing that it is that by which each 

first associates her father, and that with which each begins her autobiography. What a 

statement about gendered roles—when each woman's tlrst remembrances of her 

childhood are of her father's ordering her to wake up early and get to work! 

So the wall that Wilbur Cruce's grandfather erected would appear, at times, to act 

more like a mirror reflecting the same image from either side. But if the relative world of 
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each of these women promises to remain an image of the other, that illusion is quickly 

banished upon reading Eva Antonia Wilbur-Cruce's early statement about the mining 

company in which her grandfather held the position of company physician—^"Lidian 

hostilities and mismanagement caused it to fail" (3). [f the Wilbur-Cruces feared "Indian 

hostilities," Maria Chona also had her own "enemies" to fear: "I always crawled out of 

doors till long after I was a married woman and we stopped being afraid of enemies. 

Then we made houses with white men's doors" (36). Presumably, "white men" have had 

to learn well—with ingenuity to build strong doors or walls—in their decision to live 

amidst those whom they have displaced, and to protect themselves from any "enemies" or 

"Indian hostilities" brought on by their recent occupation of the lands. If "white men's 

doors" were not strong enough to protect Tohono O'Odham women from white men or 

Apaches, they had to learn to run: 'They all went running, running. If they saw dust in 

the distance that they thought was Apaches, they went dodging behind the giant cactus. 

You see, women had to run in those days. That was what saved their lives Ah, how 

we could run, we Desert People!" (36). In this, their perceived need to protect themselves 

from the Apaches, both Tohono O'Odham and Mexican American are united. This is a 

problematic place in which "the enemy" or "the Other" is not always so easily identified. 

Wilbur-Cruce speaks to the bicultural nature of this place when she relates how 

her childhood friend, Wahyanita, showed her "how to look for prayer sticks and how to 

pick out the sticks that had the most power" or when she teaches Wilbur-Cruce about 

"the Indian creator-god Titoi, who will come again some day... from his dwelling place 

on the Baboquivari" (22). Wilbur Cruce speaks to the easy merging of culture in this 
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region when she adds that "[ni]ost of the Papago tribe had been converted to 

Catholicism" and they "spoke reverently of the God at the Mission and of the miraculous 

Saint Francis Xavier," but that they still "clung to their own religion ... simply adding 

the Christian theology" (22). The incorporation of Catholicism was a qualifled one. When 

blessing a home, for instance, not only is a missionary priest called upon, but a Medicine 

Man is included, as well, to perform the ceremony. And while Tohono O'Odham have 

incorporated the ritual of baptism into their culture, their baptisms are performed through 

the eating of dirt, rather than with the cleansing of water. 

Wilbur-Cruce's autobiography also speaks to the mutual trading bodi of food 

supplies and of tactics for survival in the desert. Noting that the Indians traded and sold 

their sparse food supply which they had gathered, Wilbur-Cruce adds "we learned to eat 

many things through this trade" (25). And Wilbur-Cruce and her family also learned from 

this "self-sufficient people who knew how to survive" (27).Not only did these two 

communities exchange elements of their respective religions, food supplies, and 

characteristics, they also learned important lessons about character and comportment 

from one another, as evidenced by Wilbur-Cruce's statement, "By observing the Indians, 

we picked up courage and learned to bear whatever burden was thrust upon us" (27). 

Apparently, sometimes the wall dividing rancher and gatherer, Cruce family and Native 

American, was porous—allowing for cooperation and cultural exchange. Their very lives 

oftentimes depended on it. Still, differences remained. While the food storage hut at the 

Wilbur Ranch oftentimes contained barrels full of flour, com, and other necessities, 

Wilbur-Cruce's father notes that their neighboring Indian friends had a more difficult task 
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"eking out an existence from bare rocks" by scavenging edible desert plants because their 

food supply is "very scare, and they have to keep body and soul together" (24). 

Moreover, the differences in ways of subsisting are evident in Wilbur-Cruce's declaring 

that "Everyone had cattle, or a horse, a burro, or some other kind of animal that had to be 

identified [branded]" (12), when it is evident that this was only true for those for whom 

cattle was the main industry. Wilbur-Cruce tells us that "[t]he families of the rancheros 

stayed home" while their neighboring Indian friends "were constantly on the move" (19). 

If cattle raising was the predominant industry for the rancheros, then for those whom 

they resided next to, the Tohono O'odham, the main activity was that "they fought their 

constant battle against starvation" (19). 

Grandfather Vilducea apparently built a wall that, intended or not, serves the 

purpose of dividing the inhabitants of the Wilbur Ranch and surrounding areas. The 

Wilbur Ranch lies on one side of this wall, an icon of a modernized economic feudal 

system, overlooking all that lies on the other side, which is the site of a meager existence 

supported through scavenging. As Wilbur Cruce portrays it in her autobiography, on one 

side of the wall can be found a civilized and stable existence, but just beyond... on the 

other side, presumably lurks hunger, crude homes, and a non-Christianized desert of 

unpredictable evils. The power of the Wilbur Ranch is evident if one imagines it having 

invisible tentacles that branch out past the dividing wall, affecting economically, 

politically, and culturally what lies on the other side. All that the less powerfiil—those 

residing on the other side of the wall—can do is lean against the wall—and hope, and 

wait. 
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The Tilling of Souls: 

Grandfather Vilducea's Garden as Mission 

If Don Ignacio Pesqueira is the man who can travel in either direction, skillfiilly 

crossing from one side of the border to the other depending on the political situation, then 

Grandfather Vilducea is Mexico's revolutionary refugee without a road to lead him back. 

Rather, Vilducea accepts his fate with his own characteristic brand of resignation mixed 

with hope and nurses his "rough beginnings and sharp, painful endings" by fleeing 

northward with his family, but with "no trail" and "no plans." to start over as a self-

designated missionary in the Arizona Territory (40). Devoted to his faith, he describes 

his arrival to this place in Biblical terms. While crossing over to the American side of the 

border, and finding himself "in the middle of a ""cholUil (a thicket of jumping cactus)" 

(117), he invokes the tropes of exodus: 

We couldn't go forward or back.... We prayed and soon saw our way 

through. We came across like the Israelites across the Red Sea, without a 

scratch We saw this beautiful land, this shining creek, and this island. 

We knew we had come to our new home (117). 

Thus, the American lands to which they flee provide them safe harbor in a figurative 

Promised Land. It almost appears that the chollcU they approached were a desert Statue 

of Liberty, complete with her signature crown of thorns. This "island" to which they 

have escaped would appear to parallel the original port of entry, Staten Island, in relation 

to its status as refuge for all the tired, hungry, and weak. Uniquely American and 

Christian imagery, together, melt in this pot at the end of the rainbow, so to speak, to 
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illustrate a picture of the American land as seen by Grandfather Vilducea that reaches the 

level of pop cultural stereotype. The representation of this place as a very nearly Mother-

God-and-Apple-Pie America competes, throughout the passages about Grandfather 

Vilducea, with its figuration as an uglier America that discourages cultural diversity, 

creating a schism in his portrayal of this, his adopted country. 

It is here, in the wilderness of one nation under God that Grandfather Vilducea 

begins his self-appointed missionary work, at the foot of Baboquivari Mountain—home 

to the Tohono O'Odham Indian god, I'itoi. Here, he acquires a new life as uno de las de 

afuera' and religious leader to the neighboring Native American population. Eventually, 

he becomes known as "the man with the Bible" (10) for whom "helping people is a 

prayer" (117). Grandfather Vilducea enacts an imperial script which Wilbur-Cruce 

conceals with the language of Biblical paradise, sainthood, and the pastoral. His language 

is a poetics of imperialism where the Catholic god contends with the native god. 

Wilbur-Cruce remembers and depicts Grandfather Vilducea the kind of figure one 

would expect to find in a tableau out of a Willa Gather novel—a solitary figure against 

the backdrop of an expanse of land. Here in the Arizona desert, however, we find him— 

not on the horizon with plow in hand—but, rather, "stooped and [walking] as though he 

was pushing against the wind, his Bible in one hand and his hoe in the other" (10). His 

"mission" is apparently to create an aesthetically pleasing world of harmony, peace, 

religious devotion, and beauty, but that which is in his charge is not relegated only to the 

society that surrounds him in this new world. For Eva, Grandfather Vilducea is 

remembered not only as a keeper of human souls, but as a keeper of the garden—the 
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milpita—as well. This romantic characterization portrays Grandfather Vilducea as the 

embodiment of the beneficent protectorate and he appears as one suffering from that 

unique affliction, "imperialist nostalgia" which Rosaldo explains as most often occurring 

"alongside a peculiar sense of mission, 'the white man's burden' where civilized nations 

stand duty-bound to uplift so-called savage ones" (Culture and Truth: The Remaking of 

Social Analysis 70). This missionizing process, however, merely masks and "makes 

racial domination appear innocent and pure" (Rosaldo 68). 

The language of fairy tale and fantasy Wilbur-Cruce uses to describe her 

Grandfather's garden is evident in her statement that his "island" is a "unique" and 

"magical place ... filled with... the scent of flowering shrubs and trees" and swarming 

with "hummingbirds," one of which is dubbed "the white angel of the island" (109). She 

describes her grandfather's garden as it appeared in the summer: 'The island would be 

just as tantalizing, for then the fruits would be ripe and the ground lush with vegetables 

ready for harvest—tomatoes, squash, peppers, and long rows of com" (110). This is the 

classic Garden of Eden of Catholic rhetoric. This paradisial garden of plenty includes one 

large mesquite tree "dressed in gourd vines" that "dangled like bells from its branches" 

(III), and the birds are personified as either "officers of the law," who patrol the 

'"sinverguenzas (shameless ones)," or related to the more beautiful and privileged 

"whitewinged doves" (III). She describes her grandfather's space in the language 

usually reserved for fairy tales about magical kingdoms. Applying Rosaido's theory of 

imperialist nostalgia, we can read this romanticization of Grandfather Vilducea's garden 

as a "reverence for the natural" that can be likened to a "process of idealization" in which 
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people draw a line between the profane (their civilization) and the sacred (nature), and 

then worship the very thing their civilizing process is destroying" (Rosaldo 71-72). 

The work of "the man with the Bible" is not relegated to his bountiful Edenic 

garden; Grandfather Vilducea is shown to "harvest" men's souls as easily as he does his 

beautiful flowers and ripe vegetables. Tom Ewell is the protagonist of one such miracle; 

he serves as an example of the man who is transformed upon encountering the healing 

powers of a Christian lifestyle. Once steadfastly racist and prejudiced towards the 

Wilbur-Cruce and Vilducea family, he later redeems himself and becomes their most 

loyal friend and helpmate. Tom Ewell would appear to be only one of many benefiting 

from Grandfather Vilducea's "civilizing mission" in which one imposes one's religion on 

another who is perceived as more savage and in need of civilizing (Rosaldo 74). 

But Grandfather Vilducea's stature as religious leader of the region is most 

evident in his privileged role during the annual springtime Feast of the Holy Cross at the 

foot of Pesqueira Hill. He is the one who leads the procession and the Parientes carrying 

the willow cross up the hill and, once having arrived at the summit, then leads his 

"congregation" of Indians in prayers of gratitude for their blessings. He reminds his 

group of worshippers that "even though times were hard, God was always with us" and 

that through unwavering devotion to God they would soon be able to reap their harvest of 

"the natural desert produce" (141). Having fulfilled their religious obligations atop 

Pesqueira Hill, the entourage of peregrines descends the hill in eager anticipation for the 

celebratory meal. 
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So Grandfather Vilducea's paradisial garden remains as a monument to his 

"missionizing" and "civilizing" of some original desert wasteland that had once been 

infiltrated by thickets of evil cholla—both the vegetative and human. Wilbur-Cruce 

reserves her most poetic language and reverence for descriptions of her Grandfather 

Vilducea, the man who sees God in nature and who imagines himself as God's midwife 

bringing the good to the spiritually barren. For Wilbur-Cruce, Grandfather Vilducea is 

the nurturer of "desert" souls, he who aids the harvesting of pagan souls by Christianizing 

them. Of course, this role that Grandfather Vilducea usurps and the script which he 

appropriates is problematic, as they both continue to propagate a long history of 

dominance over, and a justification for violence towards, the subaltern while 

camaflouged as some ethical, moral, and enlightening guidance. The kind of missionizing 

stance which Grandfather Vilducea has adopted is, at its very least, arrogant and 

patronizing in that it presumes to know what is best for others whom one may know little 

about, and it assumes a centrality, or norm, that is unwarranted. Much violence and 

destruction has even been enacted, throughout the centuries, under the cover of such an 

ostensibly benevolent attitude. The fact that it appears in Wilbur-Cruce's autobiography 

with regard to her family's positioning vis a vis their neighboring Native Americans 

points to the ambiguities and tensions inherent in this oftentimes seemingly problem-free 

relationship. Oftentimes we see throughout history the oppressive society masking its 

oppression with a misguided paternalistic and nostalgic gloss to its remembrance of the 

way things were. 
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Wilbur-Cruce remembers visiting this oasis in the desert where, she tells us. 

Grandfather Vilducea, a virtual embodiment of St. Francis of Assisi surrounded by 

doting animals, would sit while "[s]warms of beautiful hummingbirds ... hovered over 

[their] heads" but were "never afraid of [them]" (109). She relates that there, in "the 

milpita" (III) next to the willow tree and on his homilla diat he had built with his bare 

hands, one could find the little birds that had joined them for lunch, "sitting at the edge of 

a plate," occasionally sitting up and "look[ing] into his [Grandfather's] face" (108). One 

white hummingbird, in particular, was known to fly in now and then only to "suddenly 

stop, only inches away from Grandfather's face"; this is the bird that was dubbed "the 

white angel of the island" (108). Here in this idealized Kodak-moment spot, Eva and her 

sister would while away the hours with Grandfather Vilducea, who never misses the 

opportunity to relate to the girls a moral that he derived from some exemplary behavior 

by the little birds. Thus continues Grandfather Vilducea's adoption of "an attitude of 

humanitarian imperialism" (Rosaldo 76). 

When the summers came, the scene changed slightly but was equally "tantalizing" 

(110). Grandmother is inserted into this tableau, shown roasting various ripe vegetables 

and placing them in a big mesquite bowl (which Grandfather had also made with his bare 

hands) for all to enjoy. Wilbur-Cruce follows this descriptive passage with one 

applauding the superior culinary delights found only in mud oven baking. Satisfying 

meals notwithstanding, Wilbur-Cruce reminds us that Grandfather Vilducea, being the 

saint that he was, still "never forgot our springtime friends, the birds" (III). 
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The myriad birds that fly in and out of this domestic scene are given names or 

titles by the young Eva, depending on the part each plays. In the background. 

Grandmother and Grandfather not too passionately debate which birds are just a "bunch 

of sinverguenzas" and which are the good, "brave" and heroic ones, instead (111). 

Wilbur-Cruce gives the impression that this mild banter between the two is the closest 

anyone in this scene would ever come to what could be called an argument, let alone a 

discouraging word. Had she added a sufficiently majestic description of the waning 

sunset over Western skies, this illustration would no doubt rival any other for the 

Hallmark Western Skies of the Year Award. 

Grandfather is shown in ever industrious movement, either pulling water out of a 

well (which he, himself, has sunk), watering the plants, or "hoeing, weeding, and 

pruning" while cheerfully cautioning everyone to "Watch your step" (III). The 

romanticizing rhetoric continues as Wilbur-Cruce describes a large mesquite tree nearby 

"dressed in gourd vines" that "dangled like bells from its branches" (III). A perfect 

opportunity to build a gourd tree house for the birds! Half-way through the chapter, 

"Visitors in the Milpita," the reader is ready to accept Wilbur-Cmce's pronouncement 

that "Grandfather worked hard for all of us" (111). 

Perhaps the only fly in the honey, so to speak, of this romantic treatment of the 

milpita is the gentle reminder that Grandfather, who "spent most of his life... in the 

gardens" also "slept there to protect the produce from thieving Indians" (111). It's 

debatable whether or not the complimentary image to this line would help, or hinder, this 

snapshot scene in being awarded the aforementioned Hallmark award. Astonishingly, 
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this representation of Indians as thieves is immediately followed by the summarizing "So, 

when I remember him, even now, I usually think of him as there on the island, a thin, 

dignified man with a long white beard and serene blue eyes, wearing the familiar blue 

coveralls and a wide hat against the desert sun" (III). Hardly a beat is felt between the 

disparaging line about Native Americans and the contrasting account of Grandfather as 

noble, wise with age, kind, and—in direct contrast to the "thieving Indians" (and read 

"lazy")—industrious and hard-working. When Wilbur-Cruce later mentions one of 

Grandfather Vilducea's plaster saints in one of several nichos he has placed in his 

garden—the tlgure of San Ysidro, "the patron saint of farmers"—the affect is to have the 

reader believe that Grandfather Vilducea could very nearly be the human representation 

of the plaster saint (112). 

The rendering of Grandfather's milpita as a Western version of the 17'^' century 

French garden is complete with the reference in the text to the shrines of France. One of 

Grandfather's educated visitors. Dr. Ball, to the milpa exclaims with delighted surprise 

when he sees Grandfather's plaster saints in the garden: "' Carachol' said the doctor. 

How this reminds me of my own countryl You see lots of these little shrines in Alsace. 

They are everywhere on the farms of the French" (112). 

Dr. Ball then makes an extended comparison of "the Mexican people here" to "the 

people in Alsace, along the German-French border" (112). The similarities between the 

population living on the Mexican borderlands and the French living on the German-

French border are that bodi "fight hard to keep their own language ... and their way of 

life" (112). Moreover, he observes, the Germans try just as hard to "make Germans out 
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of them [the French]" as do, presumably, the Americans to the Mexicans along this 

U.S ./Mexico border. Further musings by Dr. Ball render comments linking the two 

nationalities—the French and the Mexican-Americans—as nesters of aesthetically 

pleasing and charming households. And both stand in stark contrast to the less "civilized" 

abodes of the neighboring, and oftentimes nomadic, Native American, as perhaps 

perceived by Dr. Ball and Grandfather Vilducea. 
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Endnotes 

1. In 'Tradition and Mythology: Signatures of Landscape in Chicana Literature," 

published in The Desert is No Ladv. Tey Diana Rebolledo writes "la santa tierra 

(holy or blessed land)" to refer to the literature written by early Hispanic women 

writers about the Southwest" (96). 

2. As explained in Memorias de mi viaie/Recollections of Mv Trip, translated by 

Juanita Luna-Lawhn: Rodoifo Uranga, "an expatriate [from Mexico] living in San 

Antonio and writing for La Prensa of San Antonio, Texas, coined the term "El 

Mexico de Afuera" to define the group of Mexican exiles who crossed the U.S.

Mexico border during the period 1910-1920. "seeking refuge from political 

persecution or to escape the internal and political turmoil created and fermented 

by the Mexican Revolution" (6). In her endnotes. Luna-Lawhn cites several books 

that give a more in-depth explanation of the term "fox de afuera" 
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Barrio Viejo 
Viejo barrio, Barrio viejo 

Solo lugares parejos 
Donde un dia bubo casas 
Donde vivid nuestra raza 

Pobrecito viejo barrio 
COmo te deiie doier 

Cuando en nombre del progreso 
Derrumban otra pared 

("Barrio viejo" by Lalo Guerrero, 
Arizona songwriter) 

"THE JOURNEY" TO THE HEART 

INSn)E EL BARRIO VIEJO 

A close reading of Patricia Preciado Martin's short story, 'The Journey," first 

published in Days of Plenty Days of Want, echoes the same themes of loss and longing 

found in Wilbur-Cruce's autobiography, but Martin's setting for her story is urban 

instead of rural, her time frame is approximately one generation later, and her writing is 

not autobiography, but rather fiction and. at times, autobiographical fiction. In 'The 

Journey," a young woman is described strolling through downtown Tucson, Arizona with 

her aging tia, who, everywhere they go, remembers something else that has been lost or 

displaced as she gives a running commentary on the way it used to be—before. Before, 

there was an interdependence and harmony between the land and the people, and 

according to her narrative the land and nature figured in terms of their usefulness to the 

inhabitants: 

^^Aqiii estaba mi casita. Here was my little house. It was my father's 

house. And his father's house before that. They built it with their own 

hands with adobes made from the mud of the river...." 
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"See here! I had a fig tree growing. In the summer, I gave figs to the 

neighbors and the birds. And there—I hung a clay olla with water to sip 

from on the hot summer days. We always had a breeze from the river. I 

had a bougainviilea; it was so beautiful! Brilliant red. And 1 had roses 

and hollyhocks and a little garden. Right here where I am standing my 

comadres and I would sit and visit in the evenings. We would watch the 

children run and play in the streets. There was no traffic then. And there 

was laughter everywhere" (65). 

The fruit of the land, the figs, are freely shared with all of the neighbors. In the beginning 

scenes of this story, no disjuncture separates people from the natural environment. The 

juice from the fruit is shared with the birds, which are considered part of this same circle 

of familiarity included in this neighborhood and community, and the clay of the earth 

becomes the olla, a conduit for rendering water to the people of the community. Also, 

both the breeze from the river and the colors of the flowers render comfort for the 

comadres visiting in the evening. This representative passage serves to substantiate the 

message that this was once a more paradisiacal world for its inhabitants, more 

harmonious and reciprocal with nature, before a different and dominant, more 

industrialized, culture imposed a new order. 

This [ fa ' s  commentary is from the scene in the story where the two women have 

just passed the Tucson Convention Center, for which many of the homes in the old 

mexicano community have been razed. The Center displays a prominent marquee that 

stands out like some ominous announcement: "CONCERT TONIGHT. ALICE 
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COOPER. SOLD OUT" (65). The contrast, of course, is strilcing, and the irony obvious: 

'The Journey" is a story about displacement and what happens when the urban renewal 

(read "removal") project comes to town and tears down most of the old barrio where 

many mexicanos live, bulldozing them even farther out into the margins. What the 

Mexican Americans living in this Tucson barrio have lost in this process of urbanization 

and displacement is probably more than what they were promised would be gained. They 

have lost their space and community, a more harmonious existence with their natural 

environment, and a deeper sense of connection to their natural world. 

The element of irony is evident when, after having nearly come to the end of their 

journey by the end of the story, the young woman suddenly "tums[s] to look once more 

to the place where her [tia '^1 ccisita once stood" and cries out: "Tia, Tia Venga para 

acd!. . .  L o o k l . . .  T h e r e  i s  a  f l o w e r  t h a t  h a s  p u s h e d  i t s  w a y  t h r o u g h  t h e  a s p h a l t !  I t  i s  

blooming!" to which her tia responds, 'Tou have found out the secret of our 

journeys Que las flores siempre ganan. The flowers always win" (65). The reader 

develops a sense, with this passage, that regeneration and resurrection are possible, even 

in the direst of places and circumstances. The metaphorical journey of these two women 

is complete when the younger one is able to realize this message made manifest with the 

ironic blossoming of this single surviving flower in the very place, now asphalt and 

concrete, where the old woman's garden once flourished. 

In Songs Mv Mother Sang to Me. the interviewees, independently of each other, 

echo this sentiment and repeatedly speak to the prevalence of a more harmonious 

existence before the diaspora, throughout consecutive generations, of land-owning 
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Mexican Americans from their large ranchos to the smaller spaces in the barrios of the 

inner cities. A close reading of the oral histories in Songs Mv Mother Sang to Me renders 

a clear emphasis on a longing for a past way of life in which various communities of 

Mexican Americans lived in relatively harmonious accord with nature, and with one 

another, even as there often existed friction with those considered to be outsiders to their 

community. Many of the narrators in Songs Mv Mother Sang to Me lament a passing 

that appears to go beyond the normal ruminations by the elderly about the glories of 

yesterday. Each individual lament of painful and poignant yearning for the days of one's 

youth is complicated by an awareness that what is grieved is not only one's individual 

loss, but also multiple losses for many of an entire cultural way of life. Though their 

nostalgia might place them in the group of women that Raymund Paredes condemns for 

suffering from a "hacienda mentality," it is well to keep in mind Tey Diana Rebolledo's 

response: "Most Hispanic women had no education and even those who did had little 

leisure to write. Nor were they encouraged to write: they were confined to fairly rigid 

gender roles, carefully watched and cared for. It is a wonder they wrote at all" (The 

Desert is No Ladv 99). 

The following two excerpts come from interviews with two women, Paulina 

Moreno Montoya and Esperanza Montoya Padilla, recounting their stories in Songs Mv 

Mother Sang to Me. which is a collection of oral histories by Preciado Martin. Even 

though it is primarily considered an historical and non-fictional text, rather than a literary 

and fictional one, the women's words from these oral histories parallel those from the 

fictionalized texts of Preciado Martin. Paulina Moreno Montoya was bom in 
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Reddington, Arizona in 1905—one year after Eva Antonia Wilbur-Cruce was bom. Ms. 

Moreno Montoya recalls that; 

We were the tlrst in Tubac to sell to an Americano When we first 

came to Tubac it was piira Mexicanidad: now it is puro Americano I 

don't get out much, not even to see the neighbors anymore. Anyway, I 

don't speak English, so what's the use (50). 

In the following excerpt from the interview with Esperanza Montoya Padilla, who was 

bom in 1915 in Mascot, Arizona, a mining town in the Chiricahua Mountains, she 

remembers how she and her family felt driven out of town when the mines shut down: 

Of course, that didn't only happen to us. it happened to a lot of people 

when the mine started to go down, when Mascot became a ghost 

town.... [W]e went over to Mascot a few years ago, and the house is 

gone. There's nothing left. I saw my mother's stove thrown by the side of 

the road halfway down the hill. Some of the trincheras that my dad built 

are still there, but the house is gone. I found an old shovel that I saved. 

And the stone step that my dad had made was still there. I said to my 

daughter Dolores, "Mira, hija. Here is where I used to sit when I was a 

child to wait for my goodies." My daughter said to me recently, "Mother, 

we should go back there and take a picture before the little step is gone, 

too" (112). 

Just as with the speakers from "The Joumey," Montoya and Padilla also lament the loss 

of home and community, whether due to the success or to the failure of outsider 
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entrepreneurial projects and mining of the land. When Paulina Montoya states that she 

"[doesn't] get out much anymore," adding, "Anyway, I don't speak English, so what's 

the use," we know that the world around her has changed so much as to render it foreign 

to her. The language with which she is most familiar is no longer the dominant one, and 

there is a sense that with the diminution of her linguistic space her cultural and 

psychological spaces have been reduced, as well. This is made evident in her new sense 

of alienation and isolation in a place that has been transformed from "pura Mexicanidad" 

to "/7«ro Americano" Once again, it is obvious from a reading of these passages that the 

changes that have occurred have been geographical, cultural, and political. And the 

theme of loss heard both in Wilbur-Cruce's autobiography and in Preciado Martin's short 

story reverberates in this historical, non-fictional account. 

The image of Esperanza Padilla's mother's "stove thrown by the side of the road 

halfway down the hill" in seemingly reckless disregard, along with the absence of the 

house (save for one lone step that evokes fond memories), are representative of a loss that 

is at once literal and symbolic. It is not just the building that has vanished, but a 

particular lifestyle, as well. Furthermore, the somewhat humorous suggestion by the 

daughter to her mother, that they should go back to take one more picmre of the place 

before it is all gone, points to what often happens to that which has become marginalized 

from the mainstream: it is oftentimes museumized, exoticized, and/or made quaint by 

succeeding generations. The same museumizing occurs, perhaps more pointedly, in 

Preciado Martin's 'The Journey" when, at nearly every comer that the two women pass 

along their way there is a sign reading "ENTERING BARRIO HISTORICO. HISTORIC 
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DISTRICT. TUCSON/PIMA COUNTY HISTORICAL COMMISSION" (63) or "THIS 

SITE IS ON THE NATIONAL REGISTER OF HISTORIC PLACES.... ARIZONA 

HISTORICAL SOCIETY" (64). What was once a community of neighbors has become a 

major attraction of the local tourist industry. 

In the example of the tia in Preciado Martin's "The Journey," her house was not 

hers alone; before it belonged to her it belonged to her father, and before that to his 

father, so that the house literally and metaphorically houses and unites several 

generations under a single roof and spanning past and present time. Moreover, in 

Preciado Martin, we find the same connection and interdependence with the land 

illustrated in the works by Wilbur-Cruce. The house is literally built from the adobe mud 

of the land, and it is the men's own hands—plural—that has constructed it, making it a 

collective project. This theme of celebrating collectivity and interdependence of 

community is repeatedly revisited in works by contemporary Chicanas, 

In "Earth to Earth." a story from Preciado Martin's Davs of Plentv Days of Want. 

we hear echoed this tragedy of having built a home, not alone with one's blood, sweat, 

and tears, but with one's very own hands, only to have it destroyed by man-made 

machines in the name of progress. She writes of the close connections created when a 

home is built and then handed over to one in the family who inherits it and, presumably, 

hands it to the next family member, and so on. The love and care with which one handles 

each individual brick, and the intimacy with both family and land that surrounds the 

making of an adobe home, is illustrated in the opening passage from this story: 



TfflS IS THE WAY YOU MAKE ADOBES. You lie in bed sleepless, 

staring into the darkness of the ceiling shadows made mysterious by the 

moon, waiting for Mama to call you to get up. The cock has not even 

crowed, but you know that Mama has been a long time in the kitchen 

preparing the canasta of food for the day at the river You can smell 

the aroma of all the bocaditos she has prepared for the di'a de campo. She 

has made tlour tortillas and wrapped them in an embroidered cloth. She 

has made fried chicken and salsa de chile verde and frijoles con queso 

which will stay warm in a blue enameled pot. There will be sandia, too, 

and empanadas de camote, and limonada in an earthware crock (31). 

The void to which Otilia, the young narrator, awakens—"sleepless, staring into die 

darkness of the ceiling shadows made mysterious by the moon"—is transformed and 

filled by the smells and sounds of the mother who, with "determined footsteps, the faint 

rustle of her petticoats, and the snap of the mesquite lefia in the woodbuming stove," 

prepares the morning breakfast. The warm and nurturing foods which the mother 

introduces into this otherwise empty space creates a domesticating effect, and by 

paralleling the making of adobes with die preparation of nourishing, tasty foods, Preciado 

Martin gives the reader a recipe for making home. 

This humanizing effect on the environment is complimented by the father's 

preparations outside, with the mare that will help in the adobe-making with his "rhythmic 

plodding in the fine dust of the callejon" (31). One almost hears poetry ringing in the air. 

The children are described as working harmoniously with Papa to "dig an earthen pit 
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close to the river's edge" in which to turn over the "clay-filled earth ... mixing it with 

river water and straw" (33). This home is not merely some manufactured entity made 

anonymously and put on the land: rather, it is the land itself, made as it is from the river 

water and the earth. Little by little, with the same loyal consistency, "the cache of 

adobes, like giant terra cotta dominos, will grow until there is enough to make a wall. 

And then another wall. And then a room. And then another room" (33). And the slow, 

meticulous job will all have been worth it, we learn, because the father laughingly lifts 

his daughter up high, happily declaring, 'These ... are for Otilia's house" (33). 

These images of domesticated family warmth and togetherness, of the joys in all, 

together as a family, literally building a home out of the land contrasts sharply with the 

coming razing, bulldozing, and destroying of the same home by strangers in the employ 

of the city. The loss of the home is made all the more poignant when juxtaposed to the 

seemingly nonchalant and insensitive manner in which the home is destroyed—and to the 

vacuous justifications for such a destruction: an empty public parking lot in its place. 

The city worker described chewing off of the fat of his breakfast is designed to 

remind us of those who live off of the fat of the land in greedy oblivion: 

Sam Morgan worked a toothpick in the gap between his front teeth to get 

the piece of bacon rind that had been stuck there since breakfast. After he 

had dislodged the fragment of pork, he continued to chew on the 

toothpick, moving it dextrously from one side of his mouth to the other. 

He did this habitually, hence his nickname. Woody (38). 
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"Woody" manipulates his toothpick with his tongue as easily as he would manipulate the 

larger pieces of wood with his bulldozer of the home he is about to demolish. This 

outsider to the community and employee of the city "kept shifting his position in the 

metal seat of the bulldozer, adjusting a cushion against the small of his back" (38). 

Woody represents a city government that, in sinular fashion, remains oblivious to the 

significance of the impending act, and that is concerned only with its own comfort. As 

the stranger from the outside sent in to do the deed, this worker represents an official city 

government that uncaringly and arbitrarily plans the destruction of homes in the Mexican 

American downtown community with selfish abandon. Focused only on its own growth 

and sustenance, a greedy city government is reflected in the city worker who, having Just 

had an opulent breakfast of "four eggs, pancakes, bacon, orange juice and coffee" is 

already "thinking about lunch" and the "bologna sandwiches slathered with mayonnaise 

and Hostess Twinkie cupakes to wash down with Koolaid" (38). This worker's 

unappealing gluttony parallels an official board that is "eating up" the profits from its 

own destruction: The bulldozing company's contract with the city comes about because it 

"had contributed generously to the mayor's re-election campaign and rumor had it also 

that there were a lot of fat cat bankers and contractors who were very happy" (39). But 

as they "sit in a semicircle, leaning against the rough bark and boast about women and 

fishing and argue about football" (38), Woody and his crew and, by extension, the city 

and its fat cat wheelers and dealers, remain oblivious of the consequences. 

All that remains after the obliteration of a whole community is a "dusty cloud" 

that "floated over City Hall and the County Buildings and La Ramada Condoniiniums 
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and the Federal Buildings and the Hilton Resort Hotel until it settled, mote by golden 

mote, footprint by tiny footprint, on the parched and abandoned bed of the river" (40). 

Hovering over the city and haunting it are the traces of Otilia's footprints made when she 

literally stamped her mark into the earthen space that was to become her home. But the 

steps she made in building home and community are erased by the authoritative city's 

bulldozing modus operandi. Left in their place is an infertile riverbed, "parched and 

abandoned." 

Part I of "Earth to Earth" evokes a romanticized image of home within fresh, cool, 

sweet-smelling adobe walls. But the second part of the story introduces the first of 

several official document excerpts that Martin puts to use. The epigrammatic 

introduction to Part EI of the story is a passage, presumably, from official government 

records, describing the intent and purpose of the "Federal Housing Act of 1961" which 

"strengthened the concept of urban renewal" (34). A justification of the public 

acquisitions of lands under "the Renewal Act" and only "at 'its present fair value for 

present owners'" follows (34). This "present fair value" measures only economic 

value—and only the barest of that, even. The reader can cleariy comprehend the reason 

behind the ensuing ouster, many years later, of Dona Otilta Lopez from her home, for 

typically once outsiders in significant numbers begin to move into a town, local people 

begin to be forced out of the places they grew up in. 

These "official" announcements and other signs of the dominant culture typically 

represented in blaring bold and capitalized lettering are posted throughout the Hctional 

world of downtown Tucson in Preciado Martin's stories: In 'The Journey," a sign 
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announces public urban housing for the displaced elderly: 'THE MARTIN LUTHER 

KING JR. APARTMENTS. ELDERLY PUBLIC HOUSING" (61). The same story 

reveals signs inside this new "home" for those who have been evicted by the City: "DO 

NOT TALK OR INTERFERE WITH THE MAILMAN WHILE HE SORTS MAIL. 

STAND TEN FEET FROM HIM AND WATT" (61-62). It is a retlection of capitalism's 

invasion into this neighborhood that the language of the conquered is spoken as if 

foreign: 'TERMS, TERMS, TERMS, SE HABLA ESPANOL" ('The Journey" 62). A 

similar displacement occurs in the gentrified neighborhood with its sign pointing to the 

museumizing of the neighborhood—a practice that occurs whenever a place has been 

deemed "quaint": "ENTERING BARRIO HISTORICO. HISTORIC DISTRICT. 

TUCSON—PIMA COUNTY HISTORICAL COMMISSION" and "THIS SITE IS ON 

THE NATIONAL REGISTER OF HISTORICAL PLACES. TUCSON HISTORICAL 

COMMISSION. ARIZONA HISTORICAL SOCtETT' ('The Journey" 63-64). Though 

some parts of the neighborhood might have been razed in the name of commercial 

interests, other sections have been preserved as monuments to the way that things were, 

before the urban renewal. And the sign, "HISTORICAL DISTRICT" announces the 

intrusion of strangers to the old neighborhood. There is a trace of imperialist nostalgia 

present in attempting to museumize and preserve the very thing one might have been 

responsible for destroying. 

Other signs point to the ways in which the ingredients of a tradition of exploiting, 

commercializing and appropriating have all been thrown into the mixture and poured 

onto this place, so to speak, completing the cultural erasure of the residents native to the 
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barrio: "AMERICAN WEST GALLERIES—PRIMITIVE ANTIQUES" and "LITTLE 

THEATRE. CONVENTION HALL. CONCERT ARENA. URBAN RENEWAL" 

('The Journey" 63). Much change has occurred in this place, and the signs announce the 

ttew arrivals. 

The signs themselves are good examples of the impact of tourism development 

upon host communities. They point to the erasure of a culture that has been resurrected, 

with perhaps a higher price tag attached to that which has been appropriated and 

recycled. The "PRIMITIVE ANTIQUES" and various "GALLERIES" advertise a culture 

having been turned into a commodity that can be bought and sold and a people that have 

been exploited. Dean MacCannell gives a definition of exploitation in his article 

'Tradition's Next Step" that proves very useful here: 

Clear exploitation occurs when aspects of everyday life of a formerly 

colonized people (their cuisine, music, or anything else that is important in 

the cultural life of the community) are taken from the people and turned 

into industrial products that displace the original—that is, when people are 

forced to buy back a devalued simulacrum of their former lives. 

(Discovered Country: Tourism and Survival In the American West 174). 

The tourists shops known to this area in downtown Tucson typically house acceptable 

items of a culture and way of life believed, in many ways, to have vanished. It would not 

be unusual to encounter on any given day, for example, an over-priced molcajete, like the 

ones still used by many Mexican American women today to grind chiles and spices for 

cooking, on a shelf frequented by tourists and touted as some relic of a past culture. Such 
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a scene oftentimes draws giggles from Mexican American women curious about how 

something so useful and contemporary could be relegated to display on a shelf as if it 

were some figure on an altar to be worshipped or adored. Additionally, many might ask 

who in the community is served by the "LITTLE THEATRE," "CONVENTION HALL," 

and "CONCERT ARENA" where tourism has become big business. If America is the 

land of opportunity, presumably that includes the opportunity to exploit, appropriate, and 

commercialize. 
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Tickets to TuristaLandia: 

Tucson as Guest Ranch and Spa 

(How the West Was Lost) 

It is tile conquered who are humbled before the conqueror asking for his protection, while enjoying 
what little their nnsfortune has left them. It is those who have been sold like sheep—it is those who 

were abandoned by Mexico. They do not understand the prevalent language of their native soil. 
They are foreigners in their own land. I have seen seventy and sixty year olds cry like children 

because they had been uprooted from the lands of their fathers. They have been humiliated and 
insulted. They have been refused the privilege of taking water from their own wells. They have been 

denied the privilege of cutting their own firewood. 
Pablo de la Guerra 

Speech to the California Senate, 1856 

* *  *  

el viejito; tiempos perdidos 

oiga seiior 
no me puede decir usted 

donde queda la calle Banner? 

La calle que? 

La calle Banner 
debe de estar por aqui muy cercas 

por aqui vivia yo cuando estaba chica 
y dice que es la calle que? 

Banner 

pues, no 
por aqui no hay ninguna calle 

que se Uame asi 

(from Thirtv an' Seen a Lot by Evangelina Vigil) 

The same transformation into tourism occurs in "La Virgen de ia Soledad," and 

with the same tragic results as we find in 'The Journey." " La Virgen" is about the 

"Sierra Encantada Guest Ranch and Spa" which appears to be a fictionalized version of 

the actual Sierra Tucson—a pricey drug and rehabilitation shelter which has opened its 

doors in the past years to big celebrities from Elizabeth Taylor to Ringo Starr—and 
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Ventana Canyon Resort. With all the posh that comes with its celebrity and its many 

well-tended acres, few can easily afford one day's stay in the converted Tucson ranch and 

spa. Perhaps many, other than the wealthiest clients, would admit if pressed to feeling 

less-thm-encantada with their daily rates in exchange for one of the quintessential 

frontier experiences: open land, recreation, enchantment, and personal freedom. 

Described as "a favorite mecca of the colorfully clad, camera-laden tourists who 

come to winter in the southern Arizona desert, far from the inclement weather of the 

Midwest and East," (73) the Sierra Encantada in Preciado Martin's story is an Aspenized 

place where the world-weary can escape and "get away from it all." This five-star resort 

boasts the "romantic ambiance of Old Mexico"—but with, of course, telephones, 

microwaves, and cable TV (75). Because Tucson is a "a Sun Belt city" priding itself on 

its "growth, progress, and appreciating land values" (75), the narrator relates that the 

Sierra Encantada will most likely be bought and subdivided by developers in their 

"inexorable march east to the mountains" where soon will follow the malls and 

townhouses (75)—the typically fate of a tourist trap. The Sierra Encantada is portrayed as 

having become part of what Jim Robbins, in writing about the "Califomication of the 

American West" refers to as "the free-for-all, promoting the West as a place for the world 

to come and tour and tap into" (Discovered Countrv: Tourism and Survival in the 

American West 84). 

Only the main ranch remains of this hacienda. Like so many other ranches that 

have disappeared when outsiders move in, this spa is "an isolated cattle ranch founded 

more than a century ago" that was sold in the fifties to Anglo investors by a member of 
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the fourth generation of original Mexican American owners (74). "La Virgen" is the 

name of the shrine around which the ranch was built, and as the tourists trot across the 

desert enroute to their temporary abode, it is as if they are co-opted in the stamping out of 

the original history of the this shrine which, "like so much southwestern history... has 

been embellished and distorted with the passage of time and telling" (73). An "official" 

version of history, instead, is published in the guest ranch brochure, alongside the 

language of a typical tourist strategy: capitalizing on the "romance of the past" (73). 

The shrine is described as now "weathered and cracked—a victim of time and the 

seasons" and, one might add, of the tourists. Where once were heard the murmurings of 

prayer, the chapel is described as now having been desecrated and invaded "with the 

smells of cigarette smoke, peanuts, pretzels, beer, and other libations. This colonial 

invasion and desecration appears very nearly complete, botusting a "flickering neon sign 

with a lasso-throwing bronco-riding cowboy" and a sign announcing "Rosita's Cantina" 

(76). Here, in this place, we find the irreverent replacing what was once sacred. The 

cemetery, wherein the descendants of the original owners still make pilgrimage through 

the rubbish-strewn trails to recite mass and to celebrate with the deceased on the Dia de 

los Muertos, has been converted into a quaint and rustic place where the "tourist 

pilgrims" can throw good coins into a fountain and hope for good luck—here at the 

shrine built by Don Esteban in memory of his beautiful and tormented wife. It is as if 

here, in the middle of the wilderness, people come from all around in search of—not so 

much a place of recreation—but perhaps their very souls that they have lost somewhere 

along the way. They are lured by something that they believe to symbolize the 
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mysterious, that promises to be transcendent. Not so unlike the original owners of the 

place, they are seeking a (Christianized) oasis in the desert promising to protect them 

from the wilderness beyond. And so when they think that they have found the sacred, at 

the end of the road in the middle of the wilderness, they bottle it up and market it to as 

many as are willing to pay the price for the mystique of transformation. 

La Virgen gazes down at the "sun-baked tourists" at the very spot where Dolores 

Cardenas de Romero "wasted away of tristeza y melancolia in the year of the Great 

Drought—of the desert and of her womb" (78-79). This is the place where this barren 

and lonely woman waited listlessly late at night for her husband to return while being 

"lulled by the coyote's lament" with her "hands folded in prayer on [her] empty womb" 

(79) and where she could find solace only in the garden by her kitchen window which 

became her "haven" (80). The wasteland, as symbolized by her barren womb, parallels 

the wasteland that the ranch has become as a tourist center. Here the appropriately named ' 

Dolores prays to the paradoxical "La Virgen embarazada" before wasting away with a 

"mysterious malady" (the "fantasy heritage"?) and dying in the Convent. Ironically, it is 

the untouched and barren desert to which she finally succumbs—but it is the bustling trap 

of tourism to which her ranch meets its fate. And this private-ranch-tumed-tourist-trap 

then becomes a classic example of what Jim Robbins calls a "[t]he West" that 

"unforunately has never been able to find the middle ground between wilderness and the 

wasteland of overcivilization" (Discovered Countrv: Tourism and Survival in the 

American West 85). 
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Preciado Martin gives us another story, in "The Farewell," of death through 

tourism, of displacement and waste—not of a guest ranch, but of a private one purchased 

by newcomers lured by the scenic quality of the place. In this story, it is the community 

cemetery of the Tanque Verde rancheros that finds itself now "bordered by a barbed wire 

fence marked intermittently by signs: FOR SALE: fWE BEDROOM ElANCHETTE 

WITH POOL; PRIVATE PROPERTY; NO TRESPASSING: BEWARE OF THE 

DOGS" (57-58). The irony lies in the juxtaposition of a holy place, surrounded with the 

markers of colonization, the barbed wire fence—and one touched by the profanity of 

marketing. It is the "[rjemnants of the old settlement who had lingered on and those who 

had gone away" that now find themselves suddenly transformed into trespassers, instead, 

on this "place of their youth called the Tanque Verde "now for sale where "the old 

settlemenf'CST) once stood. Here the family and friends of Alfonso Santos now meet 

menacing dogs with their "barks of warning" and "yellow eyes on potential intruders" 

(57). 

Once arriving at the cemetery gate, the procession is faced with more 

unwelcoming signs: ^NO FUNERALS ALLOWED. PRIVATE PROPERTY" (58). The 

cemetery is full of unmarked graves that the viejitos in the procession know—not as 

"PRIVATE PROPERTY"—but rather as "Figueroa, Garcia, Galvan, Miranda, 

Bustamante, Valenzuela, and Carrillo" (58). We are told that negotiations transpired 

between the Santos and Johnson families, the Santos pleading to let them lay to rest in 

this cemetery their father next to his wife, their mother—lay to rest in a place that has 

since become private property wherein all that can be heard is a "melancholy dove" (59). 
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They are now in the position of having to ask permission to bury their dead on lands that 

once belonged to them, to ask permission of the new owners who only barely understand 

the importance of this tradition of burial at the Tanque Verde cemetery. Part of the 

agreement is that the children of Alfonso Santos will give up their own rights to be buried 

in their family's plot. This "pact" is sealed with a handshake with the "understanding 

Americanos," and the funereal rites are conducted by a deacon that "prays in English, 

quickly, nervously" while the mourners answer in Spanish (59). 

The ceremony ends with the deacon disrespectfully lighting a cigarette while the 

mourners pay their last respects to the dead. Spades of din are shoveled onto the grave 

"[f]or a place called the Tanque VerdeAVhere the river rims no more/And the fields lie 

fenced and fallow." where "strangling" trees stand next to adobe houses that "have 

melted/Back into the earth" (60). Implied is the message that there is more to mourn, 

here, than the death of Alfonso Santos: what is also dead and being buried are the long

standing traditions and ways of life of the former owners of the Tanque Verde. With each . 

spadeful of dirt thrown on the grave we are given one more memory of the place as it 

once was, contrasted with what it has become. Every spadeful that is thrown onto the 

grave of Alfonso Santos and that erases him more and more from sight, is accompanied 

by the memory of yet another erasure—of the adobe houses and the people of Tanque 

Verde that "have melted" either "Back into the earth" or "Into the city," respectively. 

With the death and burial of Alfonso Santos is the death and burial of a way of life, and 

to the new victor go—if not the spoils, the five bedroom ranchettes with backyard pools. 
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Growing UP ''Encorralados": 

Coming of Age in ttie Barrio 

"We grew up encorralados—fenced in." 
Eva Antonia Wilbur-Cruce, Sones Mv Mother Sane to Me 

In tier collection from El Milagro and Other Stories. Preciado Martin gives us a 

young protagonist who narrates what it is like growing up Mexican-American and having 

to accommodate to socio-economic, cultural, and gender role expectations. Collectively, 

several of the stories in El Milagro can be read as a bildungsroman, a coming of age of 

this narrator from the barrios of downtown Tucson in the 1950's. In the traditional 

bildungsroman, the male protagonist successfully completes a quest for affirmation of his 

manhood and empowerment, which oftentimes includes marriage or romantic interludes. 

The traditional bildungsroman is the story of an inner development that emerges out of 

the protagonist's interaction with his world. As Annie O. Eysturoy asserts in Daughters 

of Self-Creation: The Contemporary Chicana Novel, the bildungsroman narrates "the 

protagonist's response to his or her particular environment, the interplay between social 

and psychological forces, that determines the direction of each individual process of 

development" (5). 

Eysturoy makes the compelling argument that race and class are two crucial 

components of the female coming of age process in women's literature and that this is 

why the bildungsroman genre can be found in much of Chicana literature: 

A central theme of contemporary Chicana fiction is the quest for 
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authentic female self-development 

This process of becoming, whether it is that of the child and adolescent 

or the somewhat older woman, is a recurrent theme in Chicana literature, 

and due to this very subject matter, many Chicana narratives belong to the 

Bildiingsroman genre, the literary form traditionally used to portray the 

process of self-development" (3). 

The Bildiingsroman, she argues, has become one of the most viable forms in women's 

and minority literature; Chicano literature, she states, "is a good example" of the trend 

articulated by Bonnie Hoover Braendlin—that the Bildungsroman expresses, in 

Braendlin's words, a "struggle for individuation" by "societal outsiders, men and women 

of marginal groups" and a struggle for "an identity defined by the outsiders themselves or 

by their own cultures" CBildung in Ethnic Women Writers" 75). 

Feminists have argued that the traditional bildiingsroman needs to be read with an 

understanding of how gender can radically change this journey to self-development and 

shaping process toward maturity. Different avenues for self-development are available, in 

differing degrees of access, to men vs. women. But while I agree with Eysturoy and 

Braendlin that women have departed from the traditional male bildiingsroman and have 

had to revolt against gendered norms and social values in order to find their own, female, 

identity, I believe that we need to problematize the female bildiingsroman even more than 

this when the protagonist is a bicultural woman. For many women, gender and class are 

the two factors complicating the traditional journey that is the Bildiingsroman quest—a 

journey that necessitates that she grapple with her environment, in her case the patriarchal ' 
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social structure. For the woman who operates within the confines of two cultures, the 

struggle is not with an oppressive patriarchy, alone, but with two possibly oppressive 

structures, both of which contain their own particular patriarchal structures. The ethnic 

minority woman, operating in two cultures, receives dictates and prescribed social norms 

and values from both cultures. Thus, this "response to her particular environment" that 

"determines the direction of each individual process of self-development" of which 

Eysturoy writes is made all the harder to map for the bicultural woman because her 

"particular environment" is pluralized. 

Anyone familiar with Mexican-American culture knows of the traditional 

upbringing of some young women in this culture during the first half of the 20"* 

century—from the middle classes, in particular—it is one that dictated that young, 

unmarried women were to be found most often indoors, performing domestic chores and 

other acceptable activities, closely supervised and, on those few occasions when allowed 

to step into the public domain, heavily chaperoned. The reasoning was that because these 

women were young and inexperienced they were rendered vulnerable to those more 

savvy and worldly-wise than they, and so in need of much protection from those—and it 

was understood that they were men—who could corrupt, abuse, or otherwise exploit their 

innocence through sexual seduction without benefit of marriage. These young women 

were restrained by the tight rein of their authoritarian guardians in order that they be 

prevented from transgressing strict socio-cultural boundary tines of what was considered 

to be decent and proper and thus falling victim to scandal and being branded as a unique 

form of spoilage, more commonly known as "'echadas a perder." Much like young fillies 
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kept in corrals behind closed gates, these young women were kept closely watched at 

home, behind closed doors, and in need of permission to venture from their domestic 

sphere; thus, the term "'encorralados [sic]" by Eva Antonia Wilbur-Cruce. 

Oftentimes, unlike their Anglo friends, Mexican-American girls and young 

women were not allowed, for example, to move away from home at the landmark age of 

eighteen; not allowed to stay out past an early curfew; and not allowed to date at an early 

age or otherwise to be left alone with members of the opposite sex. The rules of conduct 

for a "proper" Mexican-American girl were stricter for women of Preciado Martin's 

generation than, say, for someone today; in many contemporary Mexican-American 

homes, the rules have been relaxed—somewhat. Still, in comparison with those of other 

cultural backgrounds, Mexican-American girls and young women have traditionally and 

historically been kept under closer scrutiny by their parents. Preciado Martin writes about 

what it was like to be such a young woman growing up in Tucson's barrios in the 1950's. 

Martin's protagonist/narrator resides within two concentric circles that make up 

her cultural environment: the inner circle comprises her familial worid, with its own set 

of prescribed cultural norms, while the outer circle comprises the norms and values of the 

larger mainstream culture. These two circles, together, make up this narrator's larger 

social and cultural context. Oftentimes, the cultural values from these two competing 

social circles clash. Martin's narrator, then, faces not only one opponent (one set of social 

dictates) in her struggle for inner development (out of which only one will emerge the 

victor), she is faced with two suiiggles with two different opponents (each representing a 

different, and oftentimes oppositional, set of societal values). For her, it is not only a 
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matter of looking inward to decide whether to conform or not; of either accepting or 

rejecting social expectations in order to develop into one's unique and authentic self. It is 

also a matter of deciding whether or not to conform to, or reject, the value system of a 

dominant mainstream society in order to become her own, authentic, Mexican-American 

self. Or, conversely, to reject the values of her familial world in order to better assimilate 

into her larger social context (the larger, outer concentric circle). And it may be a matter 

of her rejecting the values from both of her worlds—or selectively choosing to 

incorporate elements from both—in order to be reborn as something out of this psychic 

borderland that is neither de aqiu ni de alia, that is from neither this side nor the other, 

but something altogether different. Perceiving the concept of this protagonist's "mestiza 

consciousness" which Gloria Anzaldua has explained so well, is complicated when this 

protagonist's emerging consciousness is read in the context of the particular genre of the 

Mexican-American bildungsroman. 

The collection of narratives in El Milagro and Other Stories can be read as a 

series of sketches from the life of one young protagonist coming of age in Tucson's 

Mexican-American barrios. The stories recount the various domestic hoops the young girl 

must negotiate and jump through on her journey to becoming a Mexican-American 

woman like the adult women in these stories whom Preciado Martin, as "a writer and 

documentary historian of my Mexican American heritage" depicts (xi). The women in 

Preciado Martin's stories are to be read as a kind of template for the kind of woman her 

young protagonist (and perhaps her reader) is to admire and become. Preciado Martin 

suggests this reading by noting, in the introduction to her collection, that she has 
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"attempted, with these stories, to stitch together" a "verbal quilt of my mexicana life 

experiences sewn together with the fragile threads of love that have embroidered 

indelible images in my heart" (xi). These images, she states, include not only Dona 

Gertrudis Pacheco, but also her "beautiful mother, Aurelia"; her "abuelita Silviana"; her 

'Tfa Magdalena"; her "sister, Elena"; her "great-grandmother Dolores"; and her 

"abuelita Mercedes" (xi-xii). This autobiographical fiction implies that the protagonist, 

the young Preciado Martin, depicted as disgruntled in typical adolescent fashion with the 

adults in her world and their attempts to socialize her, grows into the adult Preciado 

Martin with a loving appreciation for the Mexican American women -and their culture— 

who influenced her coming of age. But this young protagonist who grows into 

womanhood as the pages of the text unfold, can be said also to represent a kind of 

Everywoman from Tucson's Mexican American middle-class society. In celebrating this 

Mexican American cultural, and female, maze through which the young protagonist must 

negotiate her journey on her way to womanhood. Preciado Martin presents a picture of a 

protagonist in a bildungsroman growing into her own female Mexican American self. 

With "Dichos," "Bordados," "Paraiso," and "Reinas" we receive a rather light-

hearted illustration of the young protagonist in conflict with the values and norms of her 

socio-cultural, rather middle-class world. The obstacles to her more authentic self, free 

from society's dictates and expectations, are there—but we get the impression that they 

are somewhat tolerated, only mildly protested, and to be made fun of. The lone is comic 

rather than tragic. The young narrator does complain, at times, about patriarchal or 

matriarchal dictates regarding how to conduct oneself as a properly-raised Mexican-
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American giri of the barrio in the I950's—but her resistance is a mild one. It is especially 

mild in comparison to the protagonists found in other contemporary Chicana literature 

from, for example, Denise Chavez, Helena Maria Viramontes, or Sandra Cisneros. 

Moreover, absent from Martin's narratives in El Milasro and Other Stories is a world of 

male-dominated violence. The strongest illustration, in Martin's fiction, of any male 

oppression or violence toward women might be the father in "La Bailarina," who, upon 

his daughter's asking him for permission to take dance lessons, responds with "No seas 

simple" (52), or who laments out loud, "que no tiene vergiienza la juventud" at the 

thought of his daughter wearing a "skintight leotard" (52). There is no mention in 

Martin's portrayal of this young girl's emerging selfhood that compares with the tragic 

rape of some of Cisneros' women in the The House on Mango Street, for example, or the 

cursing and oppressive father in Helena Maria Viramontes' "The Moths." Rather than 

subvert cultural traditions and definitions of the female self. Martin's protagonist does 

little more than grumble, under her breath, while dutifully acting as expected, 

nonetheless. 

This young protagonist mutters—to herself—in "Dichos," one of the narratives 

from El Milasro. about the unfairness of having to take a bus "downtown every 

Saturday" (9), in order to visit her great-grandmother: 'There's no arguing, neither, and 

that's that, no matter how much I act la chipeleada and pout" (9). But this protagonist 

does as she's told, anyway. She understands that there is to be "[n]o pleading with Papa" 

(9) on her part, either. And if she happens to pass her friends hanging out at the movie 

theater on the way, all that she can do is hide: "I slouch down so they don't see me" (10). . 
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There is little she can imagine herself doing, in objection to this dictate to visit her great-

grandmother than to act the "square, with pigtails and saddle shoes and a hand-me-down 

dress that's a size too big, in the company of every old maid, widow, tfa and abuelita 

from a hundred miles around" (10). All that she can do is dutifully "[drag her] butt and 

[feel] like a martyr" (11). This young woman, though mildly unhappy, will not transgress 

the line that keeps her well-behaved —even if disgruntled. 

Preciado Martin would appear to be asserting that it is not always necessary to 

subvert patriarchal and cultural values in order to come into womanhood and an authentic 

sense of self. Her narrator does not rebel and move away from her culture's prescribed 

norms. By including in this narrative ("Dichos") the happy ending that sees the young 

protagonist —to her surprise and despite her mild protests—having fulfilled her culture's 

expectations to visit her Mamanina instead of joining her friends who are "off having a 

good time after chores, going to the early afternoon matinee at the Fox Theater—getting 

to stand in line and flirt with the boys." (9), Preciado Martin implies that her Mexican-

American. middle class values are those which she has accepted and which help her to 

grow into womanhood and her own self. The values that inform her womanhood are 

those she is taught as the young protagonist to cherish: respect for her relatives, 

especially the elders: the importance of women helping other women: the wisdom of the 

"dichos" that these elders speak; and the importance of a nurturing attitude like the one 

exemplitled by the Mamanina in the story. It is her peers who have sold out to 

contemporary commercial Anglo culture. The comadnizao exemplified in the young 

protagonist's helping her Mamanina, the proverbs the Mamanina speaks to the young 
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girl, in Spanish, and the Mexican food with which her Mamanina nurtures her, are all 

from the protagonist's distinctly Mexican culture, and they are what inform her 

upbringing and ascent into adulthood. 

In "Bordados," Martin gives us a young protagonist who is made to wear her 

dresses "homemade ... long-sleeved," with high collars, and with hems at a respectable 

distance from the ground, "twelve inches off the floor" (23). And instead of the slumber 

parties, tap dances, swimming in public pools, coed picnics, or "roller-skating in short 

skirts ... con las americanas" she has to be satisfied with "rosary every evening, 

confession every Saturday, and communion every Sunday" (23). This young girl, and 

others like her, are kept busy not only with a multitude of hou.sehold chores, but also with 

"our hands and our hearts busy embroidering our trousseaus in brilliant silken threads" 

(24). Along with the towels and pillowcases, these girls' "dreams and desires" are 

shelved "neatly in cedar-scented chests" (24). Martin's main character in this story is kept 

busy "hemming in [her] passions with tiny even stitches" and, like the fairy-tale Sleeping 

Beauty, finds herself pricking her finger on her needle. Unlike the Sleeping Beauty in the 

fairy tale, however, who gets kissed in the end and becomes sexually awakened, this 

young woman can only prick herself and wonder "what in the world it felt like to be 

kissed" (24)—kept busy, as she is, with chores and embroidering, and far from any 

inviting Prince Charming. 

With "Bordados, Preciado Martin makes a clear distinction between the social 

mores acceptable to Mexican American girls—and those practiced by "las americanas" 

who get to go "rollerskating in short skirts" (23). As a product of her Mexican American 
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and Roman Catholic culture, this young protagonist is expected to pray, attend mass, and 

channel her burgeoning sexual desires into embroidering her trousseau, instead—a 

trousseau it is presumed she will need when she fulfills another expectation, to grow up 

and become married. While "las americanas" get to wear "short skirts," this mexicana is 

relegated to "homemade" and "long sleeved" dresses that are long, not short. Moreover, 

this mexicana is not allowed the same license that her more liberated counterparts, "las 

americanas" are allowed in the public sphere that is the roller-skating rink; rather, she is 

relegated to the domestic sphere of the sewing room and other rooms in the house where 

she conducts her chores, or the equally safe and sanctioned spaces within church walls. 

Once again, Preciado Martin makes clear that who and what this young narrator is to 

become is distinctly informed by her distinctly Mexican American culture with its 

particular set of values. The narrator rejects, on her path to inner development, the 

customs and practices of ""las americanas." Her coming of age, then, must be nimbly 

negotiated within the context of two cultures, and she is expected to emerge incorporating 

the values from within her Mexican cultural context, which oftentimes necessitates that 

she reject those from the dominant culture. 

"Parai'so," another story from this collection that depicts the heavy influence of 

the Roman Catholic Church's role in Mexican American culture, presents the same 

young protagonist suffering from her knees "smarting from the hour spent on the hard 

wooden kneeler in front of the chapel altar as penance for my impertinence during 

catechism class" (25). Pointing to the Catholic Church's patriarchal influence, she asks. 
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"('But why can't girls be priests?' 'How can Mary be a virgin if she's a mother?')" (25), 

to which, presumably, she is given no logical or satisfying answers. 

Instead of the paradise she is made to study in catechism, and which excludes 

women from positions of power, this young character is drawn to a more earthly—and 

male—^"Parafso" (25) where "unshaven men" can be found "lounging greenly... under 

the trees at Armory Park" (26). Given woman's place in a Roman Catholic world, and 

compared to her own rigidly controlled life, the lives of these men who play pinochle in 

the park seem free, liberated. The men's lives are as unrestrained, she imagines, as the 

"birds in flight and song," under whose shadows the men play (26). Instead of satisfying 

herself with the sacred and holy wine that she is admonished to ceremoniously drink and 

to honor—the sanctioned and consecreated wine—this young narrator rebelliously 

yearns, instead, to know more of these men with their dreams "blurred by unconsecrated 

wine" (emphasis added) (26). Presumably, the young giri's existence appears, to her at 

least, all the more purgatorial, with its obligatory kneeling and praying, in contrast to the • 

more paradisiacal life of the men who are allowed to play pinochole, in the grass, and 

under singing birds in flight overhead. It is apparently more than the different wines that 

this young protagonist finds sanctioned, or "consecrated." or not—it is also the respective 

men's and women's roles in society that provide unequal degrees of liberty and power. 

By contrasting the two worlds—male and female, marginal and bourgeoise, 

liberated and constrained—in which this young protagonist is found both literally and 

metaphorically traversing, Preciado Martin illustrates the particular hurdles a female 

protagonist faces in her search for self-development. In walking off the beaten bath and 
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crossing Armory Park, the narrator chooses to transgress the prescribed physical 

boundary lines in her journey; in being drawn to the men in the park and their way of life, 

she simultaneously transgresses the boundary lines of prescribed female roles and desires 

(the sanctioned Roman Catholic world where women tlnd themselves in a submissive and 

powerless place, not allowed to be priests, made to emulate the Virgin Mary, and kept 

from emulating men in the park who drink much wine). In tlnding herself drawn to the 

freedom that this male-dominated world in Armory Park offers, and their 

"unconsecreated wine," rather than being satistled with woman's role as offered by the 

Church, along with its "holy wine," this young protagonist reveals her developing attitude 

toward what she would also like to become: as liberated and free to spend her time 

leisurely in a natural setting as are the men. 

If she is to emerge from her journeys as the female hero, she is placed in the 

position, as Dana Heller argues, of having to subvert the traditional female quest story 

that confines her to "a thwarted or impossible journey, a rude awakening to limits, and a 

reconciliation to society's expectations of female passivity and immobility" ('The 

Feminization of Quest-Romance: Radical Departures" 14). Annie O. Eysturoy, in 

referring to Heller's assertion, states that such subversion is 

made possible when the protagonist becomes the narrator of her own text. 

... By assuming the role of the narrator/protagonist, the female T 

becomes the conscious subject of her own Bildungs story who, through the 

act of narrating, actively participates in the process of her own self-

formation. When the female T takes on narrative authority, she gains 
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authority over her own life and her own story, an act which in and of itself 

subverts patriarchal confinement of the female self (Daughters of Self 

Creation 86). 

El Milagro and Other Stories is a grouping of narratives told by this narrating and 

"female T" to which Eysturoy refers. Together, the stories focus on particular episodes 

in the narrator/protagonist's life and quest for self-definition. Preciado Martin gives voice 

to her own experiences, and delineates her racial and gender differences, self-defining her 

gendered self and her cultural identity as Mexican American. She defines a subjectivity 

not for herself alone, but one that includes what Yarbro-Bejarano refers to in "Chicana 

Literature from a Chicana Feminist Perspective" as "a collective experience and identity" 

(144). The protagonist assumes narrative authority and. in doing so, becomes the agency 

of her own self-definition. 

In the story, "Reinas." we are told that the narrator and her sister are given saints' 

names at baptism and confirmation, and thus having been named, are also expected to act 

like saints, as well. Part of being young and protected like the little queens that they are 

imagined to be, means being expected to dress, and act. like one. as well. The "whole 

queen thing," she tells us, begins with "our baptismal gowns" (44). They are pintucked, 

laced, and embroidered, sewn with pink ribbons and roses and satin—the very picture of 

femininity. The young girls are every bit as "hemmed in" as the dresses they are made to 

wear. 

But the "even bigger production," she tells us is their First Holy Communion, in 

which they are made to wear dresses of "organdy batiste, long, with little trains and three . 
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tiers in the skirts" (45), sewn with "scalloped necklines decorated with tiny seed pearls" 

(45), and "little rhinestone crowns to wear with our Communion veils" 46). The special 

ornamentation on the dresses points to their value and importance. Later, as high school 

sophomores, the two sisters are made to be "Florecita debutantes" wearing "elaborate 

dresses" of puffy sleeve and shirred bodice (46). As florecitas, they partake of the 

Mexican-American tradition of the coming out celebration, or rite of passage, for young 

fifteen-year-old girls, known as the quinceafiera, in which it is announced to the world 

that the young girl has become a woman and is available for marriage. Traditionally, it 

was thought, at least at a figurative level if not a literal one. that she must receive license 

to be available, via a proper announcement at a debutante ball, before she may have 

permission to roam within the public domain, outside of the more protective fences that 

surround the private sphere that is the home and wherein she marks her time performing 

numerous chores. 

All of these girls' activities are carefully prescribed for them. As quinceafiera 

debutantes, the two sisters not only have to practice their curtsying and walking "with 

books on our heads so when we came down the spiral staircase at the ballroom we would 

be graceful and not stumble and fall" (47), but they also must sit through hours of 

Instruction from the sisters in the convent who lecture them on "purity and modesty and 

generosity and humility and obedience" and how to be "good daughters and sisters and 

wives and mothers" (47). After having been named for the saints, and dressed like 

queens, they are expected to "model [their] lives after the saints, especially the Virgin 

Mary, Mother of God, Queen of die Heavens, Patron of the Americas, and Empress of the 
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Universe" (47). Thus begins a long reign in these girls' lives of their being named one 

privileged and exalted "Queen" after the other throughout their high school years, and 

throughout their journeys towards womanhood, in which they are socialized to "be nice 

and wonderful and peaceful and beautiful all the time" (50). 

With the choice of words and phrases like "the big production" and reference to 

her dislike of the names by which they are identified, the narrator reveals her displeasure 

with this socializing event. She mocks society's exaltation of all that is queenly with her 

exaggerated naming of the Virgin Mary whom she is expected to emulate, "the Virgin 

Mary, Mother of God, Queen of the Heavens, Patron of the Americas, and Empress of the 

Universe." Her description of her mother's desire to share photos of the two sisters in 

their queenly costumes "to anyone who can't make it out the door fast enough" (44), and 

her "swear[ing]" that "she'd have a glass case built just to display some of those gowns 

and dresses she sewed for us—like they have for the wives of the presidents of the United 

States in the Smithsonian in Washington, D.C." is sheer delicious sarcasm. 

With this narrative, we find the young narrator rejecting the values esteemed by 

her Mexican American culture, though outwardly and apparently acquiescing. Though 

her middle-class positioning requires that she act the part of a woman on a pedestal, a 

queen, the young narrator perceives that this is a self-sacrificing queen, like the symbolic 

Virgin Mary, one that rather than have agency in her life, is ruled over by social 

expectations. The path she is found to be negotiating is strewn with challenges 

emerging—not so much from the ethnic context in her world, but rather from her social 

class and gendered context. The road to womanhood in this bildungsroman must be 
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negotiated past the various gender, class, and racial challenges. Despite the attention that 

they receive, and though these yo\ing florecitas are dressed and named after queens, 

ironically they hardly rule over anything or anyone; rather, their lives are as closely 

planned and as tightly controlled as the stitches on their queenly gowns; the perimeters of 

their space as relentlessly measured and monitored as their hems. If they are reinas of any 

place, theirs is a gated queendom designed not only to keep strangers out, but to keep 

themselves inside: encorraladas. 

In another illustration of young women "encorraladas" and of the striking contrast 

between the relative freedom in the life of a young Anglo girl, and that of a young 

Mexican-American one, is Preciado Martin's story "La Bailarina." The narrator 

remembers that besides being told that "[t]hey don't give lessons like that on our side of 

town" (presumably, the Mexican American neighborhood), she was also admonished that 

"those kind of dance lessons are for rich gueritas" and .so she would only find herself "out 

of place" should she try to attend (52). The message she receives, of course, is that young 

Mexican-American girls don't take dance lessons, even though it's okay for her Anglo 

("gueritas") counterparts. Once again, the boundary lines are drawn, and she is expected 

to keep from transgressing them as she travels on her journey toward adulthood. 

When the narrator remembers having persisted by asking to take tap dance 

lessons, the answer she receives is similar: "No seas ridfcula. There's no way I'm going 

to give you permission to ... wear a skintight leotard... and those short skirts" (52) that 

expose underwear and rear-end. A skintight leotard, presumably, is no queenly attire. 

Moreover, her father points out that dancers wear make-up, a practice considered an 
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"escandolo" (53) and, thus, unacceptable. Of utmost concern to this father and, by 

extension, to ail other authority figures of the young girl's world, is that much-overused 

rhetorical question/accusation meant to instill fear of rule-breaking in Mexican 

Americans: "i,que dira la gente?" (What would people say/think?). The father gives a 

variation on the theme when he pointedly asks his young daughter, "What would your 

abuelita say?" (53). If wood and barbed wire keep spirited young horses corraled, then 

the metaphorical equivalent to being thus fenced in—again, encorralada—is the 

admonishing '^ique dird la genteT 

Towards the end of "La Bailarina," the narrator reveals that she is now married 

with one child and another on the way. Still, she yearns to dance, as she and her husband 

used to, "every Saturday night at El Casino Ballroom or Club La Selva on West Congress 

Street" (54), until he got "too tired" from being a full time student and worker. In the 

present, as in the past, the narrator finds herself shut off from a world of dancing, and 

relegated, instead, to the more acceptable—and domesticated—world of "the kitchen 

sink, [herj hands chapped from the dishwater" and her face "sweaty from the steam," a 

reality she desires to "waltz right out of (55). In her adulthood, as in her childhood, the 

narrator finds the parameters of her world socially dictated and firmly entrenched, 

perhaps reminding her of yet another childhood feeling, one reminiscent to being 

hemmed in and neatly placed within the fabric of one's life, albeit with all the acceptable 

ornamentation—and one that reminds her of being closed off, well watched, and surely 

fenced in. Encorralada, 
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MIRACLES, MYTHS, AND MAMAGRANDES: 

LIVIN' LA VIDA MAGICA 

There, there, Abuelita, I said, cradling her, smoothing her as we descended, I heard you> Her 
hair fell back and spread across the water like eagle's wings. The water in the tub 

overflowed and poured onto the tOe of the floor. Then the moths came. Small, gray ones that 
came from her soul and out through her mouth muttering to light, circling the single dull 

light bulb of the bathroom. Dying is lonely and I wanted to go to where the moths were, stay 
with her and plant chayotes whose vines would crawl up her fingers and into the clouds; I 

wanted to rest my head on her chest with her stroking my hair, telling me about the moths 
that lay within the soul and slowly eat the spirit up; I wanted to return to the waters of the 

womb with her so that we would never be alone again.... I cried, rocking us, crying for her, 
for me... sobbing until finally the sobs rippled into circles and circles of sadness and relief. 

There, there, I said to Abuelita, rocking us gently, there, there. 
-•'The Moths" by Helena Maria Viramontes 

[N]o one may approach the Altar without the crown, and none may wear 
the crown of power without preparation. It must be earned. And what is this 

crown of power? Nothing definite in material. Turned crowned me with a 
consecrated snake skin. I have been crowned in other places with flowers, 

with egg-shells. It is the meaning, not the material that counts. 
"Mules and Men by Zora Neale Hurston 

Culture uses myth and story to create role models because they tell us about those 

whom we honor, which behavior is esteemed, and what we consider desirable. Our myths 

embody our cultural values and norms and tell us much about what it is to think as a male 

or a female. These beliefs are reflected, in turn, on the pages of our literary creations. 

Myths, termed "literature of the spirit" (3) by Joseph Campbell, are "stories of our search 

through the ages for truth, for meaning, for significance"; they are "clues to the spiritual 

potentialities of the human life" (The Power of Myth 5). Myths are explanatory 

accounts—stories circulated and accepted within some social group or community— 

which may or may not be historically accurate, giving ultimate significance to some event 

or ultimate problem. They are products of humankind's efforts to interpret meaningfully 

the world around us. 
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From the world of myth emerge archetypes, those model characters that populate 

the psyche of our lives and inform the mythical figures and heroines of our culture. They 

constitute the images, symbols, and narrative patterns of our literary spaces, enduring 

through the centuries and expressing the dilemmas of our lives. With the recent attention 

given to women's studies as a discipline, much scholarly work has been conducted on the 

nature of feminist interpretations of our most cherished and traditional archetypes, along 

with the emergence of some newer, specifically female, ones. In The Female Hero in 

American and British Literature. Carole Pearson and Katherine Pope explicate the steps 

that their self-proclaimed "female hero" (specifically, as opposed to "heroine") must take 

in her efforts towards self-autonomy and individuation. In Archetypal Patterns in 

Women's Fiction. Annis Pratt specifies that "[wjomen's fiction reflects an experience 

radically different from men's because our drive towards growth as persons is thwarted 

by our society's prescriptions concerning gender' (6). With this in mind, she expands the 

series of archetypes that form a pattern in women's literature. Though useful In 

interpreting patterns in literature, archetypal theory should be applied with an 

understanding of its problematics. Feminists, for example, have criticized archetypal 

theory for being ahistorical and bound up in cultural stereotyping, and it is wise to 

caution against too easily falling into over-simplification or essentialism when spealcing 

to archetypal patterns in literature. However, because they so often inform our lives and 

our literature, they are the subject of study. 

In the Chicano culture, there is much emphasis on one particular archetype, the 

Virgin Mary Madonna. The term "Marianismo" is given to the practice of emulating the 
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attributes of the Virgin Mary, the well-known self-sacrificing, nurturing, and mothering 

Madonna of Christian theology. It is this eternal mother, and her nurturing qualities and 

compassion, who is much revered in the Mexican American community, and to whom 

many look for intervention in their daily lives. From the time that she first appeared in the 

desert to the humble Mexican Indian, Juan Diego, her apparition has been found in 

numerous sites all over the world. We find her first being merged into the likeness of the • 

native Nahuatl goddess, Tonantzi'in at the time of the Spanish conquest. Since then, she 

has regularly appeared on banners leading the march of Chicano farmworkers en hiielga. 

She is seen towering above the heads of these strikers who shout, '^\Que viva la lucha!" 

in their quest for equality and justice in the fields. Besides being, perhaps, the most often 

displayed figure on the daily religious calendar in the barrio, and being the one most 

often represented in statue form atop bedroom dressers made into altars in Mexican 

American homes, she also appears most frequently on male prisoners' arms, the 

dashboards of many a low-rider's car, and even, most recently, on expensive leather 

boots in chic Hollywood boutiques. If this patron saint of Mexican Indians was ever 

thought to have gone out of vogue, these examples of her apparition on numerous 

surfaces is evidence that she is definitely "in" these days—commodified, worshipped, 

and commercialized. 

The Virgin Mary, as an icon, is in the process of transformation, as contemporary 

Chicana artists portray her as a modernized woman vaguely resembling the mother of 

God—but with skirts flying, a serpent in her hand, and looking as if she were about to 

step out of her traditional submissive role and burst out of the page, so infused is she with 
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energy. She is even the central figure of a study on psychological maladjustment termed 

"the Maria Paradox," as explained by psychiatrists Rosa Man'a Gil and Carmen Inoa 

Vazquez. Moreover, she is most recently the exalted subject celebrated and paid homage 

to in a collection of essays edited by Ana Castillo and titled La Diosa de las Americas: 

Writing on the Virgen de Guadalupe. Tey Diana Rebolledo researches her significance in 

contemporary Chicano lives, and lists her various manifestations: "Purity, as in freedom 

from all sin, role as mother of Christ and of all Christians, dignity as Queen of Heaven 

and Earth, Helper of the sick. Mother of good counsel. Comforter of the afflicted. Queen 

of Peace" and outlines her attributes and values as "unselfish, giving, intercessor between 

earth and spirit, and ideal qualities of motherhood" (Infinite Divisions: An Anthology of 

Chicana Literature 190-191). earth and spirit, and ideal qualities of motherhood" (Infinite 

Divisions 191). 

Another powerful figure in Chicana culture Is the prominent female folk heroine, 

the Mexican American curandera—healer—and partera—midwife (usually the same 

person). She appears throughout the pages of contemporary Chicana writing as myth and 

symbol and, held in high esteem in the hearts and minds of Mexican Americans, she is 

very often allowed a position of power in the culture. [j.i ciiandera is a wealth of 

knowledge about healing herbs, and her advice is much sought out for physical maladies. 

Her curative powers, however, extend beyond the physical realm, and her counsel is 

equally desired in matters of the spirit and the heart. Rebolledo's work on the role of the 

curandera in Chicana literature, leads her to conclude that 
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[p]art of her strength lies in the curandera's relationship to earth and 

nature—she understands the cycles of development and destruction, thus 

harking both to past and to the future. She incorporates intuition and 

rationality, she studies power and harnesses it, she understands humans as 

well as animals, she listens, and she takes an active role in her 

environment (Infinite Divisions 195). 

Thus, la curandera resembles the Virgin Mary through her capacity to heal, lead, and 

intervene on behalf of persons seeking sustenance, comfort, redemption, and wholeness. 

Besides la curandera and La Virgen de Guadalupe, another recurring and 

significant figure In much of the literature being written by Mexican American women is 

the abuelita, or viejita, of the Mexican American community. Tey Diana Rebolledo 

describes her importance in Chicana literature: 

Chicanas as artists are mostly touched, however, when they write about 

the abuelita. ever-present in their narratives and poems. This aging female 

figure is revered, cherished, respected, treated with utmost love and 

care There is magic in that great mother figure, as if she were the kind 

fairy in olden tales, or the good witch who looks after children ... or even 

the beautiful lady admired from afar.... Abuelitas are traditional, 

carrying on their old Mexican customs and cooking (Infinite Divisions 

110). 

Mexican American men wrote about their grandmothers and the grandmother figure 

during the Chicano Renaissance of the I960's, most often romanticizing her as one of the 
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submissive and subservient woman in their lives. But it was with the Chicana 

Renaissance writers of the I980's, in particular, that '\ibueUtcr really came into her own 

as a dominant literary figure. 

As contemporary Chicana writers struggle with the themes surrounding agency, 

self-identity, and self-actualization, they oftentimes look to their past and their 

antepasados for direction and role models. One literary figure that has repeatedly 

emerged and been remembered and described in the most loving of terms in Chicana 

literature is the grandmother or the grandmother tlgure. She is found in numerous poems, 

short stories, and novels by Mexican American writers—so much so as to become an 

archetypal pattern. As Rebolledo states, these abuelims "pass on, and they are 

remembered through the rosy colored lenses of childhood memories" (Infinite Divisions 

110). The reverence with which she is portrayed, and the significance of the number of 

times that she appears in text, is sufficient to warrant an analysis of her role in Mexican 

American women's literature. 

Many of the characteristics of la curandera and the Virgin de Guadalupe can be 

said to inform the construction of the literary grandmothers and little old ladies in Patricia 

Preciado Martin's El Milasro and Other Stories and Days of Plenty Davs of Want. And 

she is portrayed as an endearing figure. Annis Pratt points out in Archetypal Patterns in 

Women's Fiction that "[wjheras from a patriarchal perspective one would expect the ... 

old woman to be a figure of derision and social ostracism, in much of women's fiction 

she becomes a hero representing the possibilities of growth and survival" (127). Preciado 

Martin's oral histories and short stories oftentimes depict abuelita as just such a hero. 
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Repeatedly, the women telling their tales in Songs Mv Mother Sang to Me refer to the 

hardships they have had to endure, and the tia or Nana or viejita in Davs of Plenty Davs 

of Want and El Milagro and Other Stories is oftentimes a quiet figure of spiritual 

strength. 

The green-world archetype found in Annis Pratt's Archetypal Patterns in 

Women's Fiction is described as "the mature odd woman" (132) who, 

[e]ccentric to the patriarchy but at home in her "own shape;" surrounded 

by beneficent plants and animals and willing to teach a chosen disciple her 

knowledge of herbs and of the human heart... seems to echo an archetypal figure 

long buried in women's collective memory—the earth goddess as "lady of the 

beasts" surrounded by bird, beast, and flower (Archetypal Patterns in Women's 

Fiction 132). 

Mamanina, in the story "Dichos" is just such an old woman surrounded by plants and 

animals. She is described living in a house "with yellow window-sills crowded with red 

and pink geraniums blooming in rusty Folgers coffee cans" with "front-yard hedges in 

the shapes of animals: a rooster, a peacock, a burro, a pig. a bull, a turkey, a cat, a dog" 

(12). Her love of the flowers in her garden is evident as the narrator explains that "every 

single flower growing in my Mamanina's garden around that nicho is named after Saint 

Somebody-or-Other" (13). In "Orgullo" we see her again, sitting "in repose, petting her 

"pampered, white Persian cat who sat regally on [her] bony lap" amidst a "resplendent 

garden in that patio that was lush with citrus trees, a two-hundred-year-old fig, and a 

tangle of vines and flowers ""(29). 
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In addition to the ciiaracteristics found in Preciado Martin's Mamdgrandes that 

resemble archetypal figures, there is the domestic sphere within which she is most often 

found that warrants attention, as well. The little viejitas in Preciado Martin's literature are 

almost always found somewhat regally dominating a space that belongs to her alone—her 

garden. Historian Raquel Rubio Goldsmith has written extensively on the role of gardens 

in mexicana's ("nortenas'') and Mexican American women's lives. In "Civilization, 

Barbarism, and Norteria Gardens," she states that one of the themes that helped shape the 

nortena experience is 

the image of the garden as both a female domain and a symbol of 

civilization In these experiences, tlowers from Spain became symbols 

of the women's own identity as civilized Christians, and walled gardens 

became sanctuaries against the barbarous desert and its inhabitants. (277) 

Goldsmith explains the role that Christianity played in the North American deserts, one 

they perhaps believed was best described by the word "civilization" (278). Inheriting this 

Christianized space as garden. Goldsmith explains: Nortefias responded with age-old 

mechanisms. They built their walls and within re-created their own version of 

'civilization.' In their homes they maintained their worship of God, the proper food, and 

the proper care of the family" (283). This is precisely the role that Preciado Martin's 

abuelitas adopt in her short stories. 

Perhaps the most vivid description of abuelita in her garden can be found in "La 

Bendicion" where NinaTacha can be found "busy patrolling her garden with the 

dedication of a decorated foot soldier on watch, padding between the rows of chilies and 
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tomatoes in her chanclas ... pinching off the aphids with her bare fingers, stopping to 

pull a bothersome weed... [and] gathering ripened tigs ... [while] snipping pieces of 

hierba buena for today's soups or stews" (35). This abuelita waters her rose garden 

•'tenderly with a leaky garden hose" (36), and so in tune with the natural world around 

her and feeling the bliss of harmony, she can oftentimes be found singing in this "fragrant 

arbor" over which she reigns, along with La Virgen de Guadalupe in an adjacent grotto in 

the yard. 

In her garden, which is not only a place of beauty but also the source of delicacies 

for her culinary arts, abuelita spends part of her day collecting "dried rose petals and rose 

hips in the pocket of her apron for fever teas and perfumed baths in the doldrums of 

summer" (36). A sweet smelling array of Nina Tacha's "spring annuals—carnations, 

geraniums, petunias, larkspur, sweet peas, and irises' can be found "blooming at attention 

in every imaginable container left over from... grandfather's household and automobile 

repairs" (36). Such a unique and imaginative garden prompts Nina Tacha to declare, "Aft 

Jardm es may artisticd" (36). Abuelita thus transforms the world of man-made machinery 

and commerce back into nature and, in one of the few spaces which she can call her own, 

she, like the nortenas about whom Goldsmith writes "walled in paradise and resisted the 

barbarity of discrimination" (284). 

The essence of spirituality, the Virgen de Guadalupe statue, is placed in the center 

of her garden, justifiably earning the title oftentimes ascribed to her. La Protectora. 

Again, Goldsmith is useful in explaining the spiritual nature of abuelita's garden: "The 

tiny gardens became sanctuaries because the Catholic churches down the street practiced 
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a kind of Catholicism they were not accustomed to, and in an alien language" (284). 

Thus, a private shrine within their gardens made sense. Because many of the Mexican 

women who came to the United States during and after the 1910 Mexican Revolution 

could not always find statues of their favorite saints within American churches, they 

simply placed them Inside their gardens. Goldsmith states: 'Those figures, so important 

in the everyday spiritual life of Mexican women, simply were not there. And so they 

established shrines for them within their domestic spaces, re-creating In their own 

gardens the Catholicism they were seeking" (284). Like the prayers that were handed 

down from mother to daughter, this custom of placing a statue of La Virgen de 

Guadalupe at the center of her garden is part of Mexican American women's inheritance. 

Annis Pratt concludes In Archetvoal Patterns In Women's Fiction that one can 

find an outline of women's quest for rebirth and transformation that "seems to parallel in 

Its figures and sequence such formulae as Jung's quest for Individuation, Campbell's 

adventures of the hero, and Frye's romance journey"—but with the differences that men 

and women have In their perceptions of these archetypes. Pratt's outline includes a phase 

in which "the hero is helped to cross the threshold of her adventure by some ordinary 

phenomenon that suddenly takes on extraordinary portent" (139). We see this occur in the 

life of the narrator In Preclado Martin's "El Milagro" when she witnesses, along with 

others in her community, the face of Jesus Christ on Senora Sanchez' tortilla. This 

miraculous event introduces us to the narrator's journey through her surrounding 

environment. 
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Moreover, Pratt explains that these "nonpatriarchai" and "iniatory" guides 

manifest themselves and lead the hero through "difficult points in the quest" and 

"towards social development" (140). Sometimes the guide can lead the hero "away from 

society and towards her own unconscious depths" (140). Preciado Martin's abuelitas 

perform these tasks as guides of the young narrator in El Milasro and Other Stories who 

describes her coming of age in numerous episodes. 

Besides Senora Sanchez' leading of the procession in the community, as well as 

leading the way for the presentation of the other guides in El Milagro and Other Stories. 

we also find the abuelita in "Dichos" who assists the young narrator on her journey 

towards development. In a sentimentalized scene that clearly depicts both the loving 

nature of the abuelita, as well as the love with which the narrator remembers her, the old . 

woman is shown eagerly greeting the young girl in the story at her front porch: "She's 

waiting for me, so brown and small, in the doorway under the porch like she knows the 

exact time I'm going to arrive" (13). In a gesture that reveals how she seemingly looks 

for a variety of ways in which to nurture the young girl, abuelita greets her with "this big 

old hug and pulls this treat for me, a saladito, out of one of the pockets. Sometimes it's a 

pan dulce or membrillo or a piece of gum" (13). 

A deliciously domestic scene then unfolds in abuelita's kitchen which "smells so 

good" because "she's always cooking something on her wood-burning stove" (13) 

constantly "pat-pat-patting and rolling out tortillas" while keeping her eye "on the 

simmering pot and stirring with a big wooden spoon or adding a pinch of this or that" 

(14). All the while she is stirring this or pouring that, la abuelita is simultaneously 
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dispensing proverbs like "Cuando hay hambre, no hay mal pan" (14) or "De la olla a la 

boca a todos se le cae la sopa" (14). As the ingredients are mixed together into a 

concoction and poured into their appropriate containers, so too is this young girl Hlled 

with the "ingredients" for her growth into womanhood by virtue of the wisdom passed 

onto her from her grandmodier. While nurturing the young girl with sopas and home

made tortillas, la abuelita gently and patiently offers food for thought in her time-

honored dichos—the conduits for the sagacious and guiding knowledge that the young 

narrator can live by. 

Mamanina's kitchen is a seeming wonderland of all things good and wholesome 

amidst swirling delicious smells of food cooking. Even the making of bread appears to be 

a magical event as abuelita blesses the masa she kneads for tortillas, adding "the baking 

powder and the salt in the form of a cross" (13). The attention given to the preparation of 

the meal is likened to the reverence with which one performs a sacred act as the tortillas 

are then rolled out "like a Communion host" and placed on the comal. 

Another Initiatory guide for the young girl who is to assist her through "difficult 

points in [her] quest" towards her individuation and womanhood and "towards social 

development" and maturity (140) is NanaTacha in "La Bendicidn." She "suddenly 

materializes in the back doorway of the kitchen like a genie from a bottle" to give the 

girls a departing blessing before they leave the safety of their home for an outing with 

friends. She models for these young girls the importance of praying to the saints and 

asking for protection, which her religion dictates. As the impatient girls are made to kneel 

for their blessing, the grandmother invokes what appears to the girls to be "the entire 
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hosts of heaven"—a long list of saints' names. Preciado Martin humorously depicts the 

old woman praying that the girls be well-guided and protected from "socialistas, 

comunistas, Villistas, Carrancistas, Maderistas, huelguistas, federales ..(40)—much to 

the girls' growing dismay and anxiety. When they think that she has finally stopped, Nina 

Tacha continues to ask that the young girls also be kept out of harms way from 

"protestantes, Jehovas, mormones ... bandidos, ladrones, mentirosos, embusteros" and, 

as if the list were not long enough, "asesinatos, matlosos, drogeros," and "pachucos" 

(40). Still not tlnished, however, the grandmother is laughingly portrayed reciting yet 

another long list of the kinds of misfortunes that can befall them. Preciado Martin wittily 

illustrates that the acts of guiding and initiating that are so much a part of the green world 

archetype's duties do not necessarily have to be solemn ones. 

Of all the initiation rites that most young girls undergo in the journey to 

adulthood, those involving cooking in the kitchen are perhaps the most well-remembered, 

for a variety of reasons. Among the numerous tasks young women have traditionally been 

expected to "master" in their preparation for that landmark rite of passage, marriage, 

sewing and cooking seem to be the most exalted. In the story, "La Tortillera," Preciado 

Martin humorously portrays one young woman's attempts to master the seemingly 

mysterious and difficult art of tortilla making, much to the chagrin of her patient mother 

who reigns in the "Kingdom of the Kitchen" (57). Though this story focuses on the 

relationship between mother and daughter, one can easily imagine the scene taking place 

between grandmother and granddaughter, and the story's illustration of a mock initiation 

rite of passage into womanhood warrants attention. 
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The young woman's reluctance to make homemade tortillas for her children is 

depicted as tantamount to the mother to her allowing them to "grow up without culture 

and underprivileged" (59). She has to be reminded to lower her voice and put on an 

appropriate apron. We are told that there is always a candle burning on the bedroom altar, 

throughout this process, along with a legion of "saints, virgins, Santos Ninos, and 

Almighty Poderosos" called upon to provide assistance: still, try as she may, the young 

woman fails miserably in her attempts to pass this test. Because this young narrator lacks 

the apparent experience, along with whatever else may be necessary, to quickly and 

easily make very nearly perfect tortillas, others in the story laugh at what they might look 

like, instead. The reader most likely smiles at the mother/grandmother's lighting a candle, 

at the end of the trial and story, alike, to "St. Jude. the patron of hopeless cases" (61-62). 

Though in this particular story she is not operating in the world of nature—the 

grandmother still attempts to guide the young initiate through a rite of passage that many 

Chicana readers can relate to and remember. 

Pratt states that sometimes the green world archetypal figure attempts to guide the 

young heroine "away from society and towards her own unconscious depths" (140). This 

is apparently what the appropriately named Paloma Flores. in the story titled "Plumas," 

undergoes. Her journey appears to be into the "unconscious depths" of some kind of 

Jungian collective memory of her indigenous roots. It is not made altogether clear in the 

story how Paloma Hores is led on and guided through this journey. She appears to 

mysteriously evolve into her green world guide, XochitL who is apparently someone 
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humble cafeteria worker by day, and the exotic XochitI goddess by night. 

Xochiti, or "flower bird" (68), we are told, is "a female priest dedicated to the 

Aztec goddess Tonantzm, the creator goddess, the earth and harvest goddess, the goddess 

of young growth and beauty" (68). We find her not in a garden but, rather, atop "the 

summit of the pyramid where the altar of Tonantzm was located," attended by "a hundred 

vestal virgins who chanted solemnly" and amidst "[a] hundred [burning] brazier fires" 

(69). The elaborate scene is described as "so haunting that it seemed to be a sound from 

the very center of the earth" (70). This place would appear to be simultaneously at the 

center of Paloma Flores' unconscious memory bank and/or and at the very center of the 

natural world. Wherever it is, it is a powerful site, said to be able to "wake those in the 

deepest slumbers. Even the dead" (70). 

When we discover that Paloma Flores does not show up for work in the school 

cafeteria one day—it is hinted at that she is fired—because her "feathers kept getting in 

the soup" (71), we understand that her transformation is complete. Incongruous as it may 

seem, it would appear that Paloma Rores, the endearing little old lady who has been 

described as quiet and unobtrusive, dressed in a "plain, gray cloth coat," and wearing a 

common haimet over her thick braids, is the exotic and fantastic XochitI of "her dreams" 

(66). Implied in the story is that she, Paloma Hores. has found her way to a more 

authentic self in her indigenous phantasm. We see her at the end of the story not as a 

lowly domestic worker in the school cafeteria, but rather exalted as a powerful priestess 

of the pyramids. "Plumas," then, sets the contemporary world of technology, as 
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symbolized by the school cafeteria, over and against a presumably more authentic 

indigenous world. In finding her way back to that world, Paloma Flores finds her way 

back to a part of herself from which she has been separated by modem society and 

technology. Ln miraculously being transformed and re-discovering through her dreams 

this natural and magical—as opposed to industrialized—world, she is able to grow into 

that which her very name implies, the world of nature abundant with the "birds" and 

"flowers" of a pre-industrialized state that is not regulated by the tyranny of the clock, 

time cards, and the nine-to-five workday existence. 
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A "Fiesta of the Living": 

Reflection. Redemption, and Remembering in "Ei Milagro" and "El Creciente" 

Like the dead-seeming, cold rocks, I have memories within 
that came out of the material that went to make me. 

Time and place have had their say. 
—Zora Neale Hurston 

"Chicano writing [is] a ritual of the living, in a sense, a fiesta of the living" 
-•"Chicano Literature: Fiesta of the Living," Tomas Rivera 

The two bookend narratives, "EI Milagro" and "El Creciente," both include 

allusions to the spiritual and the miraculous. At tlrst glance, one recognizes Barrio Anita 

as a cornucopia of plenty. Tomatoes grow to be "the size of pumpkins," and one squash 

grows so large that "it took [Viuda Elias'] brother-in-law a whole morning to cut it up" 

(4). One retleno is "enough to feed four people" and the narrator's grandfather's 

cornstalks "grew so tall and so broad that he set up a little stand and started charging 

everyone twenty-five cents to climb them" (4). But not only are the vegetables seemingly 

magical, so too are the animals of this barrio. Raco the mule lets the neighborhood 

children easily ride him while EI Diablo, "the one-eyed rooster" sits on the eggs to keep 

them warm. Pedro Infante, the canary, works his own magic on another resident who is 

somehow persuaded to "[whitewash] the house without even having to be asked" (4). 

Even Tio Lalo is apparently persuaded to do odd things like hand out all at once the 

"home brew that he had been stashing beneath the higuera" and then suddenly take to 

"accompanying... Tia Vera on her nightly novenas for the sick, the dying, the dead, and 

the resurrected" (4). Then there is the homely and shy Lupita who suddenly becomes "the 

belle of the Del Rio Ballroom" where she uncharacteristically wins the "Grito" 
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championship and runs away with the bandleader to Los Angeles (5). Some kind of 

magical dust is quickly spreading throughout this old pueblo, and we receive the first 

forewarning with the opening line of "El Milagro" when the narrator states "I could have 

told you that something out of the ordinary was going to happen in Barrio Anita that 

summer" (4). Then comes the more direct statement. "Everything seemed milagroso" (4), 

followed by the litany of examples of strange occurrences. 

This is the world of magical realism, where magical things happen to everyday 

people, in everyday places. Preciado Martin's El Milagro and Other Stories appropriates 

and continues a tradition of this genre most often incorporated in Latin American 

literature. It is useful to her as a technique with its problematizing of normalized and 

marginalized worlds. Living on the outskirts of a dominant culture, as do these barrio 

residents, one is more apt to invert order and feel more comfortable than most with the 

supposed abnormal. In such a construction, things fall apart, and the old rules don't 

apply. Only in a world such as this could one find a community so wholly accepting as 

possible something as extraordinary—as magical and miraculous—as the face of Christ 

on a tortilla. 

Thus begins, on one otherwise ordinary Saturday, this curious pilgrimage by the 

townspeople in their Sunday best to the house of the heroine of the story, Senora 

Sanchez. Senora Sanchez is a seemingly unlikely candidate for such adulation by 

townsfolk and clergy alike. We are told that she is "thrice married and never one to attend 

daily mass or complete a novena or hold a vigil" (6), but she is the one who first 

witnesses the miracle in her own backyard. She is described in imagery that is an obvious 



168 

reference to the Virgin Mary: "presiding" with "piocha blossoms fragrant at her feet," her 

head "crowned by a halo from the street lamp," and her hands "folded prayerfully over 

her ample belly" (7). The sacred and religious imagery is repeated in the description of 

her cast-iron stove which is "festooned like an altar" (7), piled high with candles, flowers, 

holy cards, ofrecimientos, and rosaries. There, on the stove, next to Senora Sanchez, can 

be seen "the face of Christ... in the tortilla" (7). 

This opening story presents the picture of a community imbued with the spiritual 

and the magical. In this barrio, we literally tlnd the ordinary visited by the miraculous 

when we are told of the apparition of Jesus Christ upon the staple of this community's 

diet, the common tortilla. The very earthy and human Senora Sanchez is made to appear 

as someone resembling the Virgin Mary, an ordinary cast-iron stove is transformed into 

an altar, and a neighborhood gathering turns into a pilgrimage. By so painting a portrait 

of this community as a reflection of a place "on earth as it is in heaven," Preciado Martin 

asserts an attitude that finds Barrio Anita reverent and likened to the sacred. If this is a 

neighborhood in which the face of Christ can appear on some humble woman's ordinary 

tortilla—why, what's not to expect? Anything can happen, it would seem, in a 

community wherein resides such a promise of hope. There would appear to be a 

redemptive quality to existence in this barrio. 

The final narrative in El Milagro and Other Stories. "El Creciente" ('The Flood"), 

finds some three hundred relatives of the Salazar family at the old orchard and ranch in 

Aravaipa Creek, "EI Canon." They have gathered for a family reunion, with Dona 

Rosalfa Salazar de Whelan the guest of honor. Then, suddenly, a strong breeze pushes 
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down towards the base of the Pinaleno Mountains, gathering velocity amidst the growing 

gusts and thunderclaps until "the deluge began" (87). The overflowing creek picks up 

speed and debris along the way as it moves into a flash flood that sweeps across the 

terrain. Aravaipa Creek becomes "swollen now with water from a hundred springs, 

creeks, rivulets, and arroyos" (88). 

In a scene mimicking a Chagall painting, the narrator describes one Don 

Epimenio Salazar, "like an archetypal Noah," and "at the head of a phantom flotilla" pass 

by on a "floating ranch wagon" (89) that carries in it apples, pears, plums, and various 

other fruit from his orchards. At his side and "drifting by on her huge cast-iron stove," is 

his wife. Dona Crespina holding "a teetering stack of cooking pans" (89). Not far behind, 

on the roof of another wagon, follow his six daughters, and behind them, the Salazar's 

only son "navigating the waves on his courageous rock pony" (89). This fantastic picture 

includes a laughing and singing conjunto "steering their guitars through a whirlpool" 

(90). Another follows "sailing" an "ancient cottonwood ... like a schooner," while 

"buoyant on burlap bags" full of various fruit and nuts are "Narices Mochas" and his 

wife, floating in front of another "kneeling in a raft made of her prayer and catechism 

books" (90). We know we have entered the realm of the surreal, with such a collage of 

images flowing easily and unbelievably from one into the other in this phantasmal parade 

of "the spirits in their phantom barks" (90). 

More characters are named and depicted being swept up and carried away in the 

inundation to who knows where: Dona Chepa Duran. Juan Martinez, Jesus Macias, and 

the Rubal brothers, to name a few. Even the statue of the saint. El Nino Sana Cruz, is 
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seen "WALKING ON THE WATER" (91). And as if these apparitions floating by were 

not enough, Teodoro Sanchez is then described as "a specter himself, fading in the wash 

of the rain" (91) offering to carry the narrator to safety, out through a back road leading 

through the Santa Teresa Mountains. But the narrator, amidst this succession of 

incredible images, catches a glimpse of a rainbow on the horizon and answers, instead, 

"No thanks" while she stands there, facing the rising creek, the "water and memories" 

lapping around her at her feet (92). The narrative ends with her standing as the water 

rushes around her, her heart "being swept away like a leaf in an eddy" (92), and her 

repeating, "No thanks. I can't get out. I can never get out" (92). 

The surging flood, the references to the biblical Noah, and the saint statuette 

walking on water all suggest gestures to Christian theology, in particular the apocalypse 

in the final book of Revelation and The Great Flood. A parallel can be made between the 

significance of those biblical events and the gathering of families and the deluge at 

Arivaca. Firstly, whether it was a conscious decision on the part of the author, or not, the 

collection. El Milagro and Other Stories, includes thirteen stories in what can be read as a 

parallel, however remote, to the thirteen attendants at the Last Supper of Christian 

theology—^Jesus Christ and his twelve disciples. The reader of these thirteen narratives 

can be said to be feasting his or her eyes on this gathering of stories, much like the 

thirteen biblical men may have feasted at their gathering. Secondly, though no shroud of 

Turin, the first story in the collection, "El Milagro" does include a story about the face of 

Christ on a tortilla. 
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Especially useful in understanding the characters and themes about which 

Preciado Martin writes in her short stories, including "El Creciente," is a familiarity with 

what author of the Chicano classic v no se la traeo la tierra. Tomas Rivera, refers to as "a 

ritual of the living, in a sense, a fiesta of the living" ("Chicano Literature; Fiesta of the 

Living" 29). In explaining the significance of Chicano literature, he states: "to come to 

realize that one's own family group or clan is not represented in literature is a serious and 

saddening realization. At twelve, I looked for books by my people, by my immediate 

people, and found very few" (20). He writes of the bond, the connection, that one is able 

to make when one is finally able to find within literature some relation to oneself. Many 

literary critics today, like Rivera, can remember a time when there was no such 

connection in the books that they read in our American public schools. Perhaps much of 

the love for, and success of, Preciado Martin's works is her ability to create characters 

through which many of her readers can relate. To create characters that strike a resonance 

to her readers' own lives, past and present. 

The very act of remembering has become problematic. With Renato Rosaldo's 

study of imperialist nostalgia, and with the many contemporary studies by post-colonial 

theorists, memory and remembering become not only problematic but also political. 

Though much of remembering in Chicano literature can be explained through the theory 

of imperialist nostalgia, there are other interpretations. Rivera explains this important act 

of the "ritual of remembering" (22) by stating: 

In my perception, what Chicano writers strive for most is the capturing of 

a fast-disappearing past—the conserving of past experiences, real or 
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imagined, through articulation. But to me the past is now, as well. There 

exists in Chicano literature both an external and an internal preoccupation 

with the past. I might add that it is not mere nostalgia brought about 

through a disillusionment with what has happened, nor a disorientation 

within a value system, nor the exploding of the myth of a moral 

government; but, rather, it is a ritual from which to derive and maintain a 

sense of humanity—a ritual of cleansing and a prophecy. (22) 

As perceived through the lenses of this theory, the ending flood in "El Creciente," as well 

as the story's prominence as the final word, placed a.s it is at the end of the collection El 

Milagro and Other Stories, can be read as a symbol both of that "'cleansing" and 

"prophecy" to which Rivera refers. The story can be interpreted as an attempt to, as 

Rivera states, "not only .. .remember an obligation but to recall the sources of strength, 

the original elements from which he came and from which he can once again regain that 

strength" (26). The story's introductory epigram, with its emphasis on remembering, 

would also seem to support this significance in the story. 

We see the twin themes of redemption and resurrection arising from the second 

story of this pair of bookend narratives, "El Creciente." The deluge in Aravaipa Canyon 

is as if cleansing the land in a symbolic baptism and preparing a way for a new way of 

life. All of the people mentioned riding the waves of the surging flood in the canyon are 

resurrected from the narrator's memory and as if brought to life. The rolling river would 

appear to be carrying with it all of the nurturing properties in water to make for a fertile 

land and mirroring that river of history that has swept across the canyon, throughout time. 
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The narrator is inundated with the swelling images flooding her mind of all that is native 

to this place, and when she says that she "can never get out" (92), we know that she feels 

a part of this continuum of humanity that flows continuously from one generation to the 

next. 

Placed as it is, the final story in this collection, also brings to mind the last book 

of the New Testament, the book of Revelation and the apocalypse. The book of 

Revelation is an ending and a beginning—the symbolic and ultimate sweeping away of 

and bringing an end to all that is evil, which clears a space for the triumph of good. The 

Great Flood brings on the baptismal-like cleansing of the land so that some new day may 

evolve. We get a sense of a release to, and acceptance of. one's positioning in place and 

time. A sense of the being connected to all that has passed before and that will continue 

after us. The epigrammatic dicho introducing "EI Creciente" ("El que vive en la memoria 

nunca muere") reminds us that despite the crescendoing cascade of multiple names of 

those floating along with the flood, neither one will cea.se to exist for their descendants as 

long as they are allowed to live in their memories. 

Remembering plays a critical role in the works by Preciado Martin. Telling the 

stories of the people of Southern Arizona mentioned in her oral histories and of the 

characters found in her collections of short stories. Preciado Martin helps to assure that 

they will not be forgotten. Capturing them in photograph and preserving their words in 

oral histories and stories helps to prevent their erasure and saves for posterity not only 

their images, but also a sense of the very spirit and significance of their being. As 

Preciado Martin has observed, "We search not just for bloodlines and dusty momentos 
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and faded photographs, but for the shape of our values and our souls (Images and 

Conversations: Mexican American Recall a Southwestern Past 10). 



175 

The House of the Fig Tree: Planting Tradition in the Old Pueblo 

Patricia Preciado Martin begins her collection of oral histories in Images and 

Conversations: Mexican Americans Recall a Southwestern Past with a story and a Htting 

metaphor about a fig tree. Jose M. Sosa built a home for his family on Main Street in 

Tucson and also planted a fig tree. We are told that through the years the tree "grew, its 

spreading branches finally embracing the garden wall" (9). When Tucson had not yet 

reached the level of urban sprawl it's reached today, the Sosa family could often be found 

having fallen asleep on warm summer nights beneath the "protective canopy of the sky 

and the fig tree" (9). As the tree grew, we are told, it provided sustenance for each 

succeeding generation. In time, a busy neighborhood grew around this fig tree and, 

despite the encroaching bulldozers and concrete that are part of urban renewal, the fig 

tree remained, "in stubborn affirmation of those families who gave it root... a symbol of 

history and nostalgia in a modem wasteland of concrete, an inheritance which still gives 

sustenance to those of us who pass this way" (10). 

Preciado Martin's collection of oral histories, she tells us. are narratives of 

ancestors who "planted traditions as well as trees"—the very trees that would protect us 

"from a technological world we don't always understand" (10). Featuring prominently in 

each story is the house that once was but is no more, though still very much remembered: 

Antonio Cordova's great-grandmother's house on 17'** and Main "does not exist 

anymore" (13); the house that Herminia Cordova's father built "was torn down" (25); and 

Jacinta Jacobo Carranza states: 'The house that I was bom in no longer exists—all the 

houses were town down when that area was made into a park" (59). Henry Garcia's 
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parents' home was at 218 EI Paso Street, but he relates that "where our house used to be 

is now part of the parking lot" (70); Marina Olivas recounts that "over there, where the 

bridge is on the highway... there used to be a beautiful spring there, an artesian well" 

(78). Finally, Frank Escalante states: 'They have cut down all the cottonwoods. They 

have bulldozed everything" (85). Theirs is a litany of loss that echoes from one page to 

the next, even as each can still mark the spot, geographically, with the exact address or 

pair of cross-roads at which the house once stood: whether at "Convent and 17"*" (13), 

"312 El Paso" (25), or "the comer of Sixth Street and Sixth Avenue" (27). 

Amidst the losses, however, is that which the interviewees have preserved— 

memories. Despite the passing of many years, each is able to remember with amazing 

attention to detail. The tone with which much is expressed to be now gone is rather 

matter of fact, as if to state. "That is the way things go." But always, mixed in with the 

rhetoric of loss is a strong sense of pride over the way things were, over how much was 

accomplished, how well one worked, how beautiful a family was created. 

The photographs that accompany each history reveal a tale of their own and 

appear to express the environment each interviewee could be said to be most associated 

with. The narrative and the photograph, together, make for the complete picture of each 

interviewee. For example. Maria Soto Audelo is pictured in the center of pictures and 

symbols that perhaps have most influenced her life—a large cross of Christ on the cross, 

an array of what appear to be family pictures, and what looks to be a beauty pageant 

portrait of a much younger Mara Soto Audelo. In the portrait, the younger Maria is seen 

with long, black flowing hair that covers her like a shawl. She is dressed regally, in white 
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lace, with a banner carrying the word "Mexico" on it and pulled across her chest, and a 

hat with the word "Liberty" across it. She looks the very picture of an early 20"* century 

princess, with staff in hand, some apparently ruling virgen-queen of Mexico. She is 

dressed in the style of an upper class, wealthy young Mexican maiden. Situated at the 

very center of the photograph are Maria Soto Audelo herself, in the foreground, against 

the backdrop of a crucified Christ on a cross placed on the door behind her, alongside the 

earlier picture of herself. Directly behind her is a tall dresser with many family pictures 

atop it. The dresser with the emblematic family pictures appear like a symbolic mountain 

fortifying Maria Audelo seated in front. All is located in what appears to be her bedroom, 

an intimate setting of a private domestic sphere with all of the things that most identify 

her and have apparently strengthened her: her God. her family, her social status, and both 

her youth and her age. 

In similar fashion. Elina Laos Sayre is pictured at the center of the room in the 

center of the photograph, and foregrounding a bevy of family pictures on the walls and 

encircled around her. She sits with two symbols of the past and present by her side: an 

elaborate little girl's dress, and a walking cane. In the background is /ler dresser with its 

typical altar devoted to statues of religious figures. The dress in the picture is presumably 

home made and one that used to belong to Elina Sayre. perhaps saved because it was 

worn on a special occasion, for she states in the narrative: "Everything was handmade in 

those days. There was no ready-to-wear. My mother wa.s a beautiful seamstress. We even 

made our own hats" (55). The dress is held up by Elina Sayre in a gesture of proud 

display. The very feminine quality of the little girl's dress she holds up with her hands 
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reflects the way in which the room is decorated—with flowers around the mirror and 

flowers on the chair. Together with her pearl earrings and print dress, these traditional 

symbols of femininity perhaps speak to a pronounced quality in the character of Elina 

Laos Sayre. 

In contrast, Jacinta Jacobo Carranza is pictured outside, amidst a large gathering 

of potted plants. Her narrative states that her maternal grandparents were farmers. She, 

too, is not without her religious icons and symbols. Directly behind her is a small and 

simple cross hanging on the wall. Seated as she is amidst her numerous plants, Jacinta 

Carranza blends in and becomes one with her makeshift garden. Like perhaps another 

flower in her garden, she competes, along with all the plants around her, for the attention 

of the eye of the beholder. 

Felix Olivas. with his tall physique, is photographed seated in a chair and looking 

ever as proud as the peacock ornament hanging on the wall behind him. Instead of 

peacock feathers, his crowning glory would appear to be one of the several hats found 

hanging on the hat tree next to him. He is the very picture of the patriarchal figure seated 

on a seeming throne and. we are told, owner of some thirty acres of land, some of which 

he has handed down to his sons. His king-like portrayal in the photograph speaks to his 

status as one of the last remaining rancheros in the area: "When we bought this property, 

we were the only ones here, and we have been the only ones here who have been 

ranching... I have a few cattle and a bull and a few little calves. My brand is O Bar F' 

(83). His pride in his position as head of the household, head of his ranch, and father to 

several sons, is evident. 
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This collection of oral histories includes photographs of the land, as well, as if it 

were a character itself. Perhaps the most telling photograph of all is the one with the line 

that reads: "Some saladitos, a loaf of bread and a can of milk, par favor'' (64). "La 

Tiendita," identified only by the numbers "5329" stands abandoned in an overgrown field 

of weeds and trees. What perhaps used to be a pathway leading to the front door is now 

overtaken by a chaotic mass of vegetation. It appears almost to be disappearing from the 

landscape and about to be "swallowed up" by the surrounding overgrowth. It remains as a 

relic and testament to a past and almost forgotten way of life, the corner market. With its 

white walls shining bright in the sunlight, it would appear to be announcing its intent to 

remain in the foreground of the culture from which it emerges, stubbornly fending off the 

branching arms of the encroaching trees and tall weeds threatening its very existence. 

With very little action displayed in the photography, there is a sense of stillness—almost 

an eerie quality about it. The front door teases and beckons the observer of the 

photography almost as if to lure her in, and it is easy to want to imagine all the activity 

that has transpired within those four walls. But we. as the ones on the outside looking in, 

will probably never know unless we are willing to metaphorically open the door to the 

past. 
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CORAJE YCORAZON: PATTI BLANCO AND SILVUNA WOOD 

BEARING WITNESS TO LA VIDA COTIDIANA 

AND CREATING COMMUNITY THROUGH SOCLU. ACTION DRAMA 

Patti Blanco and Silviana Wood continue writing about the spaces which we see 

introduced in the works by Wilbur-Cruce and Preciado Martin. Silviana Wood 

writes of the downtown Tucson barrio, as does Preciado Martin, but Wood's works are 

dramatizations that focus on the inter-relationships of all of the family members who live 

there and their neighbors—grandparents, nephews, uncles, parents, cousins, the widow 

next door. Whereas Preciado Martin's El Milaero and Other Stories includes a view of 

the barrio from the young female protagonist's perspective. Wood's plays do not 

highlight a female bildungsroman character. The youths Wood does depict are just as 

often male as female, and she focuses on the generational differences between them and 

the elderly of the barrio, [n doing so, she highlights the losses taking place in the barrio; 

the youth very often do not speak Spanish, much to the elder's chagrin; and the younger 

persons tend toward a tendency to want to assimilate into the mainstream American 

culture, as opposed to the elderly who cling to their old Mexican customs and traditions. 

Wood's plays address the social problems that afflict the barrio residents, and 

they attempt to create solutions to these problems for the audience; thus, my 

characterization of her plays as social-action drama. Wood's intent is very often to incite 

some awareness and desire to act to correct the problems highlighted in her plays. The 

past in her plays is used as a contrast to what can be said to be missing in the present— 

the older, more genteel, manners and customs from Mexico; the preference for speaking 
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Spanish, not English, especially with the elders of the community; the pronounced 

concern for others in one's family, neighborhood, and community, as opposed to the self-

absorption of the more modem and younger what-have-you-done-for-me-lately-

generation. 

Of central importance in Wood's dramatizations is a sense of humor. For 

example, rather than invoking a romanticized attitude of nostalgia for the past. Wood's 

plays elicit more of a sense of coraje—an anger from the audience for the history of 

discrimination towards Mexican Americans living in the barrio and a desire to do 

something about it. In this way. Wood's plays are in the tradition of teatro Chicano 

wherein the intent is not so much to create great drama, but to create awareness of social 

ills. Key to leatro Chicano, and to Wood's plays, is the use of derision as a means of 

criticism. The very thing that is derided—like the younger generation's loss of the 

Spanish language and traditions, for example, or the ineptitude of social service agency 

administrators to meet the needs of barrio residents—is that which the playwright implies 

is the problem. Always, then, the coraje is cloaked in humor; more specifically, in a 

derision of that which the playwright means to treat as a problem to be addressed. The 

audience member recognizes the problem and relates to the frustration, while sensing 

herself part of a community that understands, as evidenced by the audience's laughter. In 

this way, she feels supported by a community that understands her problems, and she 

feels less alone; the plays create a sense of community and solidarity for the audience that 

serve as support for one who would otherwise feel that she has to cope all alone with 

problems only she alone could understand. 
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Patti Blanco introduces a new geographical space with her oral history poems— 

the small mining town of Miami, Arizona during the I930's and 40's. She writes about 

the experiences of the Mexican American residents of this place as her mother 

remembers it. Grover's Canyon is the locale of Blanco's characters. Like Wilbur-Cruce's 

autobiography, Blanco's oral histories are centered in rural Arizona and the dynamics of 

small town life. The oral histories depict the struggles that these residents endured, as 

well as the strength that they, as a community, developed which supported them and 

allowed them to cope. 

Despite the matter-of-fact tone with which Blanco's narrator relates the events 

occurring, the reader is left with a sense of outrage. One feels outrage at the treatment of 

the Mexican American residents of Grover Canyon during World War II when anti-

foreign sentiment ran high, for example, or for the less than humane working conditions 

that the miners had to endure and which typically instigated a shorter life span for them. 

But there is also a strong undercurrent of sadness that permeates these oral histories. 

Sadness for the young orphan who lives as an outcast, for his days of hunger, for the 

poverty that his family must endure. Blanco's narratives don't ever explicitly state that 

which we find ourselves outraged about or saddened by; the delivery is subtle, and 

Blanco shows rather than tells. The result is a profound experiencing, by the reader, of la 

vida cotidiana, the everyday way of life, for the Mexican American community of 

Miami, Arizona during hard times in America, the time of the Great Depression and 

World War H. Knowing what their daily lives were like gives us insight into the history 

of the place. 
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During the I960's and the Chicano Movement, Chicano literature was justifiably 

called Chicano (emphasis on the masculine "o"), as it was dominated by men and their 

themes of an explosive rage against the dominant culture, together with a burgeoning 

sense of ethnic pride. The political issues first explored and written about in the actos of 

Teatro Campesino and directed against the patrones patrolling the fields worked by the 

farmworkers soon were expanded to encompass more than the Delano strike against big 

business. The heady cries for liberation mushroomed across class lines and spread from 

workers in the fields to those in the cities, as well. Cordelia Candelaria states that la 

literaturci del Movimiento "tapped its members' historical roots, mestizo heritage, and 

wide variety of raza experiences for its Inspiration" (Chicano Poetry: A Critical 

[ntroduction 10). Much of Chicano literature was centered in the male-dominated arenas 

and written by accomplished poets like Alurista, Raiil Salinas. Angel Gutierrez, Tino 

Villanueva, and Corky Gonzalez. But with the emergence of the Chicana Renaissance in 

the I980's Chicanas introduced new themes and brought the writing centered in their 

domestic spheres to the pages of their literature in greater frequency. Anthologies 

focusing on Chicana literature were published in greater numbers than ever before. And 

literary critics began to notice patterns of themes that predominated in that which 

Chicanas wrote about. 

Tey Diana Rebolledo and Eliana Rivero explain in their introduction to Infinite 

Divisions: An Anthology of Chicana Literature that since the I980's "Chicana literature 

has blossomed into a rich and complex body of work" and Chicana writers have begun to 

be given more mainstream attention (xx). In compiling their anthology they began to 
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oneself, as a woman and as a member of an ethnic minority group" (xx). They, and other 

literary critics, began to notice that Mexican American women writers focused on stories 

about growing up, on the significance of their grandmothers and other women in their 

lives, on the stories they heard from their mothers and could not forget, and on the 

importance of the Virgen de Guadalupe, La Llorona, la ciirandera. La Adelita, and other 

symbolic figures in their lives. The physical spaces that their literature occupied was also 

different from their male predecessors who had written and published in the 60's. 

Mexican American women were not writing about marching in the streets, but rather 

about those places where they could be found most often conducting their everyday 

activities in the home: in the garden, at the kitchen table, at the altar in the bedroom, in 

the church confessional, in the small apartments where they raised their children as heads 

of the household, and in any number of typically woman-centered places. They wrote of 

those spaces in their everyday lives, of the spaces de la vida cotidiana. 

As Mexican Americans, in general, moved from rural to urban spaces, there was 

an accompanying "change from exterior spaces to interior spaces" (Rebolledo and Rivero 

158). Commenting on the move from the rural to the urban and the accompanying change 

in women's literature, Rebolledo and Rivero state: 

Where before writers may have commented on mountains, rivers, and 

even towns from an exterior perspective, we begin to see the 

transformation to interiors of rooms and houses—spaces that then become 

traditional "^female" spaces. The move to the city also institutes more 
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compartmentalization of women's lives. These interior spaces are often 

enclosing and narrowing. Kitchens, which epitomize women's work in 

terms of food preparation and production, also delineate sjmibolicaily the 

nurturing aspect of many women. In much Chicana literature, kitchens are 

closely associated with grandmothers and with cultural values related to 

the Spanish language and family traditions And while the kitchen can 

enclose and enslave, generally speaking it is a nourishing and nurturing 

safe haven where the writers can return for emotional and psychological 

sustenance in terms of female support via their abuelitas, mothers, and 

sisters. (158-159) 

It is from the space at the kitchen table that Patti Blanco's mother first related her stories • 

to her daughter, the poet, that became "Rosario Magdaleno: Nine Drawings." It is with 

the abuelita that Preciado Martin paints her most nurturing and endearing characters. It is 

through the interactions between mother and daughter, u'cis and sisters, that Wood focuses 

much of her dialogue. 

With a resurgence of recognition of all that defines her domestic sphere and the 

significance that it has had. and continues to have, on her identity and her changing sense 

of self as a Mexican American woman living at the edge of yet another border—the 

passing of one century and the introduction of the new millennium—Mexican American 

women have put pen to paper and not stopped listening to their own voices or stopped 

following their instincts and that thread that leads them ever closer to a way of being that 

their mothers perhaps couldn't have imagined. Oftentimes, with a renewed sense of self 



came rage, coraje, and she shed herself of the constrictions her mother had had to live 

with, determined to be the agency of her own life. And, h'ke Silviana Wood, she 

expressed her anger at the treatment her barrio had withstood from various social and 

political institutions that governed her life. This is the context within which we must read 

the works of Mexican American women writers. This context is the common 

denominator that unites the works of las arizonenses. But because the past is as important 

to her construction of self and the expression of her literature as is the future, she thinks 

and writes with the cyclical, rather than the linear, in mind, with that which defines life 

itself of which she is such an integral player. She oftentimes writes of the circles that 

matter most to her: The family. The community. The barrio. The centers. The very heart 

of the matter; Sometimes con coraje, pero siempre con mucho corazdn. 
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"Deiame decirte... 

Plain Talk and Poetry in the Oral History Narratives by Patti Blanco 

The subject of Patti Blanco's prose-oral histories is the everyday lives of Mexican 

Americans in Phoenix and Miami, Arizona in the mid-20"^ century. Most of the prose is 

written in her mother's voice us if she were sitting at the kitchen table, reminiscing and 

recounting her life. Her narrative undulates in a voice both lyrical and precise, with a 

tone that can perhaps best be described as matter of fact. Blanco's unpublished 

manuscript, tentatively titled gods of the neighborhood, includes a mixture of poetry and 

prose. Her section of oral history narratives, subtitled "Rosario Magdaleno: Nine 

Drawings," is dedicated to her mother, Rosario Magdaleno. "who drew me these pictures 

as I was growing up and who helped me in their editing." In "Harvest Moon," one of the 

nine pieces, for example, the narrator relates 

So when I came to Phoenix in 1945.1 stayed with my cousins on 

Maricopa Street and shared a bed with my cousin Kika. The son Chepe 

had TB and I took one look at him and knew he was going to die. 

In a style that is most typical of her oral history prose. Blanco has her narrator begin in 

media res, with the introductory phrase. "So when I came to Phoenix." Then, after 

relating that the son is ill, she very pointedly states that she "took one look at him and 

knew he was going to die." The affect of placing such a startling observation in the midst 

of a casual conversation gives one the impression that the narrator feels that death and 

dying are not considered unusual events and that the emotions with which one faces death 

ought to be minimally expressed- The language with which the narrator speaks of this 
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impending death is stripped of any sentimentality that one might expect to be attached to 

such an admission. In Blanco's oral histories, illnesses and other kinds of suffering are 

recounted as if they are to be expected. We feel that the narrator believes that they are 

such altogether common occurrences in this world that one should perhaps not dwell on 

them or expend too much time and energy emoting over them. The seeming nonchalance 

with which her relative's death is related is further emphasized when the narrator follows 

mention of it with the statement, "And you know they were terrible cooks. All they ever 

ate was beans and tortillas for breakfast and avena and coffee. And then the same thing 

for lunch. Then for supper maybe a little meat or sopa." It is as if she brushes aside her 

cousin's death, or of any emotions it provoked, and immediately continues with an 

exchange that reveals the characters' plain talk: "So one day 1 said, 'Why don't we make 

a salad?' and my Aunt Ricarda said, 'Oh, I don't like salads." and I said, 'Well maybe 

Chepe would.' And so she asked him and he said. 'Yes [ would'." Nothing, apparently, 

not even her cousin's impending death, is treated as more significant than whether one 

likes salad or not. The narrator merely relates her cousin's simple affirmation and 

acceptance of what she offers with a "Yes I would"—perhaps in as unassuming a manner 

as if he were to accept his own death that we are told is apparently near. It is this seeming 

resignation, with such lack of aplomb, that expresses the conversants' attitude toward 

both life and death. 

When the narrator states, "I think I'll make some pies," another character in the 

prose merely responds with, "Out of what?" further reinforcing the simple language over 

mundane matters with which these characters converse. Following a long description by 
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the narrator of the things she used to bake, spiced here and there with more of the same 

stripped down conversation, the narrator then recounts that "one day my Aunt came into 

the bedroom and said, 'EstA muriendo ChepeS" His death is here portrayed in terms that 

are as swift and apparently easy as the manner in which he used to consume the narrator's 

fudge and pies ("by the time we got there he had died"). There is no seeming angst or 

undue philosophizing about the nature of things in life and, once again, no emoting is 

revealed about the death of this beloved son and brother. The narrator states in one final 

sentence that speaks to the apparently easy removal of Chepe and that with which he is 

associated: "His brother was already loading the truck with his cane and clothes and 

mattress. He took them out to the dump that night and burned them." The death and 

removal of one in this household is made no more of than an earlier and simple request 

for something to eat ("He would tell Kika, 'Why don't you ask Chayo to make some 

fudge,' and so I'd make some for him"). All of the emotions and sentimentality that one 

would expect Chepe's mother and brother to experience upon his death make up the 

unspoken subtext in a narrative that is only deceptively simple and that, lurking behind 

the seemingly mundane, are heavy in tone. 

In "Mary," we are told that another cousin of the narrator's "was so spoiled." Her 

family takes a streetcar downtown to buy her "an old Royal typewriter" from the 

Salvation Army, as they encourage her to go to school because they presume that "[y]ou 

can't do anything without a high school education." Even Mary's brother, "stationed in 

Germany just after the war," encourages her: "I'll help you. I'll send you money." The 

narrator's final statement, "But she wasn't serious. She didn't even last the month," is 
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offered with as little explanation as that which, apparently, Mary decided not to go to 

school after all. And this is all we will ever know of Mary. This piece is just one short 

excerpt from Mary's life that seems to sum up her character as briefly as is Mary's 

apparent interest in anything. The resignation to fate that we saw before with regard to 

Chepe's death is echoed in this narrative. 

Perhaps the most poignant excerpt from the entire narrative is the one titled, 

simply, "1933." The details the narrator provides portray a serious, stark picture of 

poverty before, during, and after the Great Depression. Only because the narrator's father 

happens upon a dime on the floor does the family get to experience "those slices of bread 

as if they were cake"—the slices of bread that were elevated to "a sign of prosperity" 

when available with which to make sandwiches. The social and political context 

imbedded in the narrative reveals the discrimination that was prevalent at the time; the 

narrator tells of her sister and her being "ashamed" of their burrito which, she says "we 

would try to hide ... in our hands as we ate our lunch." The narrator provides another 

example of the marginal status of the people she talks about with that of the 

governmental office that refuses welfare rations to "'mexicanos" during the Depression 

with the missive, "Go back to Mexico; we'll give you $250 to go back." Of course, the 

offer to pay them such a large amount of money during a time of economic depression 

only speaks all the more to the hatred that some had for the these Americans suffering the 

Depression along with everyone else. Even after legitimate complaints, we are told, does 

this same office provide them with only "half-rations," and then only later, "after more 

interventions," do they give them "full rations." 
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The final, powerful statement of the suffering endured at this time by this 

American family of Mexican descent is made when the narrator tells the story of her and 

her sister's sneaking out some of their mother's tortillas to eat before dinnertime. The 

father in the narrative is described as having "tears in his eyes he felt so bad," upon 

discovering the two girls swinging in the backyard, eating their cherished tortillas and his 

pointedly asking them, "with a very serious face," "'Why are you doing that? Don't you 

know that if you eat those now we won't have enough for everyone?"' We can only 

imagine what the narrator must have felt when she states. "I'll never forget how he asked 

us that question" to which she adds, "And I didn't know how to answer." 

Taken together, these pieces portray a picture of suffering, endurance, and 

survival during days of want together with the resultant shame felt for having hungers 

that can not be satisfied. Blanco portrays a proud people who, rather than be in the 

position of begging for food would state, "I'd just tighten my belt one more notch." Just 

as in the final and seemingly simple statement about Mary who decided not to go to 

school after the trouble and expense which her family went through to help her out, we 

also get with me acabo el mundo,"' a short, summary-picture of the narrator's father 

that speaks volumes through his silence: "In Miami, on cloudy days, he would go to 

bed—just go to bed and stay there for hours, because they reminded him of the day his 

mother died." This stoic acceptance of his mother's death, together with his prideful 

refusal, though hungry, to accept food as a handout, create the picture of a man who 

suffers in silence—miserably, stoically, and heroically—in the face of despair and his 

status as an orphan. We know that this stubborn pride can only come from one 
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accustomed to hearing about orphans like himself that *"[t]here's no more excess 

baggage than an orphan. They'll always point to you and tell you, 'You're too lazy. You 

eat too much.'" Apparently well he remembered the harsh words that branded him an 

outcast and a beggar. 

The love and compassion with which the narrator speaks of her father is evident 

in this excerpt of his childhood. Moreover, it's a classic example of the nature of the oral 

history. The narrator tells us about her fathers childhood, which she could not have 

experienced first-hand. She relates the stories about her father from a gathering of what 

he, himself, or others have told her about his years growing up. The narrator states that 

she remembers his "saying to my mother" how much he suffered, adding the words 

"Como pase hcmbres'' for emphasis. She also remembers what her "father used to say," 

as she recounts from memory his exact words. Parts of the story are recounted with the 

narrator's introductory, "you know" but we never learn from whom or what the narrator 

knows what she knows. When we are told that "he would go to bed—just go to bed and 

stay there for hours" we are not privy to how the narrator knows this and, presumably, 

she knows it either from her father's telling or from someone else's. Either way the 

stories have been handed down by word of mouth, told and retold from one generation to 

the another. 

Finally, we get a clearer picture of the narrator herself when she relates, in 

"Grover's Canyon" that "they won't remember. Even though they're older than me and 

they lived there longer, they don't remember things the way [ do." We suspect that 

others' not remembering is actually a kind of denial, a not wanting to remember, when 



193 

the narrator states that first they "^won't" and then only later "they clonT remember 

(emphasis added). This denial—or refiasal—is evident again in the following exchange 

that the narrator recounts: 

Like one time I was asking my brother Joe, "Remember that family that 

lived on the other side of the cafwn. what was their name?" "I don't 

remember." Of course you do; they had two boys that were friends with 

you." "No, I don't remember." 

When she follows up with "But I remember that family so well," we suspect that it is 

because she desires to remember that she, and no one else, does. The apparent lack of 

sentimentality or caring for people and things of the past is evident in the passage that 

reveals the brother's inability, or refusal, to remember the family from his childhood that 

lived just across the street and with whom he presumably grew up. This characteristic 

appears even more pronounced when, upon their father's death, another brother takes the 

tool box that his sister had given their father, which she asks him to return, and she states, 

"But he never did give it back." 

The narrator's penchant for remembering is best summed up in her own words: "I 

have so many memories, things I remember seeing that are as clear as if they were right 

before me." Tomas Rivera explains the relationship between ritual, words, and 

remembering in "Fiesta of the Living" when he states. "We must ritualize our existence 

through words" (21). He writes of the significance of remembering and of the bond that is 

created when Chicanos read works by other Chicanos: 
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It is from tlie past that we are able to perceive, create and give life to our 

ritual; it is from this that we derive strength, that we can recognize our 

existence as human beings. I thinic we also come to the realization that life 

is perhaps not simply a relationship between the world, ourselves, and 

others, but, in addition, the discovery and recollection of the relationship 

of all these things. All societies have rituals of remembering. The Chicano 

is no different. The folklore traditions are based on remembering, 

retelling, and reliving." ("Fiesta of the Living" 21) 

The oral tradition and storytelling predominates in Chicano culture. Women at the 

kitchen table, between sips from their cup of coffee, or sitting outside in el jo/ar during 

late summer afternoons, while sipping glasses of iced tea and watching the children play 

in the yard: men on horseback telling stories to pass the time while riding the long miles 

necessary to the upkeep of a ranch, or by the barbecue pit on the side of the house during 

a Sunday gathering that is winding down—these are the typical places wherein one can 

find Mexican Americans engaging in the oral tradition and bringing their stories to life. 

As many will attest to, from these stories that many hear growing up comes much of 

Mexican American women's literature. And the stories are beginning to be written down, 

like Blanco's oral history poems, as she refers to them, but they were first heard spoken 

aloud. 

The art of telling a story is apparently not one visited upon the narrator of 

"Rosario Magdaleno," alone. In a final image from the piece titled "Grover's Canyon, 

Blanco's narrator tells us of having seen, as a child, one "retarded" or "crazy" woman 



who "wasn't all there" "holding conversations with herself, shaking her finger," perhaps 

telling tales full of sound and fury. Rather than being shunned or feared by others because 

of her disability, this woman is taken into the fold of the community in which she lives, 

by the people of Grover Canyon—in a place that is one of the many high mountain-top 

little mining towns in Arizona. The narrator states that "[s]ometimes we would wave and 

she would wave back,"but perhaps the community's entire attitude toward the dead, the 

infirm, or the marginal is best summed up by the narrator's parting words, "Something 

must have happened to her, to make her go crazy. But we were used to things like that. 

And we never asked why." Presumably, the children know not to ask why, and have 

adopted the same acceptance toward death, dying, craziness. and all that is outside of the 

normal as the rest of this community. Having seen how these Mexican American 

members of Grover Canyon were excluded by others when times were hard, nonetheless, 

we also see it reacting with a sense of inclusion towards each other. What is implied is 

that at least one source of strength for this community is their ability to nurture each other 

in order to survive. And survive they did—to tell the tale. 
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nuestro barrio 

nuestro barrio 
en las tardes de paredes grabadas 

IDS a mores de pedro con Virginia 
en las tardes 

barriendo 
dust aiiout 

swept away in the wind of our breatii 
el suspiro de dios por nuestras calles 

gravel side streets of solitude 
the mobs from the track are coming 

en la tarde 

en el barrio sopla la vejez de chon 
y la juventud de juan madura 

en la tarde de polvo 
el recuerdo de mi abuelo 

—de las flores en su tumba 
dust 

polvosas flores 
blowing free to powdered cruces 

—Alurista 

Journey II 

They're tearing down the old school 
wherein I studied as a child 

i won't be there for the razing, 
i'll return when i'm an aged, wizened man. 

And if there is a parking lot 
erected on that sacred spot 

I'll blow it up with dynamite 
and think of everything 

it meant to me... 
-Raul Salinas 

Social Conscience and Community tn the Plays bv Silviana Wood 

Teatro Campesino' was founded in 1965 with the first successful farm labor union 

in United States history that began in 1962 and was led by Cesar Chayez. Yolanda 

Broyles Gonzales^ in writing about Chicano theater states that 

[t]hese events inspired and directly influenced all sectors of Chicana/o 

artistic and political activism, such as opposition to the war in Vietnam; 
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efforts to secure equality before tiie law; and demands to end 

discriminatory practices in the schools, universities, and labor market, (xi-

xii). 

One outgrowth of this turbulent time in American history that was the I960's was the 

Chicano theater movement dedicated to bringing awareness not only of the Chicano 

heritage, but also regarding the problems of the Chicano community. 

Chicano theater has evolved since the 1960's that in many ways was 

predominantly a male-centered theater that incorporated elements of gender 

discrimination. Teatro Campesino was a major force contributing to the artistic 

expression of Chicanos in theater, and I take nothing away from its immense value and 

contributions by stating how it has evolved to form the contemporary teatro Chicano 

milieux ot the present. Many of the works being produced in Chicano theater today, like 

that by Silviana Wood, gives voice to a more female-centered script, with the central 

character very often being female. Through the plays by Silviana Wood this female 

character has a chance to be heroic and not just another prop to male-centered characters. 

Still, problems exist. Estella Portillo Trambley, for example, remains one of the few 

Chicana playwrights to have published her work—despite many who are writing and 

producing their works. 

The Teatro Campesino, or Famworker's Theater, was founded by Luis Valdez, a 

native of Delano, California and the son of migrant farmworkers. The theatre group was 

meant to educate and entertain the workers and, by the I980*s, it was internationally 

recognized. A whole network of other Chicano theater groups developed. Jorge Huerta 
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states, in Chicano Theater: Themes and Forms: 'The Teatro Campesino became the 

symbol of the Chicano's theatrical expression, inspiring Chicanos all over the country to 

form other teatros dedicated to exposing the sociopolitical conditions of the Mexican 

American community (1). Numerous other theater groups sprang up in communities 

throughout the United States as a result of the success of Teatro Campesino. The year 

1965, with its issuing in of Teatro Campesino became the point of departure for a 

veritable renaissance of culoiral and political activity among Chicanos, motivating young 

and old to assert their identity in a society that had ignored them for generations. 

Born out of a need to assert a cultural and political identity, Chicano theater 

remains a people's theater. The playwrights address the issues they feel are important to 

their communities and they endure because of a determination to expose the many 

problems that plague the Chicano in this society. The political message is the thing. 

Huerta explains: "Often the message is more important than the medium, and the 

developing groups, like the original Teatro Campesino. place politics above aesthetics, 

unfettered by considerations of Great Drama" (Chicano Theater: Themes and Form 3). 

Perhaps the best way in which to understand the political underpinnings of Chicano 

Theater is to become familiar with the significance of the word "Chicano" in this 

distinction. Again, Huerta proves useful when he states that" the term Chicano seems to 

identify a certain political consciousness, asserted with vigor especially after 1965 it 

is a self-definition that denies both a Mexican and an Anglo-American distinction, yet is 

influenced by both" (4) Typically, the themes that Chicano theater explores are poverty, 

political marginalization, alienation, exploitation in wars, manipulation by government. 
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poor education for Chicanos, and injustice in the courts. Chicano theater is political 

theater, and it is most comfortable in the genre of didactic drama. 

Another feature of Chicano theater is its linguistic particularity, employing a 

mixture of Spanish and English as well as calo, the language of the streets. This language 

barrier could explain much of the trouble Chicano theater has had reaching a more 

mainstream society, one that may not necessarily be bilingual. For example, one of the 

reasons that Silviana Wood has been given for not getting published as often as many 

would like is that her plays are too bilingual. Or. rather, that they are neither in one 

language or the other, all English or all Spanish. In her interview, she discusses this 

obstacle she has repeatedly run across, and this message that she has received not only 

from mainstream presses, but from presses who have stated their commitment and 

dedication to the privileging of Chicano works. Despite a proliferation of productions on 

university campuses across the country, especially in the 1960's and 70's, Chicano 

theater is theater of the barrio, where it is oftentimes most fully understood. It is the 

teatro de rasqiiachi—rasqiiachi being another one of those words, Huerta tells us, "that 

detles translation" but that can "loosely [be] interpreted to mean "underdog," 

"unsophisticated," or "funky" in contemporary English vernacular" (200). He sums it up 

best when he states: "Chicano theater has made an impact that cannot be ignored. But 

despite all its travels across continents and oceans. Chicano theater is always most 

comfortable at home, in the barrio" (226). 

Because it is most often the family that copes with the conflicts and that confronts 

the problems generated by the society around it, the family unit holds a central place in 
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Chicano theater. Wood's plays have attempted to expand her themes to include 

contemporary social problems like AIDS and Alzheimer's disease, for example, and how 

they are dealt with by the family. Amor de hiia is a play focusing on a character that 

succumbs to Alzheimer's disease. As is the case for many daughters in American 

families, the daughter in this play is expected to deal with the primary burden of caring 

for the sick and the elderly; in Amor de hiia. she must care for her mother who suffers 

from Alzheimer's disease. The problems that ensue between this main character, the 

daughter, and her husband are also the focus of the play. Ultimately, Wood's message is 

that it is only through cooperation and mutual support from the entire family that anyone 

will survive. 

All four of Wood's plays that are addressed in this dissertation are concerned with 

family issues in one way or another. Those family problems also become issues for the 

entire community, as Wood oftentimes depicts the dynamics within the family as parallel 

to those of the Chicano community, in miniature. In focusing on the Chicano family. 

Wood is able to bring to our awareness our strengths and weaknesses, to critique not only 

the dominant culture's oppression, but the oppressions that we ourselves as a community 

impose upon each other. It is a critique that is perhaps best received when stated by 

someone with such a personal connection to that about which she writes, someone like 

Silviana Wood with her love of her community that accompanies her objectivity. 

Besides the family in crisis, the central themes of Wood's plays center around 

how a multiplicity of characters become victims of the system, be it the educational, 

judicial, economic or political. The Anglo-dominated world that remains on the periphery -
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of Wood's plays, much as it remains on the periphery of the Chicano barrio community, 

is most often responsible for the economic oppression her protagonists encounter. 

And so the stories of Chicano theater, including of the plays by Silviana Wood, are 

typically stories of struggle, endurance, and survival within the barrio. It is thus no 

coincidence that the acronym for the national network of Chicano theater, for El Teatro 

Nacional de Aztldn, is TENAZ, the Spanish word for "tenacity." As Jorge Huerta states, 

•'the Chicano theater movement will endure, as the Chicanos themselves have endured— 

confronted with struggle, yes, but armed with tenacity a.s well" (9). 

Silviana Wood is a prolific playwright, having written numerous plays that have 

been successfully produced in Arizona, Texas, and Mexico. Though witty and humorous 

in two languages. Wood's bilingual plays carry serious messages about the choices we 

make. Through her didactic works, she warns us of possible consequences should we fail 

to recognize significant forces influencing our lives, and in so doing becomes a kind of 

conscience of el pueblo. She recognizes the strengths in our barrio communities that have 

served to reinforce many generations' struggles for survival in a frequently hostile 

environment, while at the same time acting as an alarm to wake us up to new dilemmas 

facing our contemporary communities. 

Because she is bilingual and bicultural. she is able to act as a conduit of 

understanding between residents of the barrio and those of the outlying areas, as well as 

among family members who live in the barrio. In sum, she brings both renewed 

appreciation for, and an astute critique of, her Mexican American community with her 

numerous plays that contain a diverse group of characters. A long-time community 
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activist of Tucson, Arizona, advocating for improvements in education and mental health 

and other social services. Wood creates plays that oftentimes act not only as 

entertainment, but also social conmientary. Among her more significant themes are both 

the possibilities and the problematics between generations; the continuities and 

discontinuities throughout time; the significance for barrio residents of the varying 

degrees of proximity to Mexico; that which most often nurtures, as well as plagues, the 

barrio community; and the varying levels of compassion that we extend toward each of 

our own family members.. 

In the play Amor de hiia. Silviana Wood explores the relationship between Don 

Felipe and his grandson, Rudy. Don Felipe is old and sarcastic, and he expresses much 

disappointment in his grandson, whom he has nicknamed "el inservible." Rudy has 

earned the name through the focusing of his attention on what his grandfather would 

consider useless things, like talking incessantly on the phone with his girlfriends, 

cruising, and the like. At the beginning of the play, neither of the two men is able to 

completely understand or care much about the other's needs. Rudy doesn't like to speak 

to his grandfather in Spanish, nor does he embrace his grandfather's love, and practice, of 

many traditional Mexican customs. It is only after they are forced to be alone together 

that each comes to a greater awareness of what they have in common and how they can 

support one another and meet some of each other's needs. We are reminded by the 

playwright that unless the younger generation is willing to embrace some of the traditions 

that their elders hold dear, they will begin to lose much of that which connects them to 
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their past and which unites them as a fanuly. If this cultural erosion is allowed to take 

place within the fanuly unit, then by extension a whole community can suffer erasure. 

The importance of familial ties is further emphasized in Amor de hiia by having 

Don Felipe estranged not only from his original homeland, but from his brother as well. 

Wood uses the two brothers to demonstrate, metaphorically, the pain and alienation 

caused by one half of this pair of "brothers," the people of the United States, stubbornly 

refusing to reconcile with the other half, his hermanos from Mexico. The happy ending in 

the play is only allowed to occur after Don Felipe extends a gesture of invitation to 

reconcile with his brother, Don Anselmo, by finally making the long trip back to Mexico 

to visit htm. This symbolic extension of the hand serves to further unite not only the two 

brothers across the border, but a grandfather and his grandson—across generations. 

Wood expresses a desire for harmony and unity not only within the family unit, 

but also within the Mexican American community itself. Ui gente del barrio are depicted 

as a group of people with the problems, troubles, tragedies, and triumphs of any given 

community; they, like nearly everyone else in the worid. celebrate life, cry, become ill, 

move away, move back, create families, build homes, and die. Wood portrays both 

continuities and discontinuities running throughout the well-traveled streets of her 

neighborhoods; one constant is her rallying cry that everyone in the barrio needs to 

recognize one of their greatest strengths—the support for each other, especially when 

times are hard. 

Sometimes, as in the play A Drunkard's Tale of Melted Wings and Memories, it 

is the younger members of this community who keep hope alive and work to create the 
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centers that can support a healthy, thriving existence with a high quality of life. Other 

times. Wood shows us that all it takes is one person helping one other person out that can 

make the difference. In El Dragonslaver. for instance, a lonely and grouchy Don Anselmo 

befriends the young Federico Nances de Perico. Together, they are able to overcome the 

barriers that would keep them separate, and are successful in creating a beautiful garden 

that is a joy not only for them but also for others to experience. Only after Federico is 

able to keep out the "weeds" that threaten his garden and to confront the dragons that 

torment him is this possible, however. Wood's message is that the foundation of a well-

functioning community is our interpersonal relationships with each other. 

When she portrays various familial relations. Wood addresses the more 

contemporary dilemmas that each of us faces as we interact with one another on an 

intimate level. In Amor de hiia. she presents the problematics of having the care of the 

elderly typically and traditionally fall into the laps of the daughters of the family—and 

the rippling effects that this creates for them and for everyone else involved. One of the 

questions she poses with this play is, "When must we honor our obligations to the sick 

and the elderly of our family, even at the expense of ignoring others' in the family's 

needs?" And "What is the role of the 'good daughter'?" She seems to be inviting her 

audiences to ask themselves how they might make themselves useful contributing to the 

alleviation of various problems, and to reflect on their particular obligations to others 

before thinking of themselves. She would have us realize that each member of the family 

brings his or her own source of strength, that we each have something to teach the other, 

and that only in working together can we "make it work." 
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Endnotes 

I. Teatro Campesino, literally "Farmworker's Theater" was created by Luis Valdez 

during the Delano, California farmworker's struggles for equal rights and better 

working conditions. With its success, numerous other theater groups across the 

country were created to serve local communities. .All are part of the genre, "teatro 

Chicano." For a more e.xtensive discussion of the significance of Teatro 

Campesino to contemporary Chicano theater, consult Jorge Huerta's Chicano 

Theater: Themes and Forms and Yolanda Broyles Gonzalez' El Teatro 

Campesino: Theater in the Chicano Movement. 
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INTERVIEW WITH PATTI BLANCO 
July 25,1999 

Tucson, Arizona 

S: Why don't we begin with your telling about yourself, where you're from, and 

your background. 

PB: Well, I was bom in 1958, in Phoenix, Arizona, daughter of Albert Blanco, who 

was bom in Phoenix, Arizona, whose father was bom outside of Phoenix. His father 

homesteaded outside of Phoenix. My grandfather was bom in the I880's, and my mother 

was bom in Miami. Arizona, in 1925. Her parents came across the border—I don't 

remember when right now—through Nogales, probably. They were from Aguascalientes. 

I grew up in the house my father was bom in. at 9"^ Street and Roosevelt in Phoenix. He 

was bom in that house, in the front bedroom. I went to grade school at Emerson, public 

grade school, and I went to St. Mary's High School, and I got my Master in Fine Arts at 

the University of Arizona in 1986. 

S: Where do you live now? 

PB: I live in Berkeley, Califomia, now, and I've lived in Califomia for six years. 

S: Are you planning to come back to Tucson? 

PB: I'm thinking about it. I feel like this is my home. I feel like Tucson is the only 

home I have. I feel like it's my hometown... I lived here for 10 years, but even though I 

lived my first 23 years in Phoenix and was bom and raised in, I feel like Tucson is my 

home; this is where my soul is. 

S: In terms of your life as a writer, when did you know you were going to be a 

writer? When did you begin to call yourself a writer? How did that all come about? 
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PB: My first memory of writing is being 4 years old and sort of making up this song 

about how happy I was that the weekend came because my parents were always gone 

during the week and I never saw them very much and I liked the weekends because 

I used to get to see them. And I have this memory of being 4 years old and being on the 

street and being really happy and thinking up this song and somehow I've always 

remembered that. But I didn't have the confidence to write until I was 15 years old, and I 

started keeping a diary. And I didn't think that I was a writer, and I didn't think that I 

could write. I had tried keeping a diary before and writing things and I thought that 

everything I wrote was all stupid, so I tore it up. But something happened when I was 15. 

S: What happened? 

PB: My grandmother had given me this little tree, this apricot tree, and I planted it out 

in the back yard and I used to come home in the afternoons and I would water it and I'd 

sit outside and I suddenly discovered Nature and I discovered that I cared about 

something. I was pretty introverted and cut off, emotionally, and I remember just sitting 

out in the afternoons and waiting for the tree to be watered and I would write in my 

journal, to pass the time. And I would write about the tree, and I remember discovering 

Nature that year, and I discovered that sunsets were something to look at and that orange 

blossoms were something to smell and it mattered to me to notice those things. So I 

started writing about that and I don't know what would have happened to me if I hadn't 

started writing that year, because I was very very cut off from people, emotionally. But it 

wasn't until I was 24 years until I started writing poetry and showing it to people. 

Twenty-five when I took a writing class when I was an undergrad at the U of A. So it was 
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a long time. It was 10 more years before anybody saw anything and before I got any 

recognition. 

S: Where do you get some of your ideas from your writing? Can you tell us some 

stories about how some of your oral histories came about? 

PB: I always felt like my mother's stories—my mother's a namral storyteller and she 

would always tell me about growing up in the canon, which was where all the mexicanos 

lived, in Miami, Arizona—and I remember her telling me once (this was just recently) 

that basically that community could have been a village in Mexico because everyone 

were immigrants, from Mexico. The schools were segregated. All of the Mexican kids 

went to a different—a segregated—grade school, and most of the parents couldn't speak 

English and the kids didn't learn English until they went to school. But my mother has a 

way of using detail—and, you know, she's not college-educated and she's not a writer— 

and yet she would tell me stories and the details made me care about the stories, and 

about the emotion. And it wasn't a kind of squishy, you know, sentimental emotion, but 

the events themselves were so incredibly moving to me ... and she was very restrained. 

She wouldn't get real grief-sticken if she was talking about one of her siblings, for 

example, who had gotten sick and had died of exposure or something. She wouldn't talk 

about the sadness, she would just state it matter of factly. And I think there was 

something about that restraint and also how incredibly moving these things were that 

really impressed me. But I never thought of writing them down until I was, like, 27 years 

old. One night she was telling me about her cousin who died of TB and how that was the 

family she had stayed with when she moved to Miami (because she came by herself) and 



210 

I remember I was going to go to a reading at the U of A—I was going to go to a reading 

by Richard Ford. I liked him when I met him; I had picked him up at the airport. And I 

was going to go see him read because I really liked him and was impressed with him, and 

my mother had just called me just before I was going to leave and she told me that story 

about Chepa, her cousin, who had died of TB and I was still moved by it and I thought 

that it was such a wonderful crystallization of an event, the way she told it, that I skipped 

the reading and wrote it down and that was the very first oral history that I ever wrote, 

and that's the first one that appears in the collection. 

S: That's "Rosario Magdaleno" in Mirrors from the Earth? 

PB: Yes, and it was also reprinted in Latinas. which is published by Simon and 

Schuster. 

S: Is that, then, what got you writing the other oral histories? 

PB: Yea. After I wrote that one I liked it so much that I thought, well let me think of 

some other things that she told me, and so I feel like I know all of her stories. I've heard 

them so many times, and I know her voice, so I wrote several other ones and the best 

compliment I ever got was that my brother told me that when my sister first read them 

she started crying, and I knew why—because my mother's voice is in those stories. And 

since then, I've gotten a lot of good feedback from people that read them. 

S: Yes, I really like them, you know. What about... you mention your mom, and I 

know this is also the case for me, we grew up hearing our mother's stories—partly 

because they were such good storytellers, and partly because we spent so much time with 
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them that we heard their stories. Did you have the same from your father? Did you ever 

hear any stories from him, and did any of those get written down? 

PB: I'm actually in the process of writing them down now. He didn't tell me as many 

stories about his family. He grew up middle-class, which was unusual for a Mexican kid 

in Phoenix in the 20's and 30's. He didn't have the dramatic life-and-death-severe 

poverty situation in life that my mother had. But I do know things about his father, who 

was a deputy sheriff in Phoenix in the 1920's. He's told me a lot about what Phoenix was 

like, then, after the 20's and 30's, how it was so small. In the whole Mexican community 

you knew everyone. The Salt River ran through Phoenix and he grew up playing on the 

banks of the Salt River and it just sounds wonderful. 

S: It's not like that anymore. 

PB: No. 

S: Tell me more about your writing of these oral histories. 

PB: I guess I've been writing the oral histories since I was a little girl, since I used to 

hear them at the kitchen table. My mother used to tell us about her life as a child and they 

were often such sad stories about such terrible events. Sometimes I would start crying at 

some story and she would always say, "Oh, mijita. don't cry. That's just life." She herself 

never cried in telling us about those incredibly sad things. I never once remember her 

crying about anything—not about her five siblings that died or her father's death, or 

about the poverty and hardship. 

S: Really ... 
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PB: I guess that was part of what struck me about the stories—the sense that 

everything was equal to everything else. 

S: How so? 

PB: Well, talking again about the first piece that I ever wrote down, the one that I 

renamed "Harvest Moon" 

S; It was originally titled "Rosario Magdaleno"? 

PB: Yeah, the one about the death of my mother's cousin from T.B. Actually, I can't 

even say that it's exactly about Chepe dying. It's about everything in the poem—the food 

and the sort of very small world of her aunt's family—they're not being interested in 

trying new things, new foods. It's about all those things—the harvest moon, and also 

Chepe dying. That's what I mean by everything being equal to everything else. It's all 

just life. It was that quality that made me want to write it down. 

S: I see. 

PB: I still remember when I was talking to her on the phone and she started telling me 

that story. I had heard it, parts of it, anyway, before. But that night that she was telling, I 

don't know, suddenly I really heard it. I just suddenly got it. I mean, I got how 

beautifully she crafted the story—all the unconscious choice that went into what details 

went with the story. What to put in and what she must have left out. I suddenly saw how 

perfectly it all went together. It's really kind of a strange story. I mean, why should you 

include stuff about food when you're ostensibly remembering a cousin's death? 

S: Right. 
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PB: But that's how my mother always tells stories. I don't think she herself always 

knows what the stories are really about. 

S: [ know what you mean. I often thought the same about my mom and her 

storytelling. 

PB: Yeah, but she's an absolute master of detail. 

S: Your mom is, yeah, I agree. 

PB: Yeah, she's not a writer and yet I guess she really is. Orally, she's a master 

storyteller. Of course, she's my mother so I'm gonna say that. But she isl 

S: I believe it. Remember, I met her and I remember talking with her. I would agree. 

PB: Oh yeah. When I was moving ... (laughter) 

S: She is a good storyteller. [ know what you mean. She reminds me of my mom 

when she talks. I remember once when my mom and I were sitting on the swing in the 

backyard—we used to sit there a lot and just look out at things outside and talk—and she 

said to me one time after an especially long stretch of her telling me a lot of stories, " iVb, 

Susana, si hubiera tenido mas educacion, te pitdiera haher escrito un libroi" And I 

remember thinking to myself at the time, "I know. mom. and that's okay because I can 

write them for you, out of the stories that you've told me." And I hope that I am able to. 

PB: That's beautiful. And I think you do. You know, that night that I was talking to 

my mom on the phone she started telling me this story and I needed to rush off. 

S: Yes, [ remember you told me about that. So what happened? 

PB: I was going out with my friends. But I had this terrible contlict because I just had 

this feeling about this story. I thought to write it down. I had never thought of writing 
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down my mother's stories. I was already writing poetry at that time, but I'd never 

considered that anything factual and historical about my family was something to write 

about. But I just decided that I had to write it down—all the details—before I forgot 

them. It just all sounded so perfect. And so I didn't go out that night. I remember that 

seemed like such a dramatic and strange thing to do—to miss out on something social 

just to write down my mother's story. I mean, after all. it was just one of her old stories. 

Well, obviously something had happened. I finally it. I mean, no one grows up 

thinking that their own family's stories are worth writing about. 

S: Not at first, anyway. 

PB: I mean, I sure didn't. Especially since they're about poor and uneducated people, 

about things that I thought were kind of low-class. You know what I mean—I don't mean 

that in a disrespectful way, but the stories weren't about anything epic, and supposedly 

more important, like war. 

S: Well, that's what we'd been taught... 

PB: In many ways, they're women's stories. 

S: Yes. 

PB: This was before the explosion of the ethnic narrative and the memoir cottage 

industry. About 1985. Or. at any rale, I didn't know that there was any precedent. And 

yet there was, though I had never read it. Just this summer 1 read ...ynose lo trago la 

tierra and I saw some sharp similarities in form and content to my oral histories. 

S: Oh, I love that book. I've heard it called a novel in stories; apparently this is the 

genre. Cisneros does the same with House on Mango Street. Many of the same characters 
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appear and then reappear in the various stories in the collection. Kind of like the stories, 

all together, make up a community with recognizable characters. 

PB: Yeah. 

S: I noticed you called the oral history a poem. Can you tell me more about that? 

PB: Yeah, I still think of them as poems. I think of them as prose poems because like 

poetry, I try to boil them down to only the essential images, events, emotions. There's a 

line that I found in the poet Louis Zukofsky that I always like to use to describe poetry: 

(How does it go?) For you I have emptied the meaning/Leaving the .song. That's what I 

try to do with my poetry—to drain the experience of everything except the magic, the 

inexplicable, the wonder and mystery of something. 

S: Oh. I like that. That makes sense. I understand you're planning to republish these 

oral histories, along with some poems, in a new book. You mentioned to me that you 

dedicate this book to "the storytellers." Who are they, and why do you dedicate your new 

manuscript to them? 

PB: Yeah, as of today, at least—I keep changing the title—but as of today I'm calling 

it gods of the neighborhood. I dedicated the book to "the storytellers," my parents, 

because they passed on to me their penchant for turning everything into a story. I don't 

know who they might have been if they had had the opportunity for more education, but I 

do know that they're both very creative people, each in different ways. They're both very 

sensitive and have strong reactions to the world. Whether genetically or through 

environment, they've passed that sort of "witness" quality to me. They take note, but 

without the overly intellectual connotation. I guess all I mean is that they notice things. 
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and they know they notice things—and this is one of the qualities of the writer, of course. 

So anyway, I grew up listening to ail their stories and having a sense of history—not just 

our family history but history in general, a point of view, a context. For example, I grew 

up hearing a lot about the Great Depression, World War n. and how much society 

changed after the War. All this information came as context for their stories. I'm always 

amazed at how little our students in college know of American history—and I mean 

recent history. 

S: I know what you mean. 

PB: World War H—how it affected people, what it meant to families, to a small town 

in Arizona, the popular bands and songs of the time, the slang of the time—this was all 

information I took in at such an early age. It wa.s as if I had lived through it, just because 

my parents' stories made it all so personal, specific. And of course I've put some of my 

mother's stories in my book. She created a sense of la cultura for me—what it meant to 

be Mexican, and where we came from, what that life had been for my family. 

S: I can see that influence in some of your work. Tell me. then, how do you think of 

yourself as a writer, or how do you identify yourself? And I know this is a question that 

gets posed to a lot of so-called minority writers. Do you consider yourself a Mexican-

American writer, or a writer who just happens to be of Mexican-American descent, or 

how do you label or identify yourself as a writer? 

PB: It depends on whatever day you're talking to me. I'm gonna think about that one 

for a while. 



S: Okay. I was curious about some of the intluences that you had on your writing. 

And we can take these one at a time: first of all, are there any other writers that you feel 

had an especially strong influence in your development of your voice? Let's start with 

that, first. 

PB: I started off discovering poetry—and the first voices that really excited me were 

the New York poets, like John Ashbery, Frank O'Hara. [ liked their playfulness, I liked 

their brevity and succinctness and their getting straight to their meat, straight to their 

point. They wrote in the 50's and 60's and 70's. Frank O'Hara died in the late 60's, I 

believe, but the others were still writing. But I think that when I first read Neruda I 

thought, OK, I understand this sensuality and then when [ discovered Vallejo, I was, like, 

OK, I'm on another planet now. 

S: Oh, I know what you mean. 

PB: Yeah, and I thought, OK, I understand this reality. And Machado—the depth of 

his feeling... and I think all of those together and I think, too, other people, to a certain 

extent, you know like Charles Simic because of his stark, beautiful, stripped down 

images. But I think, I was just reminded of this, but Juan Ramon Jimenez I read when I 

was about 21 and I'd never read any Hispanic poetry at all. and I read that and I said 

there's something really sad and sweet and beautiful about this. I'd never read anything 

like that. And I think that that was really the first time that I'd read something that I could 

really relate to on a very deep level. 

S: What have you read recently that you would say has struck you powerfully? 
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PB: Actually, the people that I've read recently ... I like psychological writers. I like 

Merce Rodoreda, the Catalan writer who wrote, 'The Time of the Doves" because she 

has a voice—the first time I read it I thought I could have written this—not this quality 

and this beauty, but this kind of attention to detail is exactly what I want to do in my 

writing and I think the only person who's come close to that that I've found recently is a 

national Chinese writer. Ding Xiaoqi, who wrote a book called Maidenhome. who has 

that same kind of inner monologue, just wonderful development of the inner monologue 

and what she calls "psychological realism" and just exquisite poetical, lyrical prose, but 

it's prose; it's almost to the level of prose poem. And I guess, yeah, that captures the 

aesthetic that I always strive for. 

S: Why don't you tell us about your experience at the University as a creative writer 

and your training in an M.F.A. program? And I'm wondering how this experience shaped 

you, if at all, and any experiences you remember of growth as a young writer 

PB: [ think the best way of summing up my experience of being a writer in an M.F.A. 

program was the first time that I was in the program and the first poem that I ever had 

workshopped: people sat around and said what I considered a lot of unhelpful and not 

very specific or meaningful comments about it and then at break I went into the women's 

bathroom and about three or four women stood around me and said, "Oh, we really liked 

your poem; that was really lovely" and I thought to myself, welt why didn't you say that 

in the workshop, then? And that really told me everything I needed to know and that was 

pretty much my experience with workshopping. The people that I discovered that were 

important to me as poets—such as Neruda, Machado. Vallejo—I never heard those 
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people mentioned in the MFA program in the three years that I was at the U of A. I never 

really heard any of the people that were important to me mentioned—maybe Charles 

Simic, but I found on my own who informed my aesthetic and who were important to me. 

S: How do you account for that? Because they wrote in Spanish, or 

PB: I think it was because, first of all, that was the generation of twenty-seven; they 

were mostly, except for Neruda, most of them were writing like Lorca and Rafael 

Alberti—those were all people from Europe in the 20s and 30s. I think who they talk 

about in MFA programs most of the time are contemporary people that didn't particularly 

interest me. There wasn't enough passion there and there was too much alienation and 

dispassion and irony and things that just didn't interest me. 

S: Well, did the experience at U of A help you as a writer? 

PB: What helped me as a writer was having three years in which it was my job to get 

poetry written. I was in the program and that was what I was supposed to be doing. I was 

exposed to voices and it was my job to write as much as possible and nowhere again, I 

imagine, will I ever have that luxury and I was around other poets and we could talk 

about people that were stimulating to me from time to time. 

S: [ was wondering about some of the Chicano and Chicana writers, in particular 

those since the 60's ... whether or not you identified with any of that writing and/or 

whether you consider yourself part of that group of writers. 

PB: I definitely don't consider myself part of that group of writers. I don't feel like my 

experiences as a Mexican-American have been ... I feel like even though my parents 

were working class and I grew up in a working class neighborhood my parents really 
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wanted us to be assimilated. They both had experiences of discrimination in the schools, 

both hadn't learned English until they went to school, both were told to go to Mexican 

schools. My Dad's father tried to take him to St. Mary's school and they told him he had 

to go to Immaculate Heart because that's where the Mexican kids went to Catholic grade 

school. And they decided that we wouldn't be speaking Spanish in the home because they 

didn't want us to be discriminated against and didn't want us to grow up with an accent. 

So I am considered that last generation out of the 50's when the idea was to sound and 

look and act as American as you can, and I know that I grew up wanting to, also. I didn't 

want... I didn't have any positive role models in my neighborhood of what a smart, 

studious, serious Chicana girl could be. The Chicanas that I knew were tough and fast 

and I just didn't fit into that kind of thing. 

S: So, would you not then define yourself as a Chicana writer? 

PB: I understand what the term Chicana means to some, its power and pride. I 

understand the power of naming. For me, Mexican-American is the term I pull from the 

garbage heap. It's my "nigger." I know Mexican-American is not p.c. but that's what we 

were called when I was a little giri and that's how I will always think of myself. Even 

though I got radicalized, politically, later on, I proudly call myself Mexican-American. I 

remember once when I was about 7 or 8 years old. getting into some kind of argument 

with a little girl in the neighborhood. She was a little Anglo girl. We went to school 

together, and she lived near us. For some reason, she happened to be angry with us on 

this particular day and I remember she yelled out. "Mexican!" As if that, in itself—to be 

that—was insult enough. We had many Anglo friends—our neighborhood was very 
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mixed—but if they got mad at you, something having to do with your ethnicity was 

always the insult of choice. I have many memories of incidents like that. Anyway, that's 

why I call myself Mexican-American: because when I was a girl, that term basically 

meant the same thing as "dirty" or "inferior," and I was keenly aware of that. Now it's a 

source of pride. 

S: Good for you. 

PB: So, now that we've got the terminology out of the way, no, I don't consider 

myself a Chicana or Latina or Mexican-American writer. I've never really understood 

why anyone would want to reduce themselves in that way. That approach implies 

essentialism. 

S: Yes. that's been the criticism ... 

PB: And it implies that a writer, on some level, consciously chooses subject matter 

that appropriately fits the ethnicity or subculture. My subject matter chooses me, and I'm 

sure that's true for any writer that's not editing him or herself. 1 write as a human being 

with a set of influences and experiences that are made clear by the poems (I hope). If the 

Mexican influence is clear, well—jclaro! I simply need to bear witness to what I know, 

what I've seen, what I love. And part of what I love is my culture and people. 

S: Mmmhmm. 

PB: But if I'm truthful, the fact is that I'm also so American. 

S: You mention some of the writers that you have especially appreciated in the past 

and I was wondering if we could go back to that a little bit and you could elaborate on the 
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question of what you think is good writing and what you feel you would want to achieve 

as a poet. 

PB: I guess the tlrst thing conies to mind is what my professor, Jane Miller, always 

told us in workshop which is that writing aspires to the level of song, whether it's prose 

or poetry. I mean, I'm just completely a lyric poet. If it doesn't move me or grab me 

passionately, then ... and it may be that I'll get into a piece of writing, as a reader, and 

give it a chance and maybe I'll find some merit in it but traditionally if it doesn't grab 

me, if it doesn't grab my heart in the first paragraph then I won't continue reading. I write 

definite emotion. I like the ability to create images skillfully, precisely ... I want my 

work to be as stripped down as it can be and simple and say as much with that simplicity 

as it possibly can. 

S: You were telling me something the other day about animals—their place in your 

writing... 

PB: Oh yeah, I guess we were talking about nature in my work. I feel like nature was 

my first muse ... my parent's gardens, the smells of the desert, the dramatic extremes of 

the desert... and yet there is so much life in the desert. 

S: I know you really miss it. 

PB: I do. But... yeah, anyway, about animals, because I really want to tell you about 

this. 

S: Okay. 

PB: The first dreams I remember having as a little, little girl are of going into my 

backyard and finding all these little animals living there. And my impulse was always the 
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disturb them in any way. I knew how easy it was to hurt them even if you didn't mean to. 

I guess a psychiatrist might have a field day interpreting those dreams (laughter). But all I 

know is that from such a young age I longed to be around animals. 

S: Oh really? I never knew that about you. 

PB: Yeah, they gave me such delight. But I never really liked having them in 

captivity. That made me too sad—we had birds and rabbits and fish. I always dreamed of 

being able to put them back in their native habitat. And just letting them live as they 

wanted to live. Anyway, that's really off the topic isn't it? 

S: No, that's okay. Tell me more about that. 

PB: I mean, what does this have to do with me and writing? (laughter) I don't know. 

Oh yeah—I know—in my early thirties I had many dreams about birds. The poem "He 

was on my roof with the Doves" is word-for-word from a dream [ had. It was as if 

someone dictated it to me in a dream—that's exactly how it was. 

S: Oh, what an experience! 

PB: Yeah, it was. I remember I heard a voice saying those words in a dream and I 

woke up and wrote them down. Once I did, I realized that they were pretty much a 

summation of a relationship I was in at the time. But in a language I never would have 

consciously thought of.... Anyway, animals have always been allies to me, benign 

allies. I constantly have them in my dreams in patterns—frog dreams when I was a 

teenager, snake dreams in my 20's, bird dreams and cat dreams in my thirties. Then 

rabbit dreams. God this sounds crazy! 
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S: No, not at all. How very interesting. I hope you wrote them all down. 

PB: Some. But really, I can chart all the ages of my life by patterns of animal dreams. 

S: There's a book there ... 

PB: Oh yeah, and a lot, a lot of fish dreams. Those really dominated my dreams for 

years. Anyway, they show up in my poems as symbols. But of what, I'm not always so 

sure (laughter). 

S: We need to get out all the Jungian books 

PB: Yeah, really. Maybe I see a lot of the desert In my poems. 

S: Uhu. 

PB: I'm conscious of a kind of growing up in the detiert where there is so much 

emptiness, both physically and totally. There's so much space and such a sense of 

emptiness in a certain way. 

S: Tell me more about that. This is reminding me of something Wilbur-Cruce says in 

A Beautiful Cruel Country about the desert. 

PB: Well, the desert is enervating. And yet there are more animals in the Sonoran 

desert than in any other wilderness I've ever been in. A few years ago I house-sat for 

someone who lived out past Silverbell Road, just off of Grant. It was way out, a lot of 

open desert all around.... Even so close to the city, that place was absolutely teeming 

with life: coyotes, javelina, ground squirrels, rabbits, roadrunners, mice. All kinds of 

birds, all kinds of bugs. I remember one night, there was a six-inch-long centipede 

walking across the floor of the living room. 

S: Yikesl 
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PB: (Laughter) The paradox of the desert, the Sonoran desert, anyway, is that it 

sustains so much life, so many living things. 

S: It is beautiful—and, really, magical, for me, in many ways ... 

PB: Yeah, I know. But, you know, now when I go hiking around in the Bay Area, I 

never see nearly so many animals. 

S: Ironic that it's in the desert—that most people think of as so empty—that you see 

so much. It's the desert, of all places, that you think of ILS full. This is interesting. I'm 

reminded with what you say of so many other Mexican American women writers—las 

nuevomexicanas that Rebolledo has written so much about... and the arizonenses that 

I've been reading ... they apparently agree with you about the desert. Interesting 

comparison. I want to explore that more, later, but what else about the desert as compared 

with the Bay Area? 

PB; Well, when I first moved to the Bay Area it reminded me of a florists' shop— 

always cold and clammy, with a few choice objects of beauty but sort of canned. I mean, 

you really can't beat the gorgeous vistas around the Bay Area, but I remember walking 

up Mount Tamalpais for the first time and being struck by the absence of a sense of 

wildlife. The trees are there but not the animals. 

S: I see. 

PB: And there are no insects to speak of in the Bay Area. In Tucson, you just can't get 

away from the insects. They're everywhere. 



226 

S: Yeah, I know, (laughter.) You know, I wanted to ask you about your life in San 

Francisco and Berkeley, where you've been living for some time, and what it was that 

motivated you to move there, why you live there. 

PB: Well, I think if you grow up on the East Coast you always wanna live in New 

York City, and if you grow up in the Western part of the United States at some point you 

always feel you want to go to San Francisco. When I first went to San Francisco ... my 

first memory of being in San Francisco in 1971 was a hippie girl, a black guy, and a 

white guy with their arms around each other walking happily down the street and I 

thought, whoa! I've never seen anything like that. And so ever since then—I was in the 

seventh grade—I've wanted to live there. It is a magical place; it is truly and literally a 

magical place and a lot of magical things have happened to me ever since I've moved 

there. I think that I went there because I wanted to be stimulated and I wanted to be 

luround all that; I think I thought that... I don't know why I moved there. 

S: Well, I know you also love the desert, and when you come to visit you speak a lot 

about how much you miss this place; the desert seems to hold a special place in your 

heart, as well as San Francisco and I'm trying to get at your love affair with both of these 

places. Tell us more about that. Tell us about the place that the desert holds in your heart. 

PB; I write a lot about how I miss the desert. The first year that I moved to San 

Francisco and moved to an apartment at the cross streets of two giant thoroughfares I 

really felt like I was dying. I felt for the first couple of years like I was dying because I 

had no connection to the earth and I couldn't smell it and I certainly couldn't feel it and 

what I love about the desert is that... and now I realize that a lot of it has to do with the 
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heat. Heat brings out smells. And what I love about the desert and love about Tucson is 

that you can smell things. You can smell plants. What I loved about when I first moved to 

Tucson is that when it rained you could smell creosote—even in the city—because I 

guess there are enough empty lots still with creosote growing that you can smell it and 

that's just the most fantastic smell in the world. I know in Phoenix you have to drive out 

to smell that. And I love the fact that there are living creatures EVERYWHERE. There 

are millions of bugs in the desert and... the first year 1 lived in San Francisco I used to 

cry, I mean, just because there are no bugs there. 1 mean, you hardly ever see bugs there! 

(Laughter) I mean, here there are all the bugs that I hate like cucarcichas but there are 

also all kinds of weird, weird, weird bugs in Tucson. 

S: Move to Texas and you'll find lots of BIG cucarachas. (Laughter) 

PB: (Laughter) And there are lizards—I miss lizards—and in the desert there is more 

life than you would ever see in the Bay Area, even up in Mount Tamalpais. I mean, here 

there's javelinas. The summer I spent out on the edge of the desert in 1993 before I 

moved I saw everything—ground squirrels, javelinas. coyotes.. . just everything! 

S: Boy, I know what you mean. I'm a desert and desert animals lover, too. Speaking 

of the desert, how much does sense of place affect the subject matter of your work? 

PB: I've been told that a sense of loss, or as one person put it, a "postness," pervades 

most of my work. That makes a lot of sense to me because when I think about it, I did 

grow up with a sense of postness, of something being over. Phoenix, like most western 

cities that have experienced tremendous growth since World War II, had the feeling of a 

hollowed-out place. There was evidence of what were once real neighborhoods, a 
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community, a ttiriving downtown, lovely old houses. I remember in the I970's watching 

as one by one, even two by two for that matter, wonderful old Victorians were torn down. 

S: What a loss. 

PB: Yeah, and often it wasn't clear what they were making room for; it almost seemed 

that someone simply objected to their continuance, some perverse scorn for the past, for 

any s5mibol of a Phoenix before the boom of the I960' and 70's. I might have had a 

keener sense of loss than most, simply because my parents remembered and described to 

us kids what Phoenix had been like. My father talked about playing on the banks of the 

Salt River as a little boy in the 20's. At that time, the river still ran through town. And my 

mother used to talk about going downtown on a Saturday night, seeing people you knew, 

going into a music store, and asking the pianist to play a piece of sheet music for you so 

that you could decide if you wanted to buy it. I guess even many poor people at that time 

had pianos. She said she could take a streetcar anywhere in the city. 

S: And try doing that today. 

PB: You know, I remember my mother saying something once that has always 

haunted me. 

S: What's that? 

PB: I think she and my father were talking about the old times and she said, "This 

used to be such a wonderful country." Of course, probably a lot of her generation would 

say something along those lines (while forgetting all the bad stuff from "their day"). 

S: Right. 
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PB: Well, I guess the point is that I grew up in what was once a working class 

perfectly averaged neighborhood of the I920's but by the time I came along it was 

mostly rundown old Queen Anne's or what had been slightly cheap bungalows even in 

their day. It was the kind of neighborhood in which whatever wasn't nailed down would 

quickly disappear. There was enervated, exhausted sense to everything—the cheap rental 

houses with families that were constantly moving in and disappearing, in the way poor 

people have a tendency to need to move on for whatever reason. 

S: The House on Mango Street 

PB: Yeah, and by the late 1970's there were gangs that basically owned the streets. 

And by the 80's we moved because crack business dominated everything; it was so 

blatant. In fact, our old neighbors, the Leyvas, have still hung on. They have stopped 

counting how many bullets have come through their windows or entered a wall. But 

they're too indignant to leave. And yet. I also have a very romantic, idealized vision of 

my neighborhood. In the 60's there were still many decent families. But I guess what 

affected me most was how lush, for being in a desert town, our neighborhood was. It was 

filled with giant old trees. I was an expert tree-climber. (Laughter.) I could scale some 

trees—like a giant, ancient grapefruit tree we had in our backyard—I could climb to the 

top of that in 5 seconds (Laughter), and it was probably about 20 feet tall. I've never seen 

such a tall citrus tree since. And the houses on our street were overgrown with vines— 

Queen's Wreath, honeysuckle, cat's claw. 

S: Oh, I really like those. 

PB: On spring and summer nights, it was so fragrant, almost magical. 
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S: Sounds wonderful. 

PB: Then there were, of course, all the orange and lemon blossoms. And my mother 

had an amazing flower garden. We had a very large backyard, big enough to plant rows 

and rows of com. 

S: Really? 

PB: As I describe in a poem called "Autobiography," we always grew tons of things. 

There were enough rows of com for my sister and I to hide in. 

S: What fun! 

PB: There were sandias—melons, and strawberries, and grapevines, just everything. It 

was a wonderland. I guess I called that poem "Autobiography" because in a sense it 

seems like that's all you need to know about my childhood and where I come from and 

what shaped me. In a way, that sense of the physical world is the best of my childhood. 

S: I completely understand. 

PB: Anybody who's been a serious gardener knows the kind of indescribable magic in 

the air when so many things are in bloom, or coming into fruit, or growing, at once. That 

sense of the earth, of the beauty of it and of things alive, was the first big influence in my 

writing. That seemed to me the first thing worth writing about. I remember my first 

serious attempt at a poem when I was around 15. It had something to do with our fig tree, 

the sharp, almost too sharp smell of its leaves, and the way it seemed to pant in the 

summer heat. I guess I thought that because it let off such a strong aroma. At any rate, 

when I first started writing, I wrote about things like trees! Sounds pretty corny, eh? 
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S: Not at all. I think you have a special way, in your writing, of bringing out that 

magical you were talking about in ordinary things, in things like trees, even. I want to see 

your old home and all those trees, now. (Laughter.) 
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INTERVIEW WITH PATRICIA PRECIADO MARTIN 
JUNE 5,1998 

Tucson, Arizona 

S: Why don't we begin with your telling me about your background, your family, 

and where you're from. 

PPM: I was bom in Prescott, Arizona, and my parents moved down to the Tucson area 

when, I guess we were pretty young, it was before my brother was bom. And we lived in 

a cute little house that I still remember on East President's Street on the south side. We 

were very small, then. Then my father went to work for the mill in Sahuarita and we 

lived there for... well, I wasn't in school yet... so we kind of lived out in the middle of 

nowhere and then we moved back to Tucson when my father injured his back and lost his 

job and we lived with my grandmother in Barrio Hollywood until my mother and father 

got a home on 7'*^ near the Grant and Stone area. It's not really a barrio but there was a 

little pocket of Mexican families that lived right there, with a few Yaquis, and the Cocio 

family, so it was a kind of barrio. All that's gone now. pretty much. My parents' home is 

still there but it's a business, now, so My mother's family lives in Chihuaha and she 

was bom in Texas and my father's family is from Jalisco originally—Coahuila—except 

for my great-grandfather who is from ? My father was actually bom in El Paso. 

S: So some of the family was bom in Mexico. 

PPM: Yes, the first three were bom in Mexico and the younger ones were bom in the 

States. 

S: Then that makes you second-generation Mexican American. 

PPM: Yes, my parents were both bom in the States. 
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S: You're a native Arizonan. Would you consider yourself a native Tucsonan, as 

well? 

PPM: Yes. I don't know if native Tucsonans would consider me one, but I've lived here 

all my life. I'll be 59 next month, so yeah. 

S: What do you remember most about growing up? 

PPM: You know, for a mexicana I'm very very much an outdoors person and I'm very 

much into nature and I think my early years in Sahuarita I spent just outside kind of 

running around and I think that imprinted on me. I don't know what else would explain 

my love for the outdoors because that's very rare for me because I'm a woman ... and at 

my age. to be such an outdoors person, a nature person ... and I have a very strong 

attachment to my sister. We're very close in age and so she was my companion and I just 

remember tea parties and that sort of thing. And I was very strongly attached to my 

mother, too. so—and my father—for other reasons, but [ think we just had all that free 

time for just kind of roaming around in the desert in the empty lots and back lots. My 

mother always told a story, and actually I have a certificate from when we were very 

small, but my father used to like to prospect and he actually had another mine which he 

called the little Patricia. He staked the mine and called it the Little Patricia. That was 

when I was very small, before we moved to Tucson when we were living in ? I still have 

the certificate. I just remember thinking then that I must be pretty special because I had a 

gold mine named for me. It always made me feel special and mom said that they used to 

go out to the desert a lot and Daddy would work his little mine and we'd have a lot of 

piciniques and I'm told I was always running around picking up rocks. I would collect 



rocks when they were doing, you know, whatever adults do, and at the end of the day I 

could never pick the ones I wanted to take home. I would cry because, you know, they 

would say "Well, you can take five rocks home," but I would always want to take them 

all and they would always end up dragging home these rocks. So I think that at a very 

young age the outdoors was important to me because of our lifestyle. That was in the 

first grade so I would have been six years old... in 1945. This was in Barrio Hollywood, 

where we lived then, and then of course we then lived in our little house on 7"^ Avenue 

which was kind of a mini-barrio, but I remember all that as just a really special time. 

S: What was special about that year with your grandmother? 

PPM: Well. I just remember a lot from that time. I was very impressionable and I 

remember a lot of images and I think they're in some of my stories. My grandmother had 

a chicken coop and ? I remember the man that? And the guy who sold ? and the crazy 

lady and Grandma's chicken coop and just sort of lots of outdoor images. They stay with 

us. 

S: What have been some of the more significant or outstanding influences on your. 

life and on your work? You might already have mentioned some of these influences on-

your life, but what of your work, do you think? 

PPM: Well, I think my mother. My mother was a reader and she taught me how to read 

at a very early age. I was a little mexicanita going to El Rio already reading before I 

went to the first grade. And these are things I was not then really conscious of, but I 

think that had to do with why [ love reading. We would go to the library and things like 

that, but my mother was a reader and we always had books around the house. I just think 
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I've always been a very observant person. It's part of my nature and I just see things and 

I remember them and I file them away and I really don't know why but it has to do 

somehow with how I was brought up. I mean, it was just the way we lived. I think that 

in those days you kind of entertained yourself; you made things up; and I would say that 

as a child I would make up stories for my baby brother. [ remember sitting on the back 

swing and I remember one story was about dinosaurs or something and I would tell this 

really long story about dinosaurs and entertain him. 

S; Yes, and you've mentioned that about your kids, that you would tell them stories 

and someone, I think your husband, suggested that you write them down. And so you 

started tlrst by writing children's stories, and you really began with your baby brother. 

PPM: Well. I think I've just always had a very good imagination. I think I still do. 

They tease me because I'm always thinking up scenarios and endings to things. 

S: A writer's mind. 

PPM: I guess so. yeah. 

S: I'm curious. Sometimes writers will talk about the exact time, the moment when 

they remember having decided to become a writer. Do you remember that time? Do you 

remember when it was you said to yourself that you were going to be a writer, or that you 

were a writer? 

PPM: I still don't say it. 

S; You don't? I would hope by now. with all your awards and success 

PPM: It just was a process, you know, from story telling to writing stories down, to 

collecting folk tales and then ending up being images. And then I would start up, because 
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of this strange imagination that I have, those people that I met made me think of stories 

and it was kind of like one thing flowed into another. And even now, in my waning 

years, I'll wake up in the middle of the night with an idea. 

S: Did anyone in school ever encourage you to write? 

PPM: Never. 

S: Really? 

PPM: Well, I shouldn't say that. Actually, when I got to the university was the first " 

time, well, no, when I was very young because I could read I skipped the first grade, buLl 

don't remember a special teacher, though. I certainly don't remember any nun 

encouraging me or ever being told, ever, in high school being told I was a good student or 

a good writer. Never. It wasn't until I got to the university and I started taking Spanish 

classes and I was really succeeding at the Q of A and because I realized that I always got 

good grades that maybe I was smart. I can't say anyone mentored me as a writer. I can't 

say I had teachers at the university that cared about me or mentored me whatsoever. 

But Dr. Koppel in the English Department and Dr. Rosaldo in the Spanish Department 

respected me as a student but I never took any creative writing classes so I never had, I 

mean, I got A's on my essays and finals but I never did much creative writing except 

maybe in English 101 And when I say it was a process, I mean I did not start doing 

this until I was in my... I had my first child at 27 so I was in my 30s when I first wrote. 

S: When you first started writing your stories down, even though you were a 

storyteller for some time before that... 

PPM: Yes, creative writing, I mean. 
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S: And was it your husband who suggested that you start to write them down, when 

he heard you telling your kids these stories? 

PPM: Yes 

S: Good. I'm glad he did. 

PPM: I never got any of them published, the children's stories I mean. 

S: I was remembering the letter that you read aloud at the U of A from Sister... 

PPM: Sister St. Eleanor 

S: Yes, from Sister St. Eleanor at Salpointe High School and I was wondering what 

else you might tell us about influences your education had on your work. 

PPM: Well, I will say one thing, and my sister was the one that pointed this out to me. I 

did not think of it myself. 

S: Elena? 

PPM: Yeah, that we received a very good, traditional education at Salpointe. I'm not 

remembering that, I always felt very distracted there, very unhappy there, and I never 

knew why. I just never felt like I belonged. But she says that we had a very good 

education in the basics of English and composition. Now. I'm not remembering that, I'm 

not recalling that. I remember doing a lot of grammar, but I don't remember ever having 

written an essay and having someone say 'This is a good essay." I must have, and my 

sister says that we got a very good foundation, so that I will say. 

S: Why did you feel that you didn't fit in there? 

PPM: I was just an extremely sensitive person and there very few Mexicans at 

Salpointe. We were poor, not that Salpointe at that time was wealthy or anything, but. 
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class, what now... but I just always felt that I just was not quite as good 

S: I understand. What role might your stories have on the education of young people 

today, on Chicanas, mujeres mexiccinas, in particular? In other words, how do you think 

your stories might play a role in educating other Mexican American women 

PPM: Are you talking about tlction or oral histories? 

S: Either. 

PPM: Well, I mean. I think with the oral histories, at least, it's obvious ... the affect, 

and I believe I think that my basic philosophy is that I really believe in the power of 

the story and the ability of the story to empower people and guide them and give them 

self-respect and self-value. I think from an historical point of view that it's very 

important for us to know who we are and that we are worthy and that we have a 

powerful, beautiful culture. I'm not saying, obviously, that everything is good; I'm not 

saying that—but I think that so much of the enriching part of our culture is important. So 

I try to do this, with my oral histories, give a sense of belonging and history and 

continuity. And I try to do that in my tlction in a respectable fashion. But there's always 

a message between the lines. A story may be funny, but the message is always there. 

I'm writing one right now that I just love and I just thought of the ending last night in the 

middle of the night. Can I talk about that? 

S: Yes. certainly. 

PPM: It's called "^Polvosr from my collection of love stories, from Amor Etemo. This 

story is part three of these three stories that have to do with seeking love through 
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witchcraft. It's called ''Polvos" because in South Tucson if you go to Flores Nacional 

they have these little powders that you sprinkle around doorways. Well, this is a big deal 

because it's a high tourist season and everybody is at the resorts and all the Mexican 

maids and gardeners are there working and taking care of the tourists. But down in South 

Tucson everybody is all aflutter because it's the high season for the polvos when the most 

magic occurs and there are these big lines outside the farmacia of people waiting to buy 

all these magic potions so that they can have love and sprinkle them on altars and mantles 

and doorways. And then I have this funny thing about all these people .. .all the love

lorn. But at the end of the story that I thought about last night is that there's a shift in the 

wind ... and all the polvos blow up and guess who nms away with Lupita, the laundress? 

And guess who runs away with Jose, the gardener ? 

S: (Laughter) I love that. Great. 

PPM: So, you know, everybody's smitten with these polvos. unwittingly, and before you 

know it you have all these little gringuitos running away with all the maids and the 

laundresses. Now, this is funny, but I told it with respect, and there's a message here. 

S: Yeah. 

PPM: [Just love it. Honest, I thought of the ending ju.st last night. I've been thinking of 

this story for years and it was going to be in El Milagro. but I could just never quite get it. 

S: And you got it. 

PPM: And. actually. I'd written most of it and my original thought was that the polvos 

blow up and the tourists complain because they can't see the views anymore. But I didn't 

like that. I wasn't happy with that. And then last night this came to me. Suddenly, you 
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there's two main basics: one is the power of the story and all of the things that help move 

it along, and also an appreciation for our antedecendientes—all the people that came 

before us, and that connection between generations, that thread. What I'm trying to do is 

mend thread. And I believe that everything we do is political. Some people have a hard 

time with that or finding that in my stories, but 1 feel that my stories are very political. 

And when they say they don't see it I just tell them "You didn't read the story." People . 

want to get hit on the head, I guess. People think I'm this happy-go-lucky Chicana 

writer, Mary Poppins 

S: But that's what... I'm attracted to the political in your stories. 

PPM: That's because you're a woman. And, well, you're younger than I, but you've 

been through a lot 

S: Well. I was wondering, too, do you set out to be a mentor for other people? 

Because I know that you've helped me; you've mentored me and my writing. Do you 

mentor other Chicanas through your workshops and .... 

PPM: Well, I don't know if we "set out" to do it. I feel a very strong obligation to 

community. I feel it's important, I mean almost to my detriment with the time I devote, 

but I feel a great commitment to help anybody that I can. if I am physically capable. 

Sometimes I'm not, I get tired, but if I can, I try to be there for individuals like yourself. 

I read manuscripts all the time. I just gave a talk at a GED graduation last week. There 

were a lot of people there, mostly mexicanos, blue-collar people, and I really enjoyed it. 

And, I mean, I talk to anybody and everybody. I talk to the ladies in the foothills and I 
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tell them my stories, too, but in a different way. But they like them, too; they laugh, and 

they tell me that they learn something from my stories. I can tell the same story about the 

face of Christ in the tortilla to the foothills ladies as to the Chicanos in the barrio, the 

undocumented and the immigrant and the message is the same. But I do feel a very 

strong obligation, whenever I can, to mentor or to tell about my work. And that's what I 

told these kids last week. 1 told them "When you leave here tonight, you need to tell your 

story. Because all of you have wonderful stories .. .just the fact that you're here tonight 

is a wonderful story. So pass it on." 

S: And I would add that the fact that we can see that you are published, and widely 

popular, gives encouragement. Because I remember a time ... all through high 

school... I graduated not ever having read anything in school by, for, or about Mexican 

Americans. 

PPM: And you are at least ten years younger than I. so you can imagine what it was like 

for me. I want to tell you about another friend of mine who wrote two stories a few years 

ago in her writing class. And she just asked to read it. to know what I thought, just as a 

friend. She submitted her writing to Northland for publication and it was rejected, so I 

encouraged her to submit to a short story contest for children, and she won. So I like to 

guide others. 

S: [ know. I probably would not have sent my stories to Border Beat if you had not 

encouraged me. 

PPM: You can write books of stories, Susana. I know you can. You're a very talented 

writer. 
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S: Thank you. You're very kind. That means a lot to me ... coniing from you. 

PPM: You should write a book, get all your stories written down. 

S: Yeah, well, I need to write this dissertation, finish this albatross degree, you 

know, first. But OK, anyway, getting back to the interview .... I've often heard you 

speak to the issue of stereotyping and rnexicanas and our being represented only as "the 

Rosita in the Cantina," as I've often heard you state it. How do you see your work, your 

oral histories, as a challenge to these stereotypes that we grew up with? Can you tell me 

more about that? 

PPM: Yes. because I've done the oral histories and I've met such a variety, such a wide 

spectrum of women and, so. that "Rosita in the Cantina" just doesn't apply. I suppose 

it's kind of a psychological study, they pick up on these stereotypes and they promote 

them. You don't have Rosie O'Leary in the cantina. and she was there just as much as 

we were. Of course this kind of thing happens. Prejudice happens in all societies, but 

when there is prejudice I think that the negative things in a culture are over-emphasized. 

And I know that this Rosita stereotype is just that. And my hunch was right about the 

other stories. I mean, I didn't have to go far to look—just within my own family, I mean, 

I had grandmothers and mothers and aunts and none of them were Rosita in the Cantina, 

so I mean it doesn't take much intelligence to figure it out. but some people just love this 

crap, you know, why do they like it so much? I guess we're just creatures that sometimes 

seek out the lowest images in others and don't like to go beyond that, so I think that a lot 

of different things happened after I wrote my first book. I just. I don't know, it's hard to 
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Conversations. I'm just an observant person. I found it all so fascinating. 

S: The need for better representation? 

PPM: The need to have our story told in a positive way. I'll admit it. Of course I'm 

biased. I mean, I feel like, you know, the scale still isn't balanced. I'm just contributing 

a few little nuggets so that at least the scale is beginning to be more balanced, but think 

about it. It's not just our women. Our men, too. They're always portrayed as 

I mean, you go to the [Arizona] Historical Society and I don't know how it is now, but I 

remember that always the mexicano man was a big bandido. My grandfathers weren't 

like that. So, I think when there's prejudice negative stereotypes are promoted because it 

gives the bigots a rationalization, a reason, to hang on to the stereotype. I mean, some of 

the women I know and that were in my family—they were close to perfect, they were 

angels. They worked. They raised their kids. And there were artists and journalists, too, 

and all the other things that I've talked with you about. And I just wanted to tell their 

story, and there must have been a need for it because I told you, that book is in its fifth 

printing. And it's not a perfect book. I know that some people criticize it, but at least the 

stories of these women have been told for the first timel I mean, we didn't have a voice. 

We didn't have a voice. The only voice we had was the one that Hollywood made up for 

us. And I think that I am a person who has a very strong sense of justice and in many 

ways that is what has motivated me. I'm doing a new book on ranching and I just get 

very emotional about it and the reason I'm doing this one is because I just feel so 
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back to where you came from" type of thing. 

S: Yes, that a lot of us grew up hearing. And still hear. 

PPM: And still hear. 

S: When you were talking about the Historical Society, were you referring to the 

pictures that they have there, in the archives? 

PPM: They have an exhibit there. This was actually not a picture. It was a dummy, a 

mannequin, dressed up like a Mexican bandido right there where you first walked in. 

At least he looked like a bandido to me. And there was a text that was about the bandido. 

It should have mentioned the white bandidos. There were Mexican bandidos.. .but all 

I'm saying is. I'm not denying... I think we've all had our share of negative history but 

I don't think it's fair to put that on the shoulders of one ethnicity. There were Mexican 

bandidos, sure.... 

S: Like the robber barons and... 

PPM: Yes, they were bandidos big time. All I'm asking is for equal time for all of our 

images. That's fair. I think that's why I feel so committed to the community, because I 

have such a strong sense of wanting to seek justice. And when I look in the faces of 

those students at the GED graduation ... there's some justice in the world. 

S: I wonder if you can tell me more about that story you once told me, about when 

you went door to door interviewing the women for your oral histories in Images and 

Conversations and realizing there were some important stories there. And how from that 

realization and that book you then went to writing Songs Mv Mother Sang to Me. 
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PPM: Well, it was actually kind of the process from my children's stories I'd told my 

children. I thought, well, maybe... I'd had my success with my children's stories so 

maybe I could collect local folk tales and do ... I don't know, I have no idea where this 

came from. But I decided to go door to door and ask about some of the folk tales in 

Tucson, like El Diablo en el. El Tejano, and La Llorona of course has its own specific 

Tucson version. Etc. But that's when I got into this oral history bit, because people 

didn't just want to tell me stories of the folk tales; that was just a very small piece of the 

mosaic. They wanted to tell me all the other stories of their lives, see, so they were the 

ones who gave me the idea for the book. I didn't really think of it. It was a process 

coming about. And then I remember the incident that made me decide to do something. 

There was a library conference in about 1987 and you know they had these readings and 

speakers and there was a man there, once ... this man is very very well-known man so I 

will not mention his name, but he's a multi-millionaire, .self-publishing, jillionaire 

actually, and he got up and read a poem ... the theme was something about the 

Southwest... and he read this poem in which he referred to americanas going down to 

Nogales with (inaudible) and the end of the poem was (inaudible) senoritas (inaudible) 

and I was so incensed. I remember I started to shake I was so angry. And I was going to 

speak the next day, and I don't know how I did it I was so angry. 

S: So your reading was a kind of answer to .... 

PPM: I wanted to do it [write the book Songs Mv Mother Sang to MeT anyway, the 

inspiration was there but I'm kinda lazy, it's a lot of work... 

S: But that really spurred you on, it seems 
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PPM: but I tell you, I said, "OK, this is it. I'm not gonna take this anymore." 

S: So you decided to talk back. And you did your reading the next day. 

PPM: Yes. 

S: That's quite a story. I'm curious about the fact that all of your stories are written 

primarily in English although you're completely bilingual and bicultural. What might 

you tell me about this, and was this a conscious choice on your part? What consequences 

and results might there be for your writing in one language as opposed to the other? 

PPM: I consider myself bilingual as far as speaking but I do not Spanish as a 

literary medium is a very formal and precise and beautiful language. I do not feel that my 

first language is Spanish when it comes to writing. My first language has always been 

English, and I am bilingual, but my first language is English and then we would talk 

Spanish and so English is my medium of expression and that's why I write in English. 

For writing, it's the language I'm most comfortable in. or just habUindo. Now, you 

probably write in Spanish more. 

S: I do, with my dialogue, especially, because that's how I hear it. I remember my 

mother's voice and always talking to us in Spanish. 

PPM: See, my mother didn't. 

S: My parents were bilingual. They spoke both English and Spanish. 

PPM: My mother and father spoke Spanish but they suffered a lot in school, especially 

my father who didn't speak any English. And he was determined that we wouldn't suffer 

like that. 

S: Yes, I understand. 
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PPM: I think it affected him all his life. 

S: Yes. 

PPM: He never had self-confidence about not finishing school, and so English was our 

first language, although we spoke a lot of Spanish with our grandmother. But a lot of my 

Spanish is learned Spanish ... because I took it in high school and I went to Mexico to 

study and to Spain to study, so there was a very conscious effort, on my part, at a very 

young age, to ... I already had the facility but I didn't have the vocabulary. Remember, 

we went to Salpointe, we didn't go to Tucson High or... but English is my first 

language but I feel comfortable expressing myself in my stories with dichos and 

ciiriosidades and little asides but I do not feel comfortable writing in Spanish. 

S: I think that those of us of a certain generation—I know our dad's were bom in the 

same year—encouraged us. also, to speak English. It was my grandmother who didn't 

speak English, and some of my tios, my mother's brothers, insisted on our speaking 

Spanish. But that emphasis to speak English well was there because they knew that that 

was going to be the road to success ... to be able to speak English 

PPM: And sure enough they were right. 

S: And this is in light of, you know, bilingual education has officially ended in 

California, now... what, was it yesterday they voted on this? ... 

PPM: Yes. You know, "The Journey" is going to be translated into Spanish. 

S: Oh good. 

PPM: McGraw Hill I think is doing a text-book series and they decided they want to 

publish it in Spanish. 
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stories that Chicanos from the Southwest, in particular, would be most familiar with. 

How did this choice of emphasis come about? 

PPM: I think because it was all part of my life, growing up, and I still remember them. I 

don't think I completely appreciated them when I was younger, but I think that life is a 

continual learning process and many of the friends that I've made, especially the elders, 

talk to me in dichos, and because I love people's stories and I'm very charmed with 

dichos because they just t"it in so well with life. I mean, they're part of my life. We still 

use them, but, I mean, in a more self-conscious manner, really, because we're pretty 

sophisticated, let's face it. We've been to the University. We've traveled around, you 

know, compared to our parents who u.sed them and I mean, we use them in a different... 

in a more intellectual and conscious way. We u.se them to be cute and stuff like that, but 

I am just so charmed by them because 1 think they just say volumes. And I'm very into 

the power of story and dichos are story—a one-line story. I have a lot of friends that are 

about ten years older than me and that decade makes a big difference, it's just incredible 

the difference... and these friends of mine whom I consider close friends are always 

talking in dichos. They grew up with Spanish first. English .second. I'm just so charmed 

to hear them ... like when I went... one of the elderly ladies I went on a tour with a 

few years ago ... I kept a notebook because she just kept talking in dichos. 

S: They do. And it's true we grow up with them. I remember growing up with them 

and they add so much to the language. Especially back home, in Texas, every other 

sentence is a dicho practically. 
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PPM: I know. 

S: It's just very much a part of what we grew up with. 

PPM: Yes, and I think they're so much a part of who we are. I feel sorry that I think this 

next generation ... the world is becoming so monocultural... but I did do a cookbook 

for my daughter and. I'll show it to you. it's full of dichos 

S: Oh really? 

PPM: Yes, with food and dichos and family stories. 

S: Have you ever thought of publishing that? 

PPM: Actually, I mentioned it to the new editor at U of A Press and she was very 

interested ... but you know who I have gotten to take her recipe book over there? Again, 

talking about helping new writers ... that doggone Alva Torres. I've been nagging her 

for years to finish it. She used to write that column for the Citizen for years that now 

Carmen P writes. She had stories to go with her recipes, and she finally got it together 

and she asked me to read it over and I did some editing for her and made some 

suggestions, basically, more... it's good ... more, we need more. I mentioned it to my 

editor at U of A Press a few weeks ago and they're interested in it. 

S: Well, look at Laura Esquivel and her Like Water for Chocolate ... 

PPM: Yes, I know, and this is a big thing, now. and so they said—she met with them, 

she was gonna self-publish—but they were very interested and... the only problem with 

this book is there's not enough of it. 

S: I think you should see about publishing that book that you wrote for your 

daughter... I mean, that's really special, if she doesn't mind sharing it with all of us 
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PPM: No, hey I'll just tell her "Send me back your recipe book. [ need it for my talks." 

(Laughter.) Because people want to know, how do you do family history? Well, a recipe 

book is one good way to document family history. 

S: That's right. 

PPM: Because they're stories that go with food. I have one about, when I was little, for 

instance, my mother would send us out to gather verdolui^as in the empty lot across the 

street... that little weed that Mexicans eat that come out in the summer rain ... I 

remember... oh they're delicious, I'll make some for you with Monterrey Jack cheese 

and sauteed green onion and tomate .. .with beans ... that's all you need. I'm getting 

hungry. I remember being so proud, you know. Mom had sent us out... we took this 

very seriously. I had a little paper bag... and now I know my mother did it just to get 

rid of us, you know ... a little while, forty-five minutes, you know 

S: That's a good story 

PPM: Yes. This is part of the story I put in the recipe book. We're very close. 

S: I'd love to see that book. Some of the more prevalent characters in your works 

are mujeres, stories about comadres, women who are very close friends with each other, 

the women of the family and the community and usually in the domestic scene. I'm 

thinking in particular of the inter-generational stories of mothers and daughters and the 

passing on of traditions that's a very important theme in your work. And I'm thinking in 

particular of that wonderful story of the young girl who's in the kitchen and making 

tortillas with her mother and the young girl's tortillas keep coming out chuecos ... and I 

remember that I could relate to that so well because when I would make them when I was 
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a little girl [ could never get them round, you know. Why do you think so many of your 

stories are about women and comadrazco? And why do they speak in this collective, 

communal voice? There's a lot there, but tlrst of all, why is comadrazco an important 

theme in your work? 

PPM: I was very close to my mother and very close to my sister. That tortilla story is 

probably my most autobiographical of all my story because that was a scene oft repeated 

with my mother. You know, I love to tell this story about my sister. She was getting 

ready for the prom and my sister is a good seamstress, unlike myself, and I think she'd 

made her dress herself.. .no me acuerdo, but as usual she was late and she got all 

dressed up and here we were, of course, in our humble little adobe house but we always 

had nice clothes because Mommy made them. But anyway, it was black velvet, you 

know, like in the 50's, with this top ... this white chiffon ... and she comes out and my 

Dad's sittin' in the living room doing whatever he did and she twirls around... she's 

always been the princess in the family... and he says. "Yes. but can you make tortillas?" 

(Laughter) And we still laugh about that. So this whole thing about tortillas and I'm 

afraid to say I haven't made any in ... several years. 

S: Me either longer than that. 

PPM: I try to make them when we go up to the White Mountains because it's cooler up 

there, but the last ten years of our lives have been so busy... but anyway, that thing 

about the kitchen and my mother. My mother was very domestic and our life revolved 

around the food in the kitchen ... and our home and the territory... there's a few little 

rumpled down houses here and there but you know, I don't know why I feel so 
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powerfully about my mother because, you know, we're not self-conscious about these 

things but she was a very beautiftil, accomplished person and I feel like she was a woman 

who never really got a chance to develop her talents. I think about it and I tell my sister, 

"You know, the people who were second generation (inaudible) We're not fancy 

people ... there's no brain surgeons in our family or anything, but we have brain 

surgeons in the third generation. My sister has a daughter who's a surgeon. And I 

always tell her, "Don't forget your grandma. She was a good seamstress and that's where 

you got it." My mom and dad didn't have much education, we weren't a perfect 

family ... my father drank, he had his problems, but boy did my mother have this thing 

about education. In a lot of ways I think I always tried to excel for their approval. My 

mother was just really big on school. She used to read my college texts. She was always 

reading. 

S: But I notice that you also, like in your story, "Lis Plumas" you also write about 

the special feeling that the women in that story have for each other, too. It keeps coming 

up, a lot, where you have the women, whether it's a mother and daughter or the comadres 

together, but it's a very strong 

PPM: Yeah, and, you know, it's interesting, Susana, because. I mean, I don't think about 

these things, but I have very strong relationships with my friends. My relationships with 

my female friends, and of course my sister, are very deep, but I have quite a few very 

close women friends. Some of diem are not married, either, or have no children ... I 

mean they're not necessarily women in my state with children ... but I just have very 

strong attachments. And I also have very, well, my mother's no longer alive, but I 
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developed very strong attachments to the elderly women I met in the process of writing 

my book. So, again, I don't know where that came from but it comes from my mother . 

and my abuelita and my tias. In those days, in the 40's, you had this family core and you 

weren't self-conscious but you your parents' friends were your family and especially if 

you were poor—my sister doesn't like to use the word "poor" because we weren't 

"poor," we were "poor" but we didn't have the means and my parents weren't social 

buttertlies so the core of their social life was family. And my family wasn't as traditional 

as a lot of others. I remember the baptismals and the weddings but I remember more 

getting together for Sundays and dinners and picnics so that must have been where a lot 

of women things went on ... 

S: Yeah. You know. I was just thinking, I just want to ask you about this while I 

think of it, when you were telling that story where your dad asks "But can she make 

tortillas?" ... Do you remember the billboard that they put up here on 6"* Avenue? I 

wonder what your reaction was to it, and I would love to know who did it, but it was on 

6''* Avenue and it was this huge billboard that someone put up as part of some artistic 

project and it showed this little abuelita making tortillas and she's saying, "If you want to 

get married, you have to know how to make tortillas" or .something like that. 

PPM: Really? 

S: Yeah, and it kind of caused an uproar at the time. I remember. (Laughter.) 

PPM: Oh my goodness. Well, you know, I think people get real anal about stuff. The 

other thing is that I think we need to be able to look at life ... I think humor is very 

liberating and if you get so uptight about that being a feminist issue and all that but 
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there was a point in that story about the tortilla, about me never being able to fulHlI what 

my mother thought was a real woman. There's the point of failing. There's the point of 

change of culture and between generations, and never quite living up to my mother's 

expectations. And when I look at it it's humorous. But I asked my uncle about my 

mother—because you know my mother got older and when people get old and sick they 

change—what he remembered most about my mother when they were young and he said, 

"Her sense of humor." And that surprised me because I remember my mother as triste, 

too. She was really devoted to us, but you know, she had problems with my father and 

his drinking and stuff. I think basically she was a happy person and she had a very good 

sense of humor and I wonder where I got this picarisco ... is that the right word, 

picaresque? 

S: Yes. You mean you were a picaro. 

PPM: That's how I got that story about the polvos. I feel like a sense of humor is a 

survival tactic. It is. It's a way to deal with things. It's an energizing way, it's 

empowering. You can make the same points as when you're angry. I think that's a lot 

why I don't write like a lot of younger Chicanas [angryj. My life wasn't like that but my 

life was sad, too, but a sense of humor always helped us to survive. I have a great story 

about my mother and my dad. I'm going to tell this story in this book... I don't know 

how I'm going to do it, it's going to be tough, but when he came home one night he'd 

been drinking and, you know those little houses with no hallways you always knew 

everything that was going on, if your parents had a fight, they'd whisper and though it 

was always very low I was always, you know, very metiche and listening through the 
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walls. So the next day... my mother used to take my father coffee to him to bed every 

morning of his life... and there she is, having dried the tears, taking my father his coffee 

and newspaper and I said, "Mom" (I think by this time I was already in high school) and I 

said, "Why are you doing this?" And she says, "Ah, but he doesn't know, but I didn't stir 

the sugar." (Laughter). This is a real story. 

S: Yeah, and really, what other recourse did she have? 

PPM: And one other time when [ came home and it was the same thing (I'm going to 

put these two things in the story) the whispering and the "I'm sorry, honey, I'm never 

gonna do it again" type thing and I came home and she was doing the laundry and 

hanging it out and she says, "Look. " No tefijas? No te hasfijado en algal Look at the 

clothesline!" And I looked and said "What?" and she whispered, "Look at the clothesline. 

I didn't hang my panties next to his underwear." And 1 said. "Oh yeah, right. That's 

really gonna do it. Mom." (Laughter) 

S: That's great. I remember my mother and dad. the same thing, they'd have an 

argument and it'd be time to eat and my dad would say, "Ko no voy a comer nada" you 

know, hacienda pucheros like they do and she'd say, '^Biiena, esta bieri" but she would 

make the meal and always leave it there for him whether he ate it or not and of course my 

dad would always eat, eventually, but they [our mothers] were very prideful, really, about 

fulfilling their obligations that way, like it reflected very badly on them as people if they 

didn't cook supper and feed their man. (Laughter) You know, yo siquiera cumpU and all 

that. 

PPM: Yes, very strange. 
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S: That's great. You have to write that story. And speaking of tortillas, I realize that 

they also have played an important part in your stories. I'm thinking of the ... signature 

story in your collection, El Milagro. and where you have the simple tortilla become a 

kind of sacred object with the face of Christ. And I was thinking about how you have so 

much in there, in that story, the communal identity, the story, the figure of Christ, and 

religion. Tell us about that tortilla. What does it represent, really? 

PPM: Well, there's tlrst of all. you know the tortilla and the body of Christ and I don't 

think of this self-consciously but I think if I were going to be an English major I'd 

probably say that the tortilla represents the community. And that's part of what I said in 

my talk last week, the talk on El Milagro. I said the milagro isn't the face of Christ in the 

tortilla; the milagro is the face of Christ in the community (and I don't know if it was 

right to talk about the face of Christ that way or not) 

S: As a kind of reflection 

PPM: Yeah, I actually got the idea for that story from a newspaper article I had about 

the comal. In fact, I just cut out another article out in the New Mexico Magazine. They 

had this article about this family in New Mexico that had the face of Christ in their 

tortilla and they built a whole shrine around it (I'll get it for you before you leave and 

show it to you). 

S: But what's this about the comal? 

PPM: It was about ten years ago and she was making tortillas outside on the comal and 

then the Virgen de Guadalupe appeared on the comal... just like a few months ago the 

one about the Virgen in the tree. And I was so charmed by that. And of course the 



257 

tortilla is such a powerful image, it's like THE HOST! And I love to eat them, too, but 

anyway, I just had this idea of showing community but that is a very political story. It's 

anti-established religion and I will quote a young student in Douglas. When I asked them 

(I remember I read this story to them before it was published), "What does that story 

mean to you?" And a young kid raises his hand and he says. "Miss, that means that you 

don't have to be rich or important to be touched by God." And I don't want to say this 

too strongly, because I am not anti-established religion. "Whatever floats your boat," is 

my philosophy. But I was making the point that the true spirituality is in the community, 

and that's why I go to church. I don't go necessarily to listen to the priest. I go because I 

am surrounded by the people. And that's where I feel the sense of faith—misplaced or 

not, it's there. And that's what I was getting at. Besides the fact that it's humorous. You 

know. I read that story to gringos (and I'm gonna use that word because I have some 

friends who are gringos who call themselves gringos) and they laugh at it, and I say, 

"Wait a minute. This story is funny but it's also not funny, because they don't get it, and 

I try to get them to get it and then the "Aha" comes in and they get it. It's OK if people 

take it... I mean, your writing ... people will take your stories on a lot of different 

levels and once you've written a story and put it out there ... you have to relinquish 

control, and it's hard for writers to do that. It's hard for me because I know I have a 

certain idea and people come up with the most bizarre things 

S: I thought one of the strongest impressions in your story is this sense that this 

gathering of community comes from this one, humble woman ... it starts there and this 

community builds from there. She's kind of leading... 
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PPM: Yes, she is the spiritual leader. And it's this egalitarian sense of justice that I have 

about all people, including the most humble... the woman who has children out of 

wedlock, and ... everybody and anybody... is touched by God in a different way and 

we may not understand and that's one of the points I was making. 

S: I was thinking of, I've always called it writing a.s revenge and you talk about your 

sense of justice (inaudible) and I write sometimes for revenge, I know, but ... 

PPM: I like your writing because of that. I think you write very similar, in a way. I 

think a lot of our underlying meanings in our stories are the same. You have the story on 

the surface, like "La Urraca," but there's pain in that story. There's pain about people 

being rejected or not being perfect or ugly or whatever and about people judging you by 

how you look, and I love it. the image of the bird and the freedom and the sense of purity 

or whatever, so I think it's a very hot story. 

S: Thanks, (inaudible) 

PPM: Yeah, you're a published writer now and you're getting it made into a play, which 

I can not say I've ever done. We'll have to make sure we make it to Phoenix to see it. 

S: Great. I'm going to do some workshops with the kids, first; it's all part of the 

project.. .to encourage them to do their own writing. But I was wondering if you did 

this with that article that came out of the story. I always read the paper with my scissors 

and a little basket of clippings next to the chair because I read and cut out stories and 

things I want to keep ... 

PPM: Yes, because you teach 
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S: (Laughter.) But I was wondering... if you heard this one. This was about, 

maybe five years or so ago .. .about the diablo they said they say at the Diamond Casino 

... do you remember that story? 

PPM: No, tell me. 

S: These two little viejitas apparently were there cranking those bars on the 

gambling machines and putting all their money in and one of them said that she all of a 

sudden happened to looked down and saw the hoofed feet on the guy at the gambling 

machine next to her and that then the lights started flashing off and on all over and then 

poof! he was gone. One of the security guards there apparenlty said the same thing, 

backed up their story, and somebody said it wa.s all on the video tape above, the security 

tape. Everybody was talking about it on the radio you didn't hear? There was a lot 

of talk about it because, you know, these were little viejiuis that saw this that wouldn't 

lie. People said. 'They wouldn't lie." What do you think you would have done with 

that? 

PPM: I haven't done too many devil stories. 

S: We have the devil in Texas stories. I guess. (Laughter) (inaudible) How much of 

a conscious choice is your synthesizing of the ordinary with the miraculous, because I see 

that a lot in your writing. 

PPM: It's very conscious, like in "Plumas," for example. That story was built around a 

synthesis of the world of the ordinary and the miraculous. It is a very political story, also. 

My editor said, "I don't understand this. You should change the end." And I said, "I 

want people to work a little bit and scratch their heads." And she said, "I don't get it." 
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And I said, "Well, I'm not going to change it." I think this story is interesting precisely 

because you don't know what's going on. That's the magic of the story. You're really 

not sure at the end. That's why I did it that way. I think that growing up mexicana ... I 

don't think I'm that religious now, in the traditional way ... but all that sense of magic— 

you know, the Catholic Church is a Church about magic. 

S: Tell me more about that. 

PPM: Well, you know, the Eucharist... if that's not magic I don't know what is. And 

all the things you learn in Catechism about trans-substantiation and the changing of bread 

into the body of Christ and the wine into the blood of Christ, well, if you grow up with 

that of course you're gonna believe in magic, h's a foundation of... so I was a kid who 

always believed in magic. So you're kind of weaned on magic. I'm not trying to be 

disrespectuful: I'm being intellectual, here. And basically I think that's where I got all 

this stuff and I do get teased by my family because of it. It's self-conscious and of course 

I don't really believe in all that stuff, myself, but I think It's really fun to play with the 

imagination. Like this "Polvos" I'm doing, and my love-story thing that's very similar to 

that. I have actually three. I'm doing El Tiradito, by the way. 

S: Oh good. 

PPM: But again, it's a little different. It's very exaggerated. And the end of it is this 

love-lorn girl who did not pay attention that, you know, you are never supposed to pray to 

El Tiradito in the summer, got stuck in the wax for three days before anybody found her. 

S: Why are you not supposed to pray there in the summer? 
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PPM: Because of all the candle wax, and the heat. You get stuck. If you walk there, 

you can't get out. 

S: I'll remember not to go there in the summer. 

PPM: But anyway, so, I like that I don't know if it's really so intellectual, but part 

of the reason ... you know you write profoundly, too? Some of it can, you know, just be 

an intellectual exercise but as it develops it becomes more of that. I start with an idea 

that's kind of an intellectual idea and then as I get into the story, like "Polvos," then it 

becomes more part of me. It kind of grows and becomes part of me. I'm enjoying that 

story very much. 

S: And then you add the humor, too. I've always felt that your writing is political, 

that there is a political message there. One of my favorites is 'The Journey." And I think 

it is very political... what you are saying about displacements and everything that 

happened to the mexicano community here in Tucson (and elsewhere, we all have our 

own Convention Center story—in L.A. it was the Chavez Ravine)... 

PPM: I think that's why it's been anthologized so much. Because I think it strikes a 

cord. 

S: I love it. 

PPM: It's probably one of the best stories I've written. 

S: You do the same thing when you write about the story about the Guest Ranch. I 

see a theme of neo-colonialism in your writing, like when you write about the real estate 

market that has come in and pushed out the community and fragmented it. 

PPM: Have you read 'Tierra Tierra"? 
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Yes.. .. 

PPM: It starts out, 'This is the way you malce adobes." She's a little girl and then die 

story reverts to when she is a viejita in the barrio in this home that her father made and 

they come to tell her that it's been condemmed. 

S: Yes, there it is again. 

PPM: Yes, it's very conscious on my part. Because the fiction is so connected with the 

oral history. And I have become so much more familiar with the larger Tucson area 

because of the people that I've interviewed... and I go and find old ranchos and ruins 

I'm always looking... and I'm seeing the abandoned ruins and the few little adobes that 

were once a ranch ... and it's very provocative for me. And here we are and our history 

is melting away like these adobes and I'm gonna tell it and I feel very passionate about 

this ranching book because everything is "Cowboy!" and you never hear anything about 

what the mexictinos contributed here. I ask you. "What would Tucson be like without the 

mexicanos in it?" All this stuff that you have. La Ventana, El Conquistador, La Paloma, 

EI Tanque Verde, all these 5-star resorts all have Spanish names. What's the history 

behind them? I'm interviewing this woman now who was bom on the comer of River 

and Campbell and I tell people, "You know there was a life before Joestler," There's 

Rancho El Barrio but the rancho was here in the Catalina Foothills. 

S: Even the names that are used are screwed up like "Del Plata" You know how 

people think they're writing a Spanish name or giving something a quaint feeling with 

these ridiculous names ... Casas Adobes... 

PPM: You should see... there'^s this place called Rancho Sin Vacas. 
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S: [ knowl (Laughter) That's what I'm talking about. 

PPM: Oh my god. Have you seen the street names up there? 

S: Yes! (Laughter) Calle Sin Nombre. Sin Envidia. 

PPM: Calle Sin Lujuria, which is "lust" isn't it? Yeah. I know it is because this woman 

I know lives on this street. 

S: Yeah, and I don't know what kind of ranch is a Rancho Sin Vacas 

PPM: Yes, 'Must" is "lujuria" (looking in the dictionary)... 

S: Speaking about streets and place, I think what you do with your writing, too, is 

you're putting the mexicano community on the map, and you're writing about that 

shifting and changing map. It's interesting... I was reading Tom Sheridan's book, Los 

Tucsonenses. while I was re-reading your works and it's great to read them side by side. 

I also read your oral histories along with, side by side, your fiction. It's clear to see that a 

lot of your fiction comes out of your oral histories. I was wondering how ... you talk 

about growing up in the 50's in Tucson ... if you were to look back and see the changing 

community and this whole sense of place and one of the barrios you grew up in ... how 

has Tucson changed over the years? How do you think that Tucson has changed from the 

time you were growing up? How do you see Tucson from the time you and your sister 

were in high school in the 50's and now? 

PPM: Well, I think what's happened to Tucson is that it no longer has a heart. I mean, 

it's like a body but without a heart. It's hard, because when you're young you don't pay 

attention to things like "community"; you're just worried about whether or not you can 

get a date, but I think what's happened is that Tucson has tost its sense of community and 
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you have all these disparate commuriities, these separated communities ... and we've 

become a very self-centered society where... and you talk about "it takes a village to 

raise a child"—that's no big news. Our communities were doing that in the 40's and 

50's. There was a sense of people taking care of the children. And I think the biggest 

change is that no one gives a damn. And everyone wants their little peace and they don't 

want anybody to bother them and they don't want to know ... I think the other thing is, 

you know, I was speaking to an acquaintance the other day and [ said, "Please don't say 

to me that 'While in my day we did this and that'" ... this is a different world and it is 

not the world we knew at all, and people are stuck. They're stuck in wanting to solve the 

problems of the 90's or whatever and I think it's a much more different world today 

because it's a much more dangerous world. And I think that the whole drug problem has 

really ... it's destroying a lot of our communities, and it is not the mexicanos deal. It's 

what's happened across the society. And people want to simplify problems and blame it 

all on all those Mexicans who are bringing drugs across, and so on ... well, Tucson is a 

very dangerous place. It didn't used to be dangerous. I have a friend who said, "You 

know, there was a little marijuana on the street comer. Everybody knew who the addicts 

were." They were those vatos locos everybody knew like the little viejitos in the 

community that were a little off. you know, but they were not dangerous 

S: They were taken care of by the community 

PPM: Well, and they were not dangerous. It was not dangerous like it is now. We've 

become a dangerous society. And a society that doesn't care. 

S: So you see us as kind of segmented and \ 
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PPM: Oh yeah, because that's where all these incorporations ... that's what all this was 

about. 

S: I get, also, a sense of nostalgia and loss in your stories. This kind of 'This is the 

way it was" like "We had this" and now it's become commercialized and Coldwell 

Banker-ized. 

PPM: Well, I think, again, it's become a much more commercial world for everybody. 

Things are so self-conscious now. They have fake this and that, but it's ... this 

almost... I don't know if society changes all that much, I'm not a philosopher, but they 

were real. And I think what I miss is the "realness." 

S: That which is authentic? (Whatever that is ) 

PPM: The authentic. I have this hyper-sensitivity to anything that is a facade. I can't 

stand that. I can't stand sound bites or fagade or Madison Avenue. See, the juxtaposition 

of the images of the tourists drinking Margaritas and listening to a trio in a Spanish— 

excuse me, because it's not right to call it a Mexican spa or re.sort—and not respecting 

the Mexican that's doing all the work to make them that comfortable to me is totally 

incongruous and unacceptable. 

S: And hypocritical. 

PPM: And hypocritical. 

S: There's much irony there, too. 

PPM: Tremendous irony. And I think that's what I'm saying... I don't know, what is 

the definition of nostalgia? I don't know that I'm actually saying things were better, they 

were just real. [ could be wrong, but that's my view of the world, right or wrong. 
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where you live? 

PPM: I live, now, off of La Entrada and the reason [ live here is because I love the 

desert and I wanted to be in nature but also close to town. I can't live without the 

mountains. It's an aesthetic thing for me. I can't live without looking out and seeing the 

mountains every day. For me, it's just del rancho al barrio and back to el rancho, 

because this was where mexicano people lived. I have a right to be here. This is a part of 

my history; this is part of our territory, too, and so I have no problem being here because 

I have this great need to be on the rancho and how can I be on the ranchol There aren't 

any ranchos left. Just this little acre that I have here. And if I could have a cow and a 

chicken, I would, but that's not realistic. So that's why I live here. I moved for one 

reason only, and that was because of my sen.se of aesthetics, my love of nature. No other 

reason. 

S: It seems to me that when you write about what has often been referred to as "spirit 

of place" that you most often write of the people and their relationship to the land, and 

how those relationships change as the way of life changes. In other words, yes you write 

of the desert but it's most often a peopled desert, and you center on the people as part of 

this place and the changing relationships they have to the land. Would you agree? Are 

you aware of this 

PPM: Yes, it's very conscious on my part. I don't know if I believe in a collective 

memory or not, but my own family on both sides were ranchers. They were people of the 

land- I think most of us mexicanos have that origin. The thread is very thin. I mean, I 
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didn't grow up on the ranch, but my grandparents on both sides had ranches. Almost all 

of us of second and third generation have rural roots, I think. I grew up with the stories 

of the ranch and because I was the kind of child that I was I remembered. We went back 

and found my grandfather's ranch in Jalisco. And I don't know too much about my 

mother's family, but I'm fascinated with these things. I think that a lot of my writing is a 

reflection of the people, and not only my own history, but I have a real strong sense that 

everybody's story is my story. The stories they tell me of the land are my stories. They 

may not have been the stories I heard from my own family, but I have this sense of 

family with the people that I've met [through my oral histories] and I've become very 

attached to them and their place. And when I go there I feel that this is where I belong. 

This is where I would live if I could. So in a sense. I have personalized these journeys 

that I have made with people that have been family. They have made me family, and I 

have made them family. And their place is my place. I've been adopted, and I've 

adopted, but that's just part of me, who I am. So I feel very very strongly a nature 

person. I think that's why I can do some of the imagery I do. I don't know about other 

Chicana writers, but I feel this [imagery and reference to naturej strongly in mine. A lot 

of the newer Chicana writing is more urban. Pat Mora has it strongly, too. 

S: I didn't know that you had lived in Barrio Hollywood, but I was reading Mario 

Suarez' "El Hoyo," which I understand is set in Barrio Hollywood. He uses the metaphor 

of capirotada to describe the mexicano population living there. I wonder what metaphors 

come to mind for you to describe our mexicano communities. 
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PPM: I'm not sure. Mario Suarez is a bit older than I am now. He's in his 70's now, 

and his world was a bit different from mine... you know, his is a guy's world. But I 

think all writers need to write what they want to write without any apologies. Either it's 

good or it isn't and you have to be brave enough to take the consequences. Either it's 

good or it isn't, or it's worthwhile or it isn't, or it's relevant or it isn't. I write what I 

know. I've read about some of these other writers who say that they never write about 

anything but what they've lived, but not me and I couldn't write any other way. If I 

haven't lived it, I've seen it in other people's stories, or I've been observant enough that 

it's become part of my own personal experience. A lot of my stories are not stories that I 

lived, but I would get... let's say I'm visiting someone and they say something... I 

have enough background, I'm enmeshed in the community enough that I can write that 

story as if I had it happen to me but it didn't. The imagery is stored. When I lived with 

my grandmother, my life was pretty limited. I was only six years old. I knew the ice 

man because he came around, and my grandmothers back yard, and I knew the block. 

But that was my worid. Now, Mario Suarez is a guy. He knew cantinas and he knew the 

man's world. I think that's why my writing is very feminine, because I write as a 

woman, from my world. 

S: You write about the domestic spheres, the kitchen ... 

PPM: Right. That was my world, and I would never pretend... I would never be able 

to write one of those guy stories. I wouldn't want to. 
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INTERVIEW WITH SILVIANA WOOD 
October 3,1999 
Tucson, Arizona 

S: Why don't we just begin with your telling us about yourself. Where are you and 

your family from? What's your background? 

SW: I was bom here in Tucson, Arizona, in Barrio Anita, which is off the freeway, 

between Oury Park and Davis School. Those are my old haunts. I went to about four local 

schools, Carrillo, Davis, a little bit of Safford, John Spring Junior High, and one year of 

Tucson High. I went to California, went to high school there, married and had my kids, 

came back during the Chicano Movement of the 70's. 

S: You were here during the Movimientol 

SW: Uhu, I was back here. In California I was tapcida; I didn't know anything. 

S: I was in California during that time. 

SW: No, I was tapada then ... I just didn't know anything about that world. When I 

came back, my friends—new and old—were involved in the Movimiento, so I joined in. 

At the same time I was always going to school, because in California I took little courses 

here and there at the Junior College. And I was always working. And married. And then 

divorced. And then came back. So I was working and still taking courses. Pima College 

had just started. The classes were here at the airport; I remember registering at 

Carondelet, way over there, and then going to school forever. I've gone to school for 

about twenty-five years since graduation. 

S: I know the feeling. 
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SW: And I'd still be there. Ahorita, my life is a little changed because of my mom, 

pero .. .me encanta la escuela. I even love to teach, and I love to be a student. I finally 

got my Master's, I finally got a B.A., the A.A. 

S: What was your Bachelor's in? 

SW: In writing. 

S: And the Master's in creative writing? 

SW: Yes, my M.F.A., in 1983. And then, as part of the Chicano Movement, we—I 

guess you would call us cultural workers—we ... somehow we ended up in a teatro 

group. The first group, my brothers and I and friends started what was Teatro Del Pueblo. 

We had no training, nada, but we started doing spoof and parody. We started making fiin 

of the "War on Poverty" programs, the "Model Cities Concept," with all the money going 

here and there. Of secretaries going to Hawaii to leara about poverty, and that kind of 

thing. And I have a crazy brother, Willie Wood, and Arnold Palacios who's the brother of 

Miguel—okay, put the two together... Arnold and my brother, saliamos con unos actos 

that were unbelievable! I don't remember how Barclay [Goldsmith, Director of 

Borderlands Theater] got in with us. I don't know how that happened. But he brought in 

Luis Valdez' Actos when we were doing our original at a church boycott or something for 

the lechuga. We were doing Ouinto Sol. And then Barclay brought in, como se llama. 

The Shrunken Head of Pancho Villa. That was our big, major production, when we 

learned about lights and sound and cosmme. 

S: And so you put these plays on? 
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SW: Mmhmm... It was all inter-related with bilingual education and immigration 

policy and issues like that. And every agency helped each other. Porejemplo, nos 

llamaban de algo sobre border issues, and they wanted a little skit here, or MEChA 

wanted a skit over there 

S: So you were pretty active, here in Tucson, then, during the Chicano Movement. 

SW: Yes, but I was focused on artistic things, not so much the political. I mean, I 

would participate in marchas and all that but I was always thinking of [artistic] material 

to work with. And these were quick skits. You worked on them one night and the next 

day you performed. The sad thing was that this was happening on a national level, yet 

none of us saved our material from that time. 

S: Oh no. 

SW: I know very few groups that did. 

S: Well, have you stayed in touch with everybody? 

SW: I do, but what I'm saying is that we didn't have our material typed... 

S: Well, all of this was at the community level, very spontaneous ... 

SW: Uhu. I remember distinctly that the INS raided a storefront and took their files, so 

then we took that and made a skit and made them Nazis, y hay estd, but we don't have it 

anymore. 

S: Tell me about those sits. How successful were they? Were you performing them 

for the community, in different places here in Tucson? 

SW: Well, we had our following, our groupies, because a lot of it was with the passing 

of the hat; we weren't getting paid. We were very big sometimes, with a lot of people, 
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people standing against the wall, standing room only, and we were always asked to go to 

places. And in the 70's we began to get into TENAZ and going to festivales. We really 

learned a lot, pero tambien, and this is hard to explain—being a social worker and an 

artist at the same time was hard. It was hard meshing the two. Es muy dificil. What I'm 

trying to say is that sometimes you can have a very strong political person who is not an 

artist, pero que tiene corazon—or you could have someone who was good at acting pero 

que estaba tapado ... 

S: So what was the difficulty? You mean it was difficult to do community work and 

artistic work, together? 

SW: Yes. The thing I'm trying to say is that the work, the finished product, es muy 

dificil. I'm trying to make this clear. There're two variables: Number one is your artistic 

quality of the work vs. making a political statement and using the medium of theater as a 

teaching tool. It can be very didactic. 

S: Oh yeah, because a lot of what Teatro Chicano was about was the political 

message, and people weren't always as concerned with the artistic element of the work. 

Teatro was the vehicle to get the message out, and there has been some criticism of 

Teatro Chicano for that reason, but maybe one of the problems has been that the critics 

haven't always understood the purpose of actos. But what I think I hear you saying is that 

a lot of people that were doing criticism at that time didn't necessarily understand what 

was being done with actos, or didn't understand the purpose of Teatro Chicano. 

Sometimes critics don't honor the work because they don't understand it. 
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didn't know anything, politically, and vice versa. Esos eran los problemas, within the 

group. And another thing that was happening was that, you know, everybody's busy and 

it takes time to rehearse and then you have to go to work, and the time commitment, y 

todo era dificil. You know, I used to drag my kids to rehearsals. 

S: That was a real commitment. 

SW: Well, yeah, but I have to work, and, as women I think we have it harder. We have 

double the work, triple even, with the kids and all. 

S: That's right. 

SW: It's not so easy to just say "Well, I'm gonna go to rehearsall" 

S: That's right. Well, you've anticipated a lot of the questions I was going to ask 

you, already. (Laughter.) One of the things I had on my list to ask you about was the 

extent to which this tradition of Luis Valdez' Chicano theater influenced your writing, 

and what I hear you saying is that this was certainly a beginning for you. 

SW: Yeah, but let me back up. I had always been a creative writer, in high school, for 

instance. 1 was always involved with drama. Lo que pciso con Luis Valdezfue que it was 

an oppormne time for us to get his scripts in our hands—no tentamos other than what we 

were doing locally, and I think that the very first time we were asked to perform I'm 

almost positive that we did Ouinto Sol, which was from his Actos. and if we hadn't had 

that for our springboard, todavia estuviamos teniendo meetings, trying to come up with 

something to agree on. You know how that happens. 

S: So Valdez' Actos gave you the material that you needed to get started. 
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SW: most definitely. 

S: Okay. It sounds like he was an inspiration. What people can sometimes do is just 

open the door, give you license to do your thing. 

SW: Yes, because, you know you always hear this, everyone knows, that writing is a 

very solitary, lonely job, but to know that someone's doing it anyway! That helps. Like I 

was telling you before, right now I'm so cut off from the world. Yo no si cuando hay 

conferences, you know, because I'm not in school. 

S: Right, right. 

SW: But about Valdez. I think a lot of folks really began with Luis Valdez. 

S: Mmhmm. A lot of other teatro groups then sprang up. Let's see, there was Teatro 

Libre, there was Teatro ... 

SW: And from there came young persons who later went off to the universities to 

become playwrights, to become directors, to become lo que sea en el teatro. 

S: Well, they saw that there was a place for them there because I think Valdez 

opened up a space for us in theater with Teatro Chicano. 

SW: Yes, and even though we went off in other areas, went in other directions, I don't 

care, still he started a lot con su Teatro. 

S: Right. What about the criticism that el Teatro Chicano has received regarding the 

extent to which it uses, incorporates, stock characters? Can you speak to that? 

SW: Well, first of all, at that time and place time was of the essence. Farm workers had 

to get up very early and get to work and so the stock characters se necesitaba. And they 

were needed for recognition and identification from the audience. You did not have time 
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to round out these characters. And it was very necessary that the characters be very 

quickly and easily recognized. 

S: Yes, I remember 

SW: Como el sherife que cast siempre salia con el five-point badge, y la migra with 

the Smokey the Bear hat. And another factor is economics. Nobody had all that time and 

money to spend on costumes. And then there's another factor: Say you have only four 

people that are playing twenty characters, playing all those parts. That happened a lot in 

the groups I was in. You'd have to run around and make some quick changes and 

everything had to be quick and easy. 

S: What about other influences, besides Luis Valdez, on your work? Can you think 

of other influences in your writing? Because you're telling me how Teatro Campesino 

got you involved in your own groups, and I can see the influence of Valdez in your work. 

What other influences, if any, do you think came to bear on your writing? 

SW: Well, when I was little we were very poor, but I remember that for ten cents I 

could go to the Mexican theater and see two movies, the news, aunque no le entendia the 

news because my Spanish for the news leaves me way behind. I think that I can truly say 

that the Mexican movies had a great impact on my life because, como te digo, even 

though we were very poor the movies were a new world, another world for us. Con pedro 

Infante y los demds—thcy were all so influential in my life. Estaba yo like a sieve. And I 

knew, even as a kid, that I had an imagination. I knew it. And I think that the Mexican 

movies me llenaron! I mean, you mention Cantinflas! I could imitate all the characters, 
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and I mean I would come home and quote line after line after line because sometimes I 

would stay and watch the movies double, you know. 

S: You were smitten early. 

SW: Yes, so I would say the movies were a big influence. 

S: I was reading Jorge Huerta's Chicano Theater, where he states that Chicano 

theater "was bom of, and remains, a people theater." To what extent do you think this is 

true of your plays? 

SW: Oh, most definitely. I think that I write for the ordinary person on his way to die 

laundromat. That's who I'm writing for. Or for the one running to the store to buy a loaf 

of bread. That's the person I'm writing to. 

S: That's your audience, you mean? 

SW: Uhu. Although at times I do get a little generous and do want to include college 

smdents, sometimes. (Laughter.) I really think my plays are so everybody can get into the 

car... y vimonos al play. I write for the entire familia, although I use a few bad words 

every now and then, but people have told me, "Well, my Tata's like that" or "My Nana 

talks like that," so that I feel that it's okay. Some of these kids, you know, teach me 

words. I'm not that well versed in bad words ... 

S: You're not shocking them. 

SW: No, I'm not, and I always use those words only when it's part of the character. 

You know, with "Mi viejo resongon" I mean, you know there's always a viejo resongon 

in the family. So I just try to truly represent the people that I know or see in la familia. 
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This is my world. Yo no conozco diplomats. Yo no conozco generals. You know, these are 

the people that I know. 

S: So you're writing about what you know. 

SW: Mmhirun. Yes. 

S: Are any of your works autobiographical? 

SW: They are. I think every one finds a little bit of me in there. But I don't really start 

out, deliberately, asi, with that in mind. For example, in Amor de hiia. the daughter is 

more like my sister, but then I find parts of me, there, too. But then the plot is nothing 

like my sister's life. 

S: So your work, you think, is similar to what we refer to in novels and stories as 

"autobiographical fiction"? 

SW: Yes, and at times there're parts of me that I want to be part of the play but that are 

not. For instance, in Yo. Casimiro. there's this party animal and, I mean, I'd love to be a 

party animal... but I'm not. 

S; I was going to ask you about your recollections growing up and you already spoke 

to some of that, but are there other recollections you haven't yet mentioned that you have 

about growing up? Especially any that are revisited in your writing? 

SW: Oh, most definintely. Mi abuela era de Sonora, Mexico, asi que there were times 

when we would go to Mexico. Oh, the difference in worlds! I mean, even though I came 

from a barrio that was mostly Chicano, still, the difference between these two countries, 

for me, was big. En Mexico, por ejemplo, andaba yo en el rancho—and they used to let 

me run loose! Yo andaba entre las bellotas... entre.. .en todol And that world was 
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... man! And then I saw the family structure—see, I never had a male role model in my 

family, but here were all these rancheros, en Mexico, malhablados. And then there were 

all \Sa&festivales, y las fiestas, mdfunerales. And my Nana had a manda for St. Jude in 

the month of October and all the relatives would come from Mexico and this was a real 

established ritual and with el altar y todo and one of the ladies—they would call her La 

Pelona—she was one of the relatives who would lead the prayers. Y habia tamalesy 

menudo and the men would be out there with the tequila and the bonfire and the jokes. 

And I would just roam around and listen to everything. 

S: Yes, I know, like a huerca metida, like they would call us? "^Huercas metichesV 

they would say. But we used to soak it all in, all that was happening, like a sponge. Is that 

what you mean? 

SW: Yes! Exactly. And my mom never let me talk when adults were talking. 

S: Yes, right. 

SW: Y nos queddbamos mity calladitos, so we could eavesdrop. 

S: Yeah, [ know, and sometimes they wouldn't see you. We were so little we could 

just go in and out... 

SW: That's right! You found your spot y alUte quedabas. But if you asked something 

like "^Y quien era?" Aaaaaahhhh! Salte de aqui! (Laughter.) 

S: Yeah, I know, it was bad when they'd realized that you were there. 

SW: Yeah, and \pa'fuera\ Yeah, la mezcla de Mexico and growing up in Barrio Anita 

in Tucson, Arizona, me did mucho impact. And it's made me what I am, con ese amory 
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carina to Mexico, and at the same time I have a deep, deep ... come se dice... affinity 

toward el mexico-americano that I wouldn't have had without my Nana. 

S: And that comes out in your plays. I'm thinking of Anhelos par Oaxaca. There 

you're bridging the two countries ... 

SW: I remember when my Nana and I would go on the greyhound. I remember her 

anticipation, nomas de cruzar el border, even though she was already becoming 

Americanized y todo. But over there, in Mexico, she would change. I'd think, oh, my 

Nana's in her element, here in Mexico. And I remember her pride in being mexicana. As 

the bus got closer to Nogales, mas mexicana se hacia mi grandma. Pero, I think that I 

have very good memories de mi abuela y Mexico—such joy! 

S: I was wondering, too, when you were first smitten by writing. When you first 

knew that you wanted to be a writer. You talked about going to the movie theater and 

staying for two or three shows and memorizing all the lines, but when did you make that 

transition and say that you were going to be the writer? When did you first call yourself a 

writer? 

SW: I think I had two, maybe three, milestones. One in fifth grade. I had a teacher, Mr. 

Rafael Carrillo—era muy alto, el, and he used to use me to show the folkdances because I 

was real tall y me deci'a, "Come here" (but also, too because I had rhythm—but somehow 

we had to invent a story. And to this day, I remember two stories that I wrote). 

S: In fifth grade? 

SW: In fifth grade. But I remember that I was surrounded by kids that didn't know how 

to read or write or... so I shone out. 
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S: And were these plays or stories that you were writing? 

SW: Well, they started as stories, I had a bear in the woods that jumped into a car and 

shifted the gears by accident, and one about a little person who wanted to make rice and 

the rice overflowed. 

S: Okay. 

SW: And my teacher said, "You know, you have a writing skill. Me dijo ese maestro" 

And I thought to myself, "Hey, I didn't know that!" 

S: So you did receive some encouragement, then. 

SW: Yes, and when he told me "You can write" I thought, "Well, that's something 

different." And as I said, you know, I was surrounded by kids who couldn't read or write. 

And the teacher would read my stories to the class. 

S: Well, that was a lot of encouragement. Did you happen to keep those stories, by 

any chance? 

SW: Oh, no, no, no. But the second milestone was that I was in the university, pursuing 

the usual... minority problems, blah blah blah. Minority this, women's lib and sociology 

that.. .y me sentia tan desilusionada! Because you know, if you've ever sat in these 

classes where there's six policemen—white—and they're all talking about minority 

problems this and that and... 

S: And they're talking about you... and you're just sitting there... 

SW: Yes, and I'm sitting there thinking, oh no, am [ gonna get a job [with this degree] 

that's just about denying somebody foodstamps? And then, you know, el policia were 

there, and their perceptions of who we are is so different sometimes firom who we think 
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we are... So I would look around and just get pretty depressed and there I'd be and 

remember I was going to school at the same time that I was raising my three kids, and 

working, and... 

S: And probably one of the very few Mexican-Americans in your classes 

SW: Oh, forget it! I was the only one. And then I didn't even know how to go to the 

library! But I remember that we used to all hang out together, we Chicanas, there in the 

student lounge and we had a great time. Anyway, all this time I'm working in social 

agencies—social security, methadone maintenance... toda la cosa,.. and it was very, 

very demoralizing. Working with the clients and trying to work with the bureaucracies. Y 

los bosses. And you know Guadalupe Castillo, don't you? 

S: Yes, she's one of my colleagues at Pima College. 

SW: I'm always going to credit Lupe for... so much. Yme dice ella, one day, 

"^Cotno te va?" and "Aye, Lupe, le digo, "I'm so discouraged. And tired! Because all 

I'm learning at this time, is minority problems. Y liiego Lupe me dice, you know, con 

mucho common sense, '"Pues, ^que quieres hacer?" (Laughter.) Y le digo, "I want to 

write. I want to write." And then she told me, "You know what? We have too many 

social workers." (Laughter.) And hardly any writers. 

S: So that sounded good... 

SW: Uhu, y me quede asi, like I'd been hit by a thunderbolt. And so the next morning. 

.. the very next morning, I went and changed my major. 

S: Really? 

SW: Yes. 
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S: We should tell Lupe all this and see if she remembers. (Laughter.) 

SW: Oh, I'll bet she will, because Lupe has influenced so many people ... 

S: That's right. 

SW: And when you listen to her—she makes so much sense! 

S: Well, it sounds like she gave you permission, the, to go ahead and do what you 

really wanted to do. 

SW: Yeah, y como te digo, who the hell needs another social worker, anyway? But I 

lost some units moving over to another major, so I just minored in sociology. 

S: Me, too, that and Spanish ... And so what did you think of the writing program 

you were in, the M.F.A. program? 

SW: Oh! Don't get me started on that! (Laughter.) No! 

S: Oh, okay. We won't go there. 

SW: Mira nomas te digo esto: You have to submit everything in English ... y yo so 

bilingiie. 

S: And there was no one else in the program writing bilingually? 

SW: No hcibia ni un Chicano, period! (Laughter.) Much less bilingual. 

S: So you integrated that academic neighborhood ... 

SW: I guess ... (Laughter.) Y yo me miraba, you know, con, "What the hell am I doing 

here?" Pero, I had that thing that I could do it. fPero, la critical It was harsh! Harsh! Una 

vez escribrima estoria and the character's name was Rosario ... and they all got 

confused in the class because they thought I was talking about a male, because you know 
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the name ends with an "o"... and oh no [ It was just... and if I'd use a little word like 

"cilantro" you know ... 

S: They'd think "^cilantrd" was a man because it ends in "o" ... 

SW: Yeah, just about... (Laughter.) But this is the lesson, Susana: I had to go 

through it. I felt that I had to do that. I had to get my Master's. I didn't want to give up. 

S: But what did you learn? 

SW: Well, when you're studying the elements of playwrighting, one of the important 

ones is themes. And this one professor in playwrighting told me once not to dwell on the 

political, but rather start with the characters and a story line, and that then the political 

and the ideology is going to slowly reveal itself. So we have to know our characters and 

the subtext. For instance, in Amor de hiia. Junior is organizing a book drive for the 

Nicaraguans. Now, I don't think we have to hear a speech from him on the campesino 

illiteracy rate. All that's necessary is that people think, *'0h, he's doing a book drive" and 

to know that that's the kind of person he is. And since I'm in support of an^ book drive in 

the world, that's what I had him do for the pefia, so you know that that's where I'm 

coming from. However, here is die reverse: There are times when the political issue has 

to be your focal point of starting. Por ejemplo, look at this [brings out a folder full of 

newspaper clippings]. Here" all my clippings on what's happening in Douglas right now. 

I'm already seeing ideas and images. Mira este limousine. There's humor there (laughter) 

because I'm thinking, okay, I'm gonna dress my undocumented workers como que van a 

un prom ... but what I'm trying to say is right now I'm researching... I have no idea 

where I'm going. 
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S: So this is in preparation for your next play? 

SW: Yes, I'm just seeing these images. So with these clippings, you see, I'm starting 

with the political, but then there eventually comes a time when you have to stop the 

researching. 

S: Right, or you'll never get the writing done. 

SW: Eso. But then look at this ... 

S: Oh, I cut out the same thing! The same picture and article. \Mira nomdsl I love 

that plant. What's it called? The night something... 

SW: Yes, and I see it as a symbol of hope, or resurrection of some kind, so it's gonna 

be in there, in my play, somewhere, I don't know how. Se llama, iComo se dice en 

ingles? El night blooming cereus. It blooms just one night. En espanol es "Dama de la 

Noche" or something like that. 

S: So it stood out for you, anyway. For me, too. 

SW: Yes, and I've seen it! Mi abuela me decia de ese plant. That it would open once a 

night, once a year, it blooms, I think. 

S: What a great image. 

SW: Uhu, o se muere o quien sabe que. . .  B u t  a n y w a y ,  w i t h  t h i s  p l a y  I ' m  w o r k i n g  

with the desert, with the lack of water, and I'm getting the perspectives of the rancheros, 

the townspeople, el mexicano ... 

S: It sounds very interesting. 

SW: And it's going to be serious, but humorous, tambien. 
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S: Well, that leads me to another question I wanted to ask you. About sense of 

humor. There's a quote of yours in this article on a review of one of your plays being 

performed in San Antonio. You state, "Chicanos have a humor that is our own. There 

may be Jokes at a funeral or a rosary; it's our coping mechanism. Our sense of humor is 

the most important thing in our Chicano culture." And I notice that a sense of humor is 

always present in your plays. That's one of the things that makes me so enjoyable, one of 

the things I so enjoy about your work. And it's at many different levels. I'm thinking of 

Anhelos por Oaxaca. where Rudy confuses "cansado " with "casado "... and then 

there's your use of the words "destripado" ... 

SW: Yes, and "embarazado" 

S: Yes, you use the language very wittily, and then there's the humor just with the 

character himself. So tell me more about the role of humor in your work. 

SW: As I said, it's a coping mechanism. And it's not limited to the Chicano culture, 

although we all have our own in-jokes, but one advantage of being bilingual is that you 

have the two languages that you can get a lot of material from for jokes and puns. As 

long as they're not racist and degrading, I love language jokes about the mexicano and 

the gringo. Either way. And I think that when you write about the different socio

economic classes, por ejemplo, the pobre working class chicano que trabaja como burro, 

at the hardest labor there is, under very harsh conditions, working in the fields and you 

name it—and yet, our sense of humor nunca se va. 

S: So, then, why is the humor so important in your work? 
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SW: Because I think it's part of that cementing glue I was talking about earlier, that 

glue that holds us together, as a family and a community, and it's a stress reliever. 

S: Yeah, a catharsis. 

SW: Yes, you know when the air gets too tense and you have to do something to break 

the tension. Lo que quiero decir es que humor cura. You know how when someone gets a 

kick out of something y dice, "Me cure" and I started analyzing it and I thought, how 

true—the laughter cures you. It is so, so true. 

S: Yeah, it does. I was thinking about Don Felipe in Anhelos and how funny it is 

when he keeps calling Rudy "el inservible"—that's just what I'd expect him to call him. 

Like un bueno pa' nada. And I know tios like Don Felipe. I'll bet your elderly in your 

audience get a kick out of him. 

SW: Because I write for the family, I think some of the audience will recognize some 

of the characters pertaining to their own age group. But, you know, at the same time that 

I'm showing the differences, I also want to focus on the losses that are occurring. Like 

the loss of courtesy and manners. El decir "Buenas tardes" And the same thing with the 

generational conflicts that come up. Si Tata no habla ingles y los ninos no hablan 

espanol, where's the communication? We're then losing that closeness and the bonding 

with the older people. So in this play, Rudy no quiere irse pa' Mexico, and yet at the end 

you see him learning Spanish. And you see the Tata being so proud of him because of his 

baseball playing. So, I mean, we do learn from each other, and we can teach each other. 

S: So it's mutual, reciprocal. 
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SW: Yes, and this is the cementing glue, the traditions and the customs and the rituals. 

And they're important. 

S: I also wanted you to elaborate on the relationship between the two brothers in 

Anhelos, because my feeling is that it's such a poignant, and ail-too common story about 

sibling rivalry—and pride. 

SW: Well, I had to have a reason why one of the brothers never went back, but, really 

it's more than that—life is too short to waste on this stuff. But we don't always see it, at 

the time. There's something in there about regrets—that's a recurring theme in my 

stories. 

S: Yes, why is that a recurring them in your work? 

SW: No se. (Laughter.) Pero mira, it's like this play I'm working on—I could 

consciously say that I'm going to use this plant [night cereus] as a symbol, but I don't 

know what's going to happen, or where my story is going to end up. There's a lot of the 

unconscious working there, too. Or, look at another play, Yo. Casimiro. por ejemplo. 

Now there I worked with an entirely different setting. I consciously buried him, alive, at 

the basement of the hospital, as a janitor, because he thought he had betrayed his friends 

at a border crossing. So este hombre, you see, was punishing himself, and it was real easy 

for me to have to have Mictlantecuhtii go and tell him, "Hal You think that's enough? Go 

bury yourself some more in your tequila!" 

S: Slowly killing himself. 

SW: And it's about redemption. 
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S: Yes, and redemption is another one of your main themes, I've noticed. There's a 

lot of the celebrating of the barrio that comes out in your plays; there's this celebrating, 

but you also write about the need to escape the barrio, somewhat. In El Draeonslaver we 

find the grandfather figure and the little boy talking about geography, and travel to other 

places. Also, in Anhelos, we see the move to get out of the barrio and to connect with 

Mexico. But then, too, there's the pain for those who leave the barrio, as in "A 

Drunkard's Tale." So, could you, first of all, comment on your celebration of the barrio, 

or to somehow go beyond it? 

SW: Well, I do write about the barrio, and the closeness of the people, the helping 

each other out. I remember when we didn't have a telephone, for example, yet we could 

go to anybody in the barrio and use theirs. And then there were all the grocery stories that 

gave credit, over and over again; there're a lot of unifying factors in the barrio. And 

when I began to see the new connotation o the word "barrio," I started to think, hey, wait 

a minute. I remember, for example, so many times when somebody died in the barrio and 

the collection went around and everybody gave, to help out the families [of the deceased] 

and [no me gusta que hablan mal del barriol I mean, there is bad stuff there, too, I know. 

But I'm just saying, you know, there's a whole world out there outside of the barrio! 

S: Well, it seems that it's two things that you're saying. I don't think there's a 

negation of barrio life in your work—it's kind of like you're saying that the barrio is 

beautiful—and, by the way, there's also a whole, beautiful world out there, so get out and 

experience it, as well. 
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SW: Yes, and I don't usually have my characters leave and never come back, por 

ejemplo. Ys( hay muchas cosas malas en el barrio, pero—[aye, no! That's a whole other 

story! But anyway, the point is that no matter how you slice it, you're identified by where 

you come from, where you were bom and raised. Yet, it's your decision whether you'll 

have joyfiii memories or painful memories. I remember another play I wrote. /Que tiene 

que ver un turkey con VeracruzT'' 

S: Hey, you didn't give me that manuscript... 

SW: I know. No se donde esta. It's about a Pima College janitor that always wanted to 

go to Veracruz, but his wife wants to buy a washing machine, instead. And at the end, 61 

dice, porfin, "\Vdmonosr Anyway, she Just stays silent y se cae el curtain and 

everybody's thinking, y me preguntan a mi, "Well, did she go or didn't she?" Yyo les 

digo, "1 don't know." And I want her to get up and say, 'The hell with the washing 

machine!" and I want her to go with him, but if she doesn't go with him, I want him to go 

to Veracruz. 

S: So, it's ... 

SW: What I'm trying to get at is that bleakness, or that sadness in your life or that very 

small dream that you maybe want to come true. How about the married couple, for 

instance, who's been married for thirty years and has never danced—once—in their 

lives? 

S: Oh yeah... So if you don't follow your dreams ... "follow your bliss," como 

dice Joseph Campbell... 
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SW: Something is wrong. I mean, we have to see that there's other worlds, not 

necessarily material worlds, but, for example, the joy of seeing something like the Taj 

Mahal. 

S: Right, the experience of stepping outside our ordinary world and experiencing 

something that, of not taking ourselves too ... 

SW; Yes, we limit ourselves! Like, not wanting to eat artichokes because they're a lot 

of trouble ... what the hell? ^;Que es eso? 

S: Right, I know that our culture offers us wonderful things, but if we begin to 

critique our own culture, ourselves, we can also see how that same culture can sometimes 

limit us. 

SW: There' re things that we gotta change, but still keep ourfamilia unit... 

S: Well, you touch upon that with your play, Amorde hiia. when you have the 

husband not getting it, not realizing that the main character, the woman with the mother 

with Alzheimer's, needs the help. You seem to be showing that everybody's gotta pilch 

in so that it doesn't fall on her shoulders, alone, on the daughter. 

SW: Yes. It's like, in my case... but then... eso es otra cosa, 

S: Well, let me move on to this. What do you hope to convey, or what do you hope 

your plays convey, about the Chicano experience? Or is that even a concern of yours at 

all? 

SW: I don't think I've given it much thought. 

S: Okay. 
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SW: I think that primarily, when I write, I just want to tell the story. I want to just tell 

the whole world a story. 1 think everybody has a particular story to tell. And the 

playwright sometimes has to tell the story for other people; it's just our job. And at the 

same time, we have to entertain, and then it goes a little beyond that. What you really 

want is for the audience to connect. Primero I want to tell the story, to everybody; 

secondly, 1 want the audience to with the story; and then, 1 guess, I want them to walk out 

of there ... feeling changed. I want them changed. 

S: Those are pretty good goals. Do you see yourself, or your work, as helping to 

form "the Chicano identity," if there even is such a thing? Do you see yourself doing that 

work, of Teatro Chicano, to not only tell our stories but also to help form some kind of 

communal identity? 

SW: Well, in a very limited way. I think that when I do residencies and workshops I'm 

a very positive and nurturing person. 1 really want people to write. And this goes to 

language development... and this is why I'm not a teacher... I would like everyone to 

leara creative writing, and language, and playing with words, in Spanish or English, 

code-switching, or whatever, pero como estdn ahorita, las escuelas, we'll never get our 

playwrights. Si salen de alli, it's a miracle, is what I'm trying to say. 

S: So if they're created, it's in spite of, and not because of, our educational system— 

is that what you're saying? 

SW: Exacto. And what Fm saying is that it's dismal—it's a dismal picture. I mean, 

how many people want to write? 



S: You mean that the educational system that we have is dismal, a system that 

doesn't produce many writers? 

SW: Yes, and Fm talking about even kindergarten. Something happens after that; 

every kid has imagination, to start, anyway. 

S: But it gets stifled somewhere along the way? 

SW: Yes, I went to this one workshop, one time, and the teacher gave me such a hard 

time! I don't know what they taught them [the students] before I walked in, but I'd say 

something like, "Okay, on your paper put this, and then jump over to this comer"—and I 

wanted them all over the page, you know—and one little kid says, "Where do we put our 

name?" And I tell him, "Wherever you want to put your name." Y luego me pregunta, 

"How much are we supposed to indent?" y me ensena el dedo y le digo, "What's that 

for?" Can you believe it—this was the rule for indentation that they were taught [to use 

their finger]. Yyo les digo, "Pues, I don't know about the thumb," and despues me dice la 

teacher, "Well, it's because they were learning to indent the paragraph." Ydigo yo, "I 

don't care about the paragraph." (Laughter.) It is dismall Como les digo, "Who the hell 

cares where you indent when you're writing a poem?" So, my job was to loosen them up 

a little. Y digo yo, pues the teacher just wants to save her eyesight y por eso les estd 

ensenando del "indentation" But that's our educational system. We're going to kill off 

our little writers and playwrights, and actors—well, maybe not the actors; they still have 

big egos. (Laughter.) 

S: Why do you think, then, that you were able to make it through and to become a 

writer? What does it take to not have your creativity stifled? 
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SW: What saved me—besides Lupe—was that I was a very fast reader, and I was an 

"A" student, so I could read stuff, fast, and then sit and daydream. 

S: Oh, okay, you got your work done fast and then you'd daydream. 

SW: Yeah, I was fast, and I knew the answers, and I could spell everything, and then I 

could just tap into my imagination. 

[Inaudible.] 

S: Tell me about el rasqmchismo in your plays. 

SW: Well, I think a lot of humor is in rasquachismo. In teatro it served its purpose 

when we didn't have money for props and things. 

S: Well, how do you define rasquachismol 

SW: Well, for example, if you sue a taco for a prop and then somebody goes backstage 

and eats it, eats the taco, the prop, that's rasqmchismo. (Laughter.) But it has different 

definitions, you have to know about socio-economics. I think the true meaning of 

rasquachi is making due, using what you have. 

[Inaudible.] 

S: I also wanted to ask you about the role of music in your plays. I was really 

impressed with all the songs that you know'. Did you learn all of these growing up? And 

do the stories remind you of the music or the music of the stories? How does it work for 

you? 

SW: Well, it was real important to the character in A Drunkard's Tale because his song 

era su razdn de vivir. Pero para mi la musica es tan importante. Sometimes I use it for 
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satire. But it can also help to create the niood or the tone of the play or the character. And 

then I use it a lot for the chorus in my plays. 

S: I was also curious about the naming in A Drunkard's Tale. Are they real names? 

SW: Yes! many of them are names from World War II. I got a lot of them from the 

book... I think it's called Among the Valiant. 

S: I thought they were, because you mention in the play's directions to be sure that 

the names are audible, that the audience can hear them. Well, I agree that it's important to 

recognize and remember our soldiers and to remind ourselves that even though we have, 

and have had, our problems with mainstream society that we have also had soldiers from 

our communities that have fought for our way of life—and I think they should be 

recognized and honored. 

SW: Yes, they should be recognized and honored. 

S: I wonder if you can address the subject we spoke about before, about the 

difficulty in getting your works published. Because 1 think it's a loss, for us, that we can't 

have your work published—not just performed, but available in print, too. 

SW: Well, there're several different problems, but number one, I blame it on myself 

because it's such a monumental task for me to go out there and plead my case, how do I 

do it? 

S: To plead your case, you mean, to have your works published even though much 

of it is in Spanish? Because I think I remember your telling me that you had been told 

that that was the problem—that you needed to either write in English or in Spanish but 

that writing bilingually, as you do, was a problem. 
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SW: Yes. Where do I go? Who do I talk to? As I said, I live pretty isolated from things 

in academia. I just know that I got turned of twice and so I quit! it's not in me to fight this 

fight; I'm not an aggressive person. Es que no puedo. I can not take that on right now. But 

I will tell you we are not getting published—whether in English or in Spanish. I'm not 

getting published and neither are a lot of Chicano playwrights, outside of a handful— 

Cherrie Moraga, por ejemplo. it seems that nobody wants to buy a book of plays, unless 

you're a teacher or a director. The money's not there. One of my plays is going to be 

published, con Elaine Romero, at the University, here, on women writers, [inaudible.] In 

my particular instance, my language is a big problem—but I say that I don't care 

anymore. 

S: So you're being told that there is not a market for writing that is in Spanish and 

English, that you had to make up your mind one way or the other? 

SW: Yes. Because the true bilingual person is a rare, rare thing. iQuien pueda leer en 

ingles ted como en espafiol? Few people can follow with the changes going from one 

language to the other. If you're monolingual, fte fregaste! [inaudible]. The point is that, 

from the publisher's perspective, who's going to buy the play? And read it? 

S: But I think that there is a market. Can't we at least have some of these works 

available, at least? What about self-publishing? Maybe we should think: publish it and 

then will come, or something. (Laughter.) 

S W: There's a lack of foresight on the part of many people. For example, I wrote Yo. 

Casimiro Flores under a special grant... and why didn't anybody think to publish it 

then? They're going to publish the research paper, iComo se llaman? 
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S: The proceedings? 

SW: No ... the special papers, the investigative papers. 

S: Oh, okay. 

SW: Anyway, how come nobody decided to publish the plays—they're publishing the 

research papers ... 

S: Yes, we do need to honor the text, the primary texts. I also noticed that your plays 

are performed in San Antonio often. Have more of your plays been performed in Texas, 

than here in Arizona? 

SW: Yes. It's a larger audience in San Antonio. Our audiences here were never the size 

of San Antonio. 

S: Do you find more support for the arts in Texas? I know they have the Guadalupe 

C u l t u r a l  A r t s  C e n t e r  a n d . . .  

SW: Yes. De segitro. San Antonio has a very strong art colony. They're very 

supportive, and there's a real grape vine there—everyone knows when there's an art 

exhibit or an opening somewhere. 

S: It would be nice to have such a forum here in Tucson. 

SW: People need to demand that that happen. I know it's been hard just to get students 

here at Pima College to take my playwrighting/drama classes. This was in the 80's. I 

couldn't always find enough students to have the classes make. 

S: Do you think in San Antonio it would be different? 

SW: I don't know. I'm going to do a residency there and two workshops next month 

and I'm told there's a high interest. You know, there is a certain ambience in San Antonio 
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that Tucson doesn't have, and I've developed a following there. They're very supportive. 

Tucson, right now is so scattered, and there ha to be a wake-up call. Maybe people here 

are just satisfied with the way things are. Maybe they're satisfied with just the Mariachi 

Conference. (Laughter.) 

S: What plans do you have for your next work? 

SW: Well, let me show you [brings out clippings and a notebook]. This happened on 

my street, in my barrio; this is a cleaner's [shop] explosion. I was in California when it 

happened, and it came out on the news in California; here's the clipping. There was a man 

there that saved life after life; he kept going back into the building and saving lives and 

then he disappeared. They offered a reward, but he never came forward [inaudible], 

S: Do you have any plans to teach? 

SW: I would love to teach playwrighting. That's my dream. But I say, given me the 

students that really want to write, the ones that are already motivated. I don't have the 

energy to encourage them if they haven't made up their minds that this is what they want. 

And I'd like to have stage readings and perform the plays. They need to see the words 

become magic. A lot of playwrights need that. 

S: How do you begin to write a play? Does it just nag at you until it gets written? Do 

y o u  s t a r t  w i t h  a n  o u t l i n e ?  H o w . . .  

SW: There's no easy answer. One of my professors, Emilio Carballido, from Mexico, 

told me that as a playwright we have a story to tell. And I agree with him that that's more 

important than thinking whether or not you have a fascinating character or whatever. Like 
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this play that I'm working on on the problems in Douglas. There is a story there. There 

are several there. But you have to always have a story line. 

S: So the story is the essential thing. 

SW: Yes. But you don't have to know the whole story at the beginning. 

S: So your advice to newer writers would be? 

SW; To have a story to begin with but to be flexible enough to change it as you go 

along ... And to read everybody and go to every play in the world. If you want to be a 

playwright, go to plays! Go see a lot of plays—the bad ones and the good ones. But my 

number one advice to students is to stop talking about your story and get to the typewriter 

or computer and start writing it. Because the more you talk about it, it takes a life of its 

own and then it floats away. But if you sit at the computer and write it, type it out, then 

you're seeing It come alive! 
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