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Américo Paredes was right. The corrido is an
American ballad, invented right here in the Southwest.
In its most epic form it speaks to the Chicano
people’s loftiest ideals and deepest sorrows.

—Tomás Rivera, Address to the Chicano Student Leadership Conference, Fresno, California (1984)
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The Light of Consciousness [image: image]


1

THE LIGHT OF CONSCIOUSNESS

[image: image] “Papa, what is ‘luz de conocimiento’?”

“‘Luz de conocimiento,’ son, is the light of awareness. It is the moment in our life when we become conscious of ourselves and of the world around us.”

[image: image]

Eyes shut. Can’t open. Hurt. Help me. Waaahhhhh . . .

“Imelda, look after Memito. He woke up with snot on his eyelids again, and he’s been crying. See if you can wash his eyes out.”

Water on my eyes. Water on my face. Cold. Ough!! Hurt, hurt. Waaahhh . . .

“Mama, I can’t take out the snot, and Memito just keeps crying. It’s glued to his eyelids.”

“Get them real wet first. It’ll loosen up.”

The hurt—going away now. I open my eyes. I see the light! I see the bowl with water. I see Imelda—Mama Imelda. No, that’s Mama over there, that other woman. I see the brown walls. I smell the brown floor. The bright box on the wall—it’s a little house. The little boy and the little girl. They are standing outside. I want to touch the house—pretty colors. Too high, too high, I can’t reach . . .

[image: image]

The shoes on the floor next to me—they are so black, and so smooth and shiny and slippery. They shine and look so pretty, and they have such long— what do they call them? Tacones—heels. I smell them—oh, they smell so good, they smell new. Imelda, they belong to sister Imelda. She wears them to work every day. They smell like sister Imelda. The touch and the smell give me a strange feeling, a good feeling. It’s all over my body. What is it? Why does it feel so good?

[image: image]

“Tiene pulmonía. What’s his name, and how old is he?”

“Four. Manuel is four years old. He be five next month.”

I hear the voices of the doctor and Papa; they seem to come from far away; they sound like an echo in my head. They drift in and out of my ears and the words sound like metal clicks. The doctor speaks to Papa in Spanish. He sounds strange. It is Spanish, but it sounds like that other language I have heard—English. I can’t breathe, and my body is on fire. I want to stay awake, but I can’t. Where am I? It’s very cold—no, it’s very hot. My hands, my arms, my lips, my tongue—they all feel swollen; they feel gigantic. I hear my heart beating in my ears; it beats very fast and sounds like the train engine when it pumps steam—chang, chang, chang, chang!

“He’s a lucky young man. You brought him just in time. I’ll give him a strong penicillin shot. He should feel better very soon.”

The light is very bright. It hurts my eyes. Papa’s holding me in his arms. They are strong and I feel safe so close to him. Close my eyes—sleep. Chang! Chang! Chang!

[image: image]

“Amorcito, corazón, yo tengo tentación de un beso. . . .”

“Oh, Francisco, listen to Memito sing. He carries that Trío Los Panchos tune so well. What’s it called, Alessio?”

“‘Amorcito corazón,’ Mama.”

“Yes, and the other day he was singing that corrido about Gregorio Cortez. I think m’hijo has real talent. And he’s only six. Why, already he’s learning to play the guitar, just by watching his brother Alessio.”

“Well, vieja, maybe he’ll be a musician, like those uncles of yours, the Jassos in Monterrey. That talent comes from your family, you know, ’cause my family—what can I say? We’re all tone deaf.”

[image: image]

“Francisco, I heard my Memito speaking English today, to that little gringo garra—that “rags” kid who lives across the road. I think that’s remarkable; he’s never been to an American school, and of course we never speak English at home. He must be learning it from that little garrita. He learns everything so fast. We should encourage him, viejo. God willing, he may make something of himself someday.”

“Well, we don’t want to spoil the little whelp. He’s gonna have to pull his weight, just like his older bothers and Imelda did. But you’re right, he does show some intelligence. Perhaps he will make something of himself, someday.”
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HOW WILL WE GET BACK HOME?

[image: image] “Yo creo que fue el cuarenta-y-siete—I think it was in forty-seven, comadre, when we had to leave Weslaco for the first time to go al norte. Things were very bad, and Francisco just couldn’t find enough work. So we left on the first campaña. Ay, Dios, there would be so many campañas. It was very sad to leave our little hovel. No matter how rundown, it was still ours, and at least it provided an anchor for us. We weren’t vagrants then, rolling here and there like stones.”

Our years as itinerant workers safely behind us, now that Papa was on Social Security, Mama was reminiscing about the day we left our ancestral home in the Rio Grande Valley, deep in South Texas. We were joining the migrant-labor stream for one of the campañas that would become for us yearly treks following the cotton harvest across Texas. As I heard her speak in her low, gentle voice, the scene passed through my mind’s eye, and I began to remember some of the details of that eventful trip, fourteen years in the past. . . .

“Vieja,” I heard Papa saying to Mama one night, after we were all in bed. “No hay otro remedio. We are out of money, and we must leave town and search for work. They say the cotton harvest is good up north, in Ribera. Maybe we can go there and see how things turn out for us.”

Riviera—or “Ribera,” as my parents called it. The name had a strange ring to it, and I wondered where the place could be. Until that moment, I had never been away from the little matchbox we called home, except for frequent trips to visit my spiritualist Tía Virginia, who lived fifteen miles up the Valley in the town of Edinburg, or “Limburgo,” as the local folk called it.

My father would often visit his clairvoyant younger sister to consult about weighty family matters, such as where we should relocate our little shanty when the time came to move it to another part of town. “Al oriente, Francisco, al lado oriente del pueblo,” I heard my tía tell Papa in her domineering voice, “Allí está tu destino—On the east side, Francisco, on the east side of town. That’s where your destiny lies.” On another occasion, I overheard them secretively discussing what Papa had convinced himself was some kind of portent—a large black bird he had seen perched on his window sill one morning at the break of dawn. Recalling the flocks of black birds that periodically invaded the Valley, and unable to hold my tongue, I stuck my head into Tía Virginia’s consultorio and blurted out, “Maybe it was a magpie, Tía!” My Aunt Virginia would laugh heartily every time she remembered my droll interpretation of Papa’s omen.

At age five, I was thus already aware of the concept “pueblo,” as in Weslaco and Limburgo, but Ribera seemed so far away. I began to feel a bit uneasy. The next day I asked Papa where this place, Ribera, was. “It’s some distance away, m’hijo,” he answered, “maybe about eighty miles to the north.” “Yeah,” added Alessio, my mischievous thirteen-year-old brother, “It’s like from here to the moon, and they say little boys are often mysteriously lost along the way, so we might have to chain you to the truck.”

As always, I took Alessio’s words to heart, and over the next few days, every time Mama and Papa mentioned Riviera, I worried about my brother’s warning. On the day before we left, when we started loading up our 1934 International Harvester, I stayed close to Mama, fearful something might happen if she strayed too far from my sight. I do not think I slept well that night, but in any case, I was awakened at dawn by the sound of my parents’ voices. Normally, I would be sound asleep at this early hour, but on this momentous occasion I woke up easily enough. Unlike the previous days, however, on the morning of our departure, I found myself more excited than fearful at the prospect of traveling so far from home. I got up brimming with nervous energy, as seemed to be the case with my older brothers Alessio and José, or Plon, as we called him.

After a breakfast of egg-and-potato tacos and coffee (except for Elia, the toddler, who was too young to be served coffee), we set about loading up the candongo (old mule), as we affectionately called the Harvester. Papa had taken the truck in for maintenance the day before, and it was now ready for travel. We had loaded many household items onto the flatbed, but only a few stood out in my memory—the portable kerosene stove Mama used for cooking, blankets to be used for bedding, the wash tub and buckets, and the indispensable tallador. I shall never forget the tallador, perhaps the ultimate tool that the men of Papa’s generation used to impose their rule over domestic woman’s labor. Mama spent endless hours hunched over hers, beads of sweat condensing on her forehead as she scrubbed back and forth, until she had laundered every stain out of our ultimately spotless clothes.

The candongo finally loaded with the necessary housewares, the Peñas were ready to face their first campaña. For the first time in my life, we were joining the thousands of fellow tejanos and their norteño kin from across the border as they swarmed like locusts over the harvest-ready cotton fields of Texas.

It was hot, but cloudy and windy, on that July day when we pulled out of the large lot on which our shanty stood. Papa, Mama, and little sister Elia rode in the candongo’s cabin, while Alessio, middle brother Plon and I huddled in a corner of the makeshift camper Papa had fashioned on the truck’s wooden flatbed. We left the old homestead shortly after sunrise, traveling at the rusty Harvester’s maximum cruising speed—about thirty-five miles per hour.

Gradually, the skyline of Weslaco began to recede in the distance. The last we saw of our town was the cylindrical water tower perched on its five giant pillars, its concrete glistening white as it rose high above the housetops, dwarfing even the slender palm trees that swayed like hula dancers in the gusty breeze blowing in from the Gulf of Mexico. Emblems of the Valley’s subtropical climate, the palms would always remain for me a token of Weslaco, the place Mama and Papa continued to call home even after they were long settled, many years later, in the state of California. Indeed, the words “palms” and “Weslaco” would in later years evoke a nostalgic yearning for my primordial roots, perhaps because those first few years seemed in retrospect the most blissful of my life. For a very long time, memories of that period conjured images of simple pleasures, like playing marbles with my friends Quique and Güero, or romping on cotton-filled trailers with la Minnie, my next-door neighbor. During those years, Papa often worked as foreman for local farmers, overseeing laborers from across the border, and sometimes he would park the cotton trailers in front of the house overnight.


[image: image]

Peña family, 1948



As the candongo lumbered northward toward Elsa, the next town up State Highway 88, Alessio, Plon, and I watched the majestic water tower gradually shrink to a dot on the horizon. As it disappeared from view, Plon bet his two brothers that he would be the first to spot the whitewashed concrete landmark when we made our return trip home.

We had traveled perhaps five or six miles when the old Harvester began to sputter, and then, suddenly, the engine died. As was his habit, Papa got out and blessed the truck with one of his chingados—an all-purpose expletive he used when things went wrong. “¿Qué pasó, Francisco?” Mama asked, with a trace of worry in her voice. “Este troque chingado—this damned truck,” he muttered. Meanwhile, I suddenly remembered Alessio’s warning, and a wave of panic swept over me. We were stranded in the middle of an unfamiliar place, far from home it seemed to me, and I was petrified at the prospect of being snatched from my family and never seeing them again. I began to cry.

“Pobrecito, my poor little Memito. I can still remember how tears filled his eyes when he realized the truck had broken down and we were stuck between Weslaco and Elsa. We had only driven about five or six miles. But he was always a very sensitive child, you know. And I think he became frightened at the idea of being stranded so far from home—or at least it seemed far to him. And the first thing he asked was, ‘How will we get back home?’ while the tears rolled down his cheeks. I felt very sorry for my little one, and I told him, ‘Don’t worry, m’hijito, Papa will get the truck fixed, and then we’ll be on our way. Everything will be all right.’

“But it was sad, comadre, because what Memito didn’t realize—none of us did, really—was that it would be many years before we would settle down in our home again. For ten long years we wandered. Sometimes we would come back and spend a month, maybe two or three, in Weslaco, but every time we tried to settle down, things would go bad for us, and we had to pull up stakes and go back on campaña. As I told you, it was very hard, the way we lived during those years, constantly on the move and never setting roots anywhere. So many times I was ashamed to let people see the poverty in which we lived—the rundown shacks, with no running water or electricity, and no tables or chairs to sit on, no beds to sleep in. I never want to do that again, to live like a drifter, on campaña.”
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THE TACO AND THE SANDWICH

(An American Encounter)

Bigfoot Wallace, who was captured by Mexican troops after the Mier Expedition, used his alleged sufferings in captivity as an excuse for the barbarities he committed against Texas-Mexican civilians when he was a member of Hays’s Rangers during the Mexican War[ . . . .] Wallace complained that after being captured, and during the time he spent along the Rio Grande, all he ever was given to eat were beans, tortillas and goat meat. Nowadays, many of Wallace’s fellow countrymen journey all the way from Central Texas to “in” eating spots on the Rio Grande, to satisfy their craving for beans, tortillas and goat meat.

—Américo Paredes, “The Problem of Identity in a Changing Culture: Popular Expressions of Culture Conflict along the Lower Rio Grande Border”

I may look Mexican to you, but, believe me,
I’m as American as Taco Bell.

—Professor Peña, addressing his folklore class

[image: image] It was the second day of January, 1949, and it was my very first day of school. We had been picking cotton in Colorado City during the fall, and we returned to our winter sojourn in Edroy, Texas, not far from Corpus Christi, in December—too late for me to start school before the Christmas holidays. Early in the morning, Mama dressed me in the new jeans, plaid shirt, and woolen jacket Papa had bought for me in Colorado City. Feeling like a freshly minted coin (though a bit apprehensive), I was ready to begin my life as a grade-school student. My brother Plon, who was starting his third year, was also dressed, and together we walked the mile or so across the barren winter fields, making our way to the spot where the school bus would pick us up. It was still dark and cheek-numbingly cold when we left the tiny shack we called home.

Edroy Elementary was the imaginary story-book school on the American frontier—an old three-room, wood frame building painted rust-red with white trim. There couldn’t have been more than a hundred students enrolled, almost all of them Mexicans, supervised by three teachers, each of whom was responsible for two grades. My teacher, Mrs. Mayfield, taught first grade and kindergarten (or “beginners,” as we called it), the two classes totaling about thirty children. The school had no cafeteria, so we had to bring our own lunches.

For my first day of school, Mama had packed some tacos in a brand new metal lunch box Papa had bought for me, with a picture of Hopalong Cassidy and his horse stamped on the lid. In those days, anything wedged or wrapped in a tortilla was called a taco, and these were made of refried beans and potatoes mixed into a hash, which Mama had rolled into a home-made flour tortilla—what in later years came to be known as a burrito. During midmorning recess, I had met and befriended a couple of children, and when it came time to eat I joined them and two or three more in a little circle, where we all set about opening our lunch boxes and unwrapping our noon meals.

When the other children saw what I had brought for lunch, they all burst into simultaneous laughter. “Lookie, lookie,” one of them jeered in his Mexicanized accent, “he’s eating tortillas!” By this time I had learned a little English by listening to my older brothers and playing with a poor gringo neighbor’s kid—what we called a garra—and when the other classmates joined in the taunting, I quickly found myself in a state of crushing embarrassment. I was unable to understand why my new friends were so disdainful of my food! But I knew what ridicule was in any language, and, feeling ashamed and near tears, I finally put my tortillas back in the pail and ran for comfort to my brother Plon, who was eating his tacos on the other side of the building. He was sharing the noon repast with a student from our neighborhood. Too upset to eat, I did not have lunch that day, and I felt miserable for the rest of the afternoon, the pangs of hunger gnawing at me while I tried to explain to myself what had happened during the noon hour.

As I rode the bus home that afternoon, the events of the day began to fall into place. Yes, I then realized, all the other students were eating white-bread sandwiches of bologna and lettuce. And they looked so clean and neatly put together, the gleaming white slices joined in perfect symmetry around the brown edges, in contrast to my lumpy bean tacos with the ugly burn spots that looked like warts on the flour tortillas Mama had cooked on the comal. Maybe that was why my classmates had made fun of me, because my tacos looked so, well, trashy. Trashy Mexican—that was it! I thought of the tacos, still lying in my lunch box waiting to be eaten. I wanted to rip them out of the pail and toss them through the bus window, but I was afraid the driver might see me and walk back to my seat and give me a good paddling for littering the road. I did nothing until I got home.

“Tomorrow I am not taking tortillas to school,” I wailed to Mama as soon as I walked into our shack. Taken aback, Mama tried to find out what was wrong. “They made fun of me and made me feel ashamed,” I complained. “They laughed and made fun of my tacos, and I’m never gonna eat them again!” “But m’hijito,” Mama protested, “That’s what we eat; that’s what all Mexicans eat. I’ll bet those kids who laughed at your tacos—were they Mexicans? I’ll bet that’s what they eat when they get home from school.”

“I don’t care. All I know is I’m never gonna take tacos to school again. I’d rather not eat. I’d rather not even go to school.”

“Well, m’hijo, what do you expect us to do?”

“I want to eat comida americana, like the other kids do. I want a white-bread-and-bologna sandwich. With lettuce and mayonnaise.”

“Francisco,” I heard my mother say to Papa when he got home. “Memito was completely humiliated at school today. The other children all had white-bread sandwiches except him, and they taunted him because he brought tacos to school. Can you believe that? And they’re all Mexican kids. Anyway, he’s very upset, and he says he’s not going to eat in school unless he takes sandwiches to eat. You know how sensitive he is. You must drive into Odem and get him the things he wants.”

Papa was not particularly sympathetic to my plight—after, all, Odem was seven miles from Edroy, and, tired as he was from a full day behind the steering wheel of a tractor, a trip into town was the last thing his aching body needed. Besides, the old candongo was not running very well, and Papa was afraid it might break down along the way. He was planning to fix it the next weekend. But in the end, after Mama reminded him how awful it must be for me to feel so left out and so ridiculed at school, he relented, and he finally turned to me. “Come with me, cabrón, so you can tell me what you want.”

The next day at noon, I proudly pulled out my white-bread-and- bologna sandwich, complete with lettuce and mayonnaise trimmings. No one laughed or jeered this time. I was now one of them. But I had learned a lesson in this little encounter between American and Mexican culinary habits. For the first time in my young life, I had a vague notion of the difference between things American and the exclusively Mexican world I had known until yesterday. And, as I had quickly learned, in the social space defined by the school, anything Mexican was subject to shame and contempt. The irony lay in the facts of the lesson: it had been taught to me not by the americanos, but by Mexicans like me—tortilla-nourished children whose lives, too, were being reshaped by simple but powerfully symbolic things like the difference between a taco and a sandwich.

And here a further irony: none of us in 1949 could have dreamed that the taco, now hyper-commercialized and its ethnic symbolism properly sanitized, would someday be appropriated by the americanos and transformed into a national icon—“Yo quiero Taco Bell”—eclipsing the sandwich in popularity.
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THE CHICKEN AND THE EGG

[image: image] It was a special pleasure to get up every morning, open the creaking screen door, then jump from the porch and rush to the rear corner of the old house built on three-foot redwood piers, where I knew my farm-fresh breakfast was waiting for me. There, astride the pier on the corner, I would find the single egg the Leghorn pullet had recently laid. It was always in the nest the young hen had fashioned, deep within the tall grass and weeds, and I would gently scoop it out of its shelter, the small oval delicacy still warm and reeking of its mother’s barnyard aroma. The gastric juices were flowing by the time I ran into the kitchen, handed the egg to Mama, and waited for her to cook it for me— usually with nopalitos (tender cacti), if they were in season, or at least with chorizo.

We raised flocks of chickens in those days, when we sharecropped with Mr. Elvin B. Gruene in Calvert, Texas, and they provided us ready food while we waited for the cotton crop and its hoped-for profit to come in. Early in March, Papa would go to the feed store in town and bring home three or four dozen newly hatched chicks, all chirping away in a cacophonous symphony of “peeiu-peeiu-peeius,” their tiny bodies wrapped in soft, yellow down. They seemed so fragile to me as they huddled in the large cardboard boxes lit with electric bulbs to keep them warm. But they ate the grain feed Papa bought for them with a voracious appetite, and within a month had developed into gangly and awkward young birds—adolescent chickens, we might call them. At this stage in their development they began to take on the earmarks of their particular pedigrees—Plymouth Rocks (mostly the barred variety), black and white Leghorns, Rhode Island Reds, and a few Minorcas.

We raised the birds primarily for food, but Mama kept a handful of hens for eggs, and there were always a couple of roosters with particularly arresting plumage that we kept as pets. These were christened with the names of people my parents had known long ago, ghosts from the past with names such as “El Chacho” and “El Úrsulo.” In those early Calvert years, Mama did most of the killing and preparation of the chickens. She would go out and spread feed grain, which the chickens flocked to eat, and, while they were all busy pecking and clucking at her feet, she would swoop down and grab the one chosen for the next meal. Her slaughtering method was simple: she squeezed the bird’s head tightly with her hand and whirled it vigorously in a wide circle for a few seconds. By then, the neck had splintered like a wet twig, while the dead body bounced around wildly in post-mortem seizures. It was a gruesome but fascinating sight for me, and I enjoyed helping Mama pluck the feathers, which came off easily enough once the carcass had been dunked in hot water. Three years later, when we settled ten miles farther south, near Hearne, I learned from Mama the art of killing a bird, and I then became the assigned butcher.

When cooked, these freshly killed chickens tasted indescribably rich. The juices oozing out of the recently pulsating flesh seized the taste buds and reacted with our own salivary enzymes to deliver morsels of robust flavor and deeply satisfying bulk. As the main ingredient in the guisados Mama prepared, the fresh fryers blended with the strong aromas of cumin, garlic, onion, and other spices, offering a cuisine simple in its preparation but exuberant in its bouquet. Years later, resigned to the savorless rubber of the frozen birds sold in supermarkets, I would long nostalgically for the succulence of Mama’s chicken, which, despite the passage of time, remained intact in the memory buds of my palate.

During the harvest season of 1950, Papa’s younger brother, Benicio, or Tío Ben, as we called him, joined us in Calvert as our sharecropping partner. He was accompanied by his second wife, Lorenza, and their two small children, Chato and Alicia, as well as Israel, a grown son born of his late first wife. The arrival of my uncle meant sharing food and living accommodations with our kin, and so the four-room house we inhabited now became shelter to the combined families of Francisco and Ben Peña—eleven people altogether. The extra bodies meant overcrowding, but Papa and Tío Ben enjoyed a close relationship, and the well-being of relatives was more important to my father than his children’s personal convenience. In any case, sharing quarters with other families was no longer unusual for the Peñas; we had been doing it ever since we began our itinerant life in 1947, when the collapse of the Valley economy forced us to leave the three-room matchbox we called home. Indeed, as houses went, the one on Mr. Gruene’s farm was superior to most other shacks we occupied during the ten years we spent as migrant farm workers on campaña.

Although it contained only four rooms, the house-on-stilts had a spacious feel to it, thanks to high ceilings and the two oversized front rooms, both of which had doors that opened onto the large porch spanning the length of the house. One of the rooms had an old butane stove in it and served as kitchen and dining area. The other contained a large wood-burning furnace for winter heating, and it functioned as a living room for us, although we had none of the requisite furniture, such as sofas, coffee tables, or recliners. The smaller rooms in the back served as sleeping quarters. With the arrival of our relatives, it became necessary to divide the sleeping accommodations between the two families. Uncle Ben, Lorenza, and their small children took one of the bedrooms in the back, while Mama, Papa, and little sister Elia took the other. The three Peña boys and our cousin Israel slept on army mattresses in the living room.

The presence of our relatives also meant tightening our belts during the winter and early spring months, when we depended heavily on the fifteen-dollar weekly advances from Mr. Gruene against future profits from the sale of the cotton harvest. Little or no wage work was available before spring planting began in March. The provisions Papa and Tío Ben purchased at Tom Mears’s grocery-and-market thus consisted of the bare essentials—a small chuck steak, perhaps, and flour and lard for tortillas, as well as beans, potatoes, rice, fideo (vermicelli), and household necessities such as FAB detergent and Palmolive bar soap. Papa and Tío Ben always managed to scrape up enough money for my uncle’s Bugler tobacco and beer for the Peña brothers’ periodic parranditas, or mini-binges.

Despite the overcrowding, the tight finances, and the extra measures Papa took to demonstrate to Tío Ben that his children were well-behaved (mainly through tighter reins on our travesuras, or mischievous doings), the families got along reasonably well, and I was pretty much allowed the run of the area around the house and the nearby barnyard. Taking care of the chickens—providing them with water and feed—and looking after the vegetable garden was enough to keep me gainfully occupied. Especially satisfying to me was watching the tiny tomatoes emerge from the little yellow blossoms and then mature into sumptuous, juicy fruit, along with the calabacitas (zucchini) Mama planted. We also grew Serrano chiles, onions, and carrots, all of which found their way into Mama’s delectable chicken guisados. But my favorite treat was what Mama called bombón, otherwise known as okra. While many people consider okra slimy and “yucky,” like my mother, I developed a strong predilection for it early, and it was always a special occasion when Mama included it in a guisado.

In my spare moments, I would wander off to the nearby Brazos River bottom, where I engaged in many daydreams watching the river and its caramel-brown currents meander placidly toward the “Gulf of Dreams” (as a travel ad called the Gulf of Mexico), a hundred miles downstream. The luxuriant riverbank, with its cottonwoods, oaks, ivy, and other vegetation, provided an idyllic place to spin fantasies. Walking along its banks, I also found plenty of targets to practice marksmanship with what we called a nigasura—a transliteration of “nigger shooter,” or slingshot.* A particularly exciting adventure was the walk to the usually dry arroyo not far from the farm, over which the Southern Pacific had built a curving bridge. The shape of the arroyo’s channel was such that at its edge, the bridge dovetailed with the rising slope as the rails ran into the level ground above. I was able to squeeze into the crevice where the bridge ended and experience the roar of the railroad cars thundering by, no more than a couple of feet above me. The bridge shook with the ponderous weight of the speeding locomotive and its load, as did the earth beneath me. The sensation I felt was one of awe and a sort of controlled terror. It was as if I were in the bowels of a death machine, protected only by the sturdy redwood posts that held up its crushing weight. Flashes of this imagery would recur many times in future dreams.

And, of course, there was the morning trip to the corner post behind the house-on-three-foot-stilts, where my special treat awaited.

One day, I got up and, as usual, went to my favorite corner—only to find an empty nest. I was sorely disappointed and frustrated, wondering what had happened to my egg-laying hen. I went in and shared my disappointment with Mama, but she said nothing. The next morning I got up a little earlier and, to my surprise, just as I was about to jump from the porch, I espied my Aunt Lorenza straightening up at the spot where the nest was located. She had my egg in her hand! I wanted to run up and grab the pearly ingot from her, and to give her a piece of my mind for stealing my breakfast, but respect for her and the fear of reprisal paralyzed me. Instead, I went in and complained to Mama in sotto voce, tears welling up when I recounted what I had seen. “Sht!” admonished Mama. “It’s only an egg, Memito. I have others here that I can cook for you.” Then, bending down, she whispered emphatically, “I don’t want to hear any more,” as my aunt walked in with my treasure.

Seething with rage, I ran outside and pulled out the tall grass and other weeds surrounding the corner post, and then I scattered the soft dirt all around, obliterating all traces of the nest. The hen never laid her egg there again, nor did I ever learn exactly where she had moved her nest. My Aunt Lorenza knew what I had done, but she recognized it as a child’s selfish reaction and laughed it off. Indeed, the story of the chicken and the egg, and my willful destruction of the nest, became a family joke—a kind of morality tale about childish wrath. For my part, it took years to understand the motives that drove me to such a wanton act of destruction. Eventually, I came to the conclusion that I was angry not so much at the loss of an egg (after all, we had a gallinero nearby, where other hens laid their eggs), but at being deprived of a unique, almost talismanic object meant for me and no one else. Living in a world of hardship in which I seldom indulged in the thrill of material possessions, the idea of giving up this very personal treasure seemed grossly unfair, especially to someone like Tía Lorenza, an adult whose power over me was beyond challenge.

Thus, in its small way, the loss of the precious egg taught me a bitter lesson about the vagaries of life, the impermanence of worldly possessions, and, especially, about disempowerment. The moral of two old proverbs had been driven home: “Nada en esta vida dura—nothing in this life lasts forever,” and “El que tiene más saliva traga más pinole—he with the most saliva swallows the most roasted corn powder,” or, in more idiomatic terms, “the stronger get their way.” Perhaps, after reflecting on her action, Tía Lorenza understood my anger, and that was why she, along with the other adults, sympathized with my predicament. And that is why, perhaps, the little episode with the chicken and the egg became a permanent addition to the Peña families’ fund of oft-told stories.

*The term “nigasura” may be objectionable, but the Spanish term, “tirador,” was unknown to us. Mexican American youngsters were unfamiliar with many other standard Spanish words, and we inevitably utilized English loan words, such as “mofle” (“muffler”) and “mapeador” (“mop”). We were not aware of nigasura’s racist origins.
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DAY OF THE STORM

[image: image] Every day for the previous few weeks, since late May, when the last substantial rain fell over the Calvert area, farmer Elvin B. Gruene and Papa had walked up the gravel path leading from Gruene’s house to the neatly cultivated rows of cotton. They would go through what had now become a daily ritual—turning a few of the drooping leaves, inspecting the puny bolls, kicking at the sunbaked dirt, and expressing their hopes for a small deluge. Then, as if on cue, the two men—farmer and sharecropper—would turn their heads toward the blazing June glare and its bald sky. Except for a few scrawny cumulus drifting by, not a cloud was in sight. It had been dry and it had been hot, and ever-widening cracks were fissuring the red clay soil. The cotton crop was showing signs of real stress. “If it rains in the next two weeks,” Mr. Gruene was telling Papa in his Southern drawl, “we might still get in a decent crop—maybe even a bale an acre.” By the furrowed eyebrows and low voices, I could tell the two men were not especially hopeful.

We were introduced to sharecropping in 1950, when we first arrived on Mr. Gruene’s farm. Ever since the big ice storm of ’47 struck the Rio Grande Valley and wrecked the local agricultural economy, the Peñas had been forced to join the migrant labor stream that followed la pizca—the cotton harvest. Papa had heard about sharecropping opportunities in the Brazos Valley from acquaintances who had joined the exodus from the lower border to all points leading out—West Texas, North and East-Central Texas, the Midwest, California, and even Washington State and Idaho. In the Calvert and Hearne vicinity of the Brazos Valley, Mexicans had been displacing urban-bound blacks since World War II. Many of these recent immigrants had been drawn into the tradition of sharecropping, long established in the region as in other areas of the deep South. Desperate for any economic arrangement that would carry us through the extended idle spell between the end of the West Texas harvest in December and the start of the new one in South Texas the following July, Papa had quickly come to terms with Mr. Gruene.

As Gruene and other growers had long practiced it, sharecropping was an informal agreement between a farmer and landless workers in which the latter were permitted to cultivate a certain number of acres of the farmer’s land on a fifty-fifty basis. Fifty percent of the profits from the sale of the cotton harvest went to the landowner, fifty percent to the sharecropper. The workers were at a lopsided disadvantage, however, since they were held in virtual bondage by the debt they amassed while awaiting the sale of the harvest. Between the fallow months of winter and the summer harvest, they depended on the grower for cash credit, in order to buy supplies such as seed, fertilizer, and insecticides. Like other farmers, Elvin B. Gruene deducted the fifteen-dollars-per-week cash advances he made to his “halvers” at the time accounts were settled—although some of the advances were offset by wages Papa and the older boys earned while working on Gruene’s portion of the land. That work included planting, plowing, hoeing, and picking, as well as other tasks, such as tending to the few hogs and cattle Mr. Gruene also raised.

One task I found fascinating was the tamping of the cottonseed once it was planted. Cottonseed needs compact soil to absorb moisture and to germinate, and so the soil around it must be compressed, or “tamped.” By the 1950s, most farmers in the area had mechanized the process, using tractors with seed hoppers, cappers, press, and packing wheels to plant and tamp the seed simultaneously. But Mr. Gruene still clung to an ancient practice. He planted the seed mechanically, but lacking the implements to press the ground, he brought in two oxen he had owned for years, Nelly and Maine. Pulling an old-fashioned cart with steel rollers attached, the oxen trudged over the freshly planted rows, two at a time, until the whole field was done. Gruene saw no need to purchase the modern equipment other farmers used, citing the ready availability of his beasts, but Papa wondered whether our patrón’s reluctance had more to do with his desire to keep alive comfortable old habits. In any case, on a late-March day, one could see Mr. Gruene or Papa perched on the bare-metal seat of the two-wheel cart, harness in hand, calling out gently to Nelly and Maine as they came to the end of a row and nudging them on to the next one.

Despite the prodigious amount of labor we put into sharecropping, during the years we worked the land with Gruene and later with Joe Milano, we never received more than a couple of hundred dollars from the sale of a year’s crop. During the drought year of 1950, there was even a deficit. That season, by the time la pizca was completed and the cotton from our twenty acres was sold, we owed our entire share to Gruene—and then a small bundle besides. But meager as the earnings from sharecropping may have been, we enjoyed at least a measure of economic security, especially during the long months of soil preparation, planting, thinning, chopping, and harvesting. Little earned income flowed in during this time, and the farmer’s credit was all that kept us from going over the financial brink.*

[image: image]

E. B. Gruene’s property was located about five miles south of Calvert, on the winding Farm-to-Market (F.M.) Road 1644, which follows the course of the Brazos River. Nestled in the fertile river bottom formed by the Brazos and its myriad tributaries (or “arms,” the English for “brazos”), Gruene’s eighty acres of cultivated land and livestock range stood amid a strand of rich, red clay capable of bountiful agricultural yields, especially when properly watered. In the early fifties, however, many growers such as Gruene had not yet introduced irrigation, and the dry farming they practiced could be risky, dependent as it was on the vagaries of climate— or, as my father would say, Providence. Once the cotton was planted, the farmer was at the mercy of the weather: an opportune gully-washer in late June could spell the difference between a bale-an-acre and a ruined crop. Not surprisingly, the word “rain” itself acquired a talismanic charm, its sound constantly playing like an incantation on the farmers’ lips.

The years we sharecropped with Gruene—1950 and ’51—were particularly difficult for dry farmers in the Brazos Valley. The first half of that decade was a period of drought in East-Central Texas, and rain was at a premium, especially during the critical months of June and July when the cotton was maturing. I shall always remember the nights my father roamed from window to window and in and out of the house, staying up late to watch the lightning from distant clouds and hoping they might drift our way. Meanwhile, by day he plotted the course of every promising cumulus that rolled overhead. But the rain never came, at least in 1950, and in the end farmer Gruene was forced to “forgive” some of the advances he had made to us earlier. That year, when we left Calvert after the harvest to go pick cotton on Mr. Billingsley’s fields in Colorado City (which we had done since 1948), we were penniless
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