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Introduction



AS I WAS PREPARING TO travel to New Mexico in the summer of 1995 to research the tradition of santos for my study of popular religiosity in the work of U.S. Latina writers, I looked more closely and with utter fascination at Fray Angélico Chávez’s fiction about the santos and other Hispano religious traditions. Once in Santa Fe, I tried to arrange a meeting with this formidable intellectual, but the staff at the cathedral said he was not in good health and no longer seeing people. As soon as I returned to California, I began to organize a special session on his work for an academic conference to be held in Santa Fe in March 1996. When I arrived for the conference, I learned the sad news that he had died two days earlier. The local newspapers were filled with articles and pictures of this crucial contributor to New Mexico life and letters, and I called the New York Times to inform the obituary department of his death. As we had lunch with his nephew Tom Chávez in one of Fray Angélico’s favorite haunts, the San Francisco Street Bar and Grill, people stopped to offer their condolences to Tom. During our walk back, his colorful front-page picture greeted us from every newsstand. Later that afternoon, a large audience attended our conference panel on Fray Angélico’s work to hear presentations by Fr. Thomas Steele, Mario García, and Thomas Chávez, along with mine. Unexpectedly, the academic session had become a site of mourning and tribute to this dearly missed figure. That evening I laid eyes on Fray Angélico Chávez for the first time at the wake, and the next morning I participated with hundreds of others in the Mass of the Resurrection in the cathedral that he had contributed so much to aesthetically throughout his life. I will always remember the long procession of Franciscans singing the “Ultima” at the funeral and the “Adiós, Madre del Cielo” sung at the cemetery on that crisp, sunny morning.

Later that day, Tom Chávez, director of the Palace of the Governors, showed Mario García and me the extensive collection of his uncle’s materials at the History Library. The historian in Mario quickly came out as he excitedly remarked, “There’s a biography here!” Very soon thereafter, we decided to undertake the project, and there began our many trips to New Mexico to research Fray Angélico’s life and work and interview dozens of the people who knew him. Each trip began with the happy anticipation of new discoveries and ended with the rich fulfillment of unexpected paths and new friendships. As a literary scholar, I was especially interested in Fray Angélico’s creative writing and painting, but as I was drawn into the details of his life in researching the biography, I realized how inseparable the elements of that life were from the vast writing and culture he produced. I conceived the present project as way to do justice to both by analyzing the trajectory of his intellectual and cultural contributions in the context of key elements of his life story. This book does not replace the full-fledged biography, but rather integrates elements of it to explain and illuminate the vast intellectual production of Chávez’s nearly seven-decade career. It is an homage and tribute to this great man of letters at the centenary of his birth in 2010.

The analysis here moves chronologically through his work, which includes fiction, poetry, plays, essays, spiritual tracts, sermons, historical writing, translation, genealogy, painting, church renovation, journalism, and other work as a public intellectual. His vast oeuvre includes twenty-four books and nearly six hundred shorter writings. By grouping his works chronologically, I show their interconnection with his life events and the intersections of related themes and techniques at various periods in his life. I focus on Chávez’s complex identity as an ethnic, American, and religious subject who was at the same time a historian and artist, a creative writer and preservationist. The first native New Mexican ordained a Franciscan priest in the centuries of Franciscan presence in the area, Chávez’s religious identity was imbued with his sense of the importance of the history of Hispanos in New Mexico.

Rather than examining his work genre by genre, which certainly would have provided an important understanding of his development in various fields, I chose to focus on his closely interconnected contributions in several genres at each stage of his career. How is his work in any given period “all of a piece,” as John Gould Fletcher termed it? How did his triptych series of large paintings of the Stations of the Cross in the church at Peña Blanca in 1939 interact with his decision at that very time to cast a book of stories about New Mexico as a literary and visual triptych? And later, precisely as he worked on designing a new altar screen for the Conquistadora Chapel in St. Francis Cathedral, he revised and assembled together seven of his short stories as figurative panels on an altar screen, each centering on a different visually present santo. As he hand-painted a photograph of the Castrense altar screen dedicated to Our Lady of Light for his cotranslation of a key eighteenth-century text, he integrated images from the huge stone reredos into his current book of fiction. How did his discoveries in bundles of unorganized Church documents shape not only his historical and creative writing but also his re-dressing of La Conquistadora and the revival of the statue’s cofradía? And most importantly, how did his extensive detective work on the early Franciscan missionaries in New Mexico shape his identity and career as a friar, as he performed again, relived, and transcended their work now in the twentieth-century context as a missionary who also renovated churches, faithfully documented his myriad activities, wrote and preserved records of contemporary friars, and published history for both scholars and the larger public? Although his multifaceted identity involved diverse activities at every stage of his life, he is above all a writer. To narrate his life apart from a detailed understanding of his writing and creative activity would leave much of that life unrevealed.

To set the stage, chapter 1 offers a biographical overview of Chávez’s life and career as a Franciscan priest, creative writer, artist, historian, and public intellectual. I argue that Chávez’s life and work are marked by a hybrid and admixed identity, in which he emphasizes his unique ethnicity despite the melting-pot ideology predominant in the United States until the late 1960s. Finding himself in a semiexile from the Southwest as the only Hispano in the Franciscan seminary in Cincinnati, Chávez immediately reterritorializes himself as an ethnic subject through artistic and literary work, publishing numerous stories, poems, plays, and drawings, as chapter 2 examines. He connects with the writers’ and artists’ groups in Santa Fe on summer visits home, fertilizing his creative work. The chapter analyzes all of his creative work in this period, including his first novel serialized in 1931–32 and a 1931 play.

Chapter 3 is an in-depth study of Chávez’s prolific literary and artistic production during his first assignment after ordination at Peña Blanca, a rich kaleidoscope of creativity. In this five-year period, he helped to mediate the dispute between the Church and the Santo Domingo Pueblo, which had been placed under interdict; ministered in several pueblos and at the Peña Blanca church and school; undertook the extensive repair and restoration of two village churches; painted two large series of murals; spent time with the Santa Fe writers’ and artists’ colony; wrote dozens of stories, poems, and essays; and published his first two books, Clothed with the Sun and New Mexico Triptych.

Chapter 4 studies Chávez’s varied writing as a chaplain in the Pacific during World War II, including his literary, autobiographical, epistolary, reportorial, and testimonial writing. These cultural traces of the cataclysmic war not only tell the story of an Hispano chaplain and the troops he served, but suggest the key role that art, spirituality, contact with other cultures, and everyday routine play in periods of extreme social upheaval. The chapter focuses on the battle between Eros and Thanatos and the key role of writing—poetry, reports, essays, and letters—in a period of severe degradation, destruction, and violent death.

Back in Santa Fe after the life-changing historical war, Chávez immerses himself in his new passion—the research and writing of history—the focus of chapter 5. He begins to organize and research the treasure trove of colonial Church records of the archdiocese that had remained in loose bundles over the years. In addition to a number of scholarly articles on colonial New Mexico history, he researches, writes, illustrates, and designs several small books on St. Francis Cathedral, the Archdiocese of Santa Fe, and the Church in New Mexico. Squeezing in time for instruction on paleography in Albuquerque, he plunges into this new work despite the pressures of a heavy schedule of preaching missions throughout the state to Spanishspeaking Catholics.

After returning from his second unexpected tour of military duty in 1952, Fray Angélico produces revisionist historical writing on Hispano genealogy, colonial churches, the Penitentes, and the statue of La Conquistadora, the focus of chapter 6. He completes Origins of New Mexico Families, tracing in detail the ancestry of New Mexico Hispanos back to colonial times, and the innovative, hybrid text La Conquistadora: Autobiography of an Ancient Statue. He takes the statue on a three-month pilgrimage throughout New Mexico in 1954 and renovates the Conquistadora Chapel in St. Francis Cathedral. As he has throughout his priestly ministry, he experiences tremendous time pressures because he does all of this work while a full-time priest at Jemez, also serving as the postmaster there.

Chapter 7, “The Historian’s Return to Art and Literature,” notes that even as Chávez continues his prolific historical writing in the late 1950s and 1960s, he also publishes fiction, poetry, and a historical novel with his own illustrations. At this time he receives international recognition for The Virgin of Port Lligat, a long poem with commentary inspired by a painting by Salvador Dalí. In addition to scholarly and popular articles on history, he also publishes Archives of the Archdiocese of Santa Fe, 1678–1900, finishes Coronado’s Friars, and begins the translation and annotation of the Oroz Relación. When assigned as pastor of St. Joseph Church in Cerrillos in 1959, he immediately begins to renovate the deteriorating chapel at Golden, creating a stunning “sermon in stone” for passersby on the new highway to witness.

The Renaissance man becomes a more prolific public intellectual after leaving active priestly ministry in June 1971 and devoting himself full time to writing, the subject of chapter 8. He makes new friends and enjoys an active social life in Santa Fe, living first with his sister and then in apartments. To support himself, he publishes extensively in New Mexico magazine, where he also serves as book review editor. The record of his articles and numerous book reviews is a barometer of his ideas in this period of widespread social change. He shines as a public intellectual in this journalism. After entering secular life, he publishes his extraordinary My Penitente Land, in which he freely questions received ideas on history and Catholicism in New Mexico. He publishes an illustrated biography of St. Francis for young adults and accepts the paying job of translating The Domínguez-Escalante Journal.

Chapter 9, “Twilight of the Historian: Vindicating Hispano Clergy” examines Chávez’s biographies of key nineteenth-century Hispano priests—Padres Martínez of Taos, Gallegos of Albuquerque, and Ortiz of Santa Fe. The first incarnation of the three books was an eight-hundred-page manuscript entitled Truth Stalks the Archbishop in which Chávez played on the title of Cather’s novel to alert readers that her characters, Lamy and Machebeuf, had not been truthful in their accounts of the native clergy of New Mexico. Chávez also aimed to counter and correct his friend Paul Horgan’s 1975 Lamy of Santa Fe. These three books (the third completed and published posthumously) attempt to vindicate the Hispano priests and redefine their key role in New Mexico history. We can trace his own sense of the Church’s lack of appreciation for his work as an Hispano priest, what he termed “ecclesiastical colonialism,” in these biographies. His decades-long research on Hispano genealogy in New Mexico culminated with his final book, a detailed study of his ancestors, Chávez: A Distinctive American Clan of New Mexico (1989). In this period he returns to live in the cathedral friary, suffers health problems, but continues to frequent local restaurants and serve as a key twentieth-century public intellectual of New Mexico.

The life and work of Fray Angélico Chávez broaden standard conceptualizations of American culture and its central Hispano component. Chávez’s complex and changing identity throughout his life and writing marks his uniqueness as an American intellectual, proud of his people’s legacy. His literary, artistic, and historical contributions reinsert the Hispano presence in New Mexico into the master narratives of American history and culture. As we celebrate the centenary of his birth in 2010, an understanding of his vast interdisciplinary intellectual contributions that are harmoniously “all of a piece” is a fitting tribute.



CHAPTER ONE

A Life’s Trajectory

Tell the truth. If you have a hero,

tell his faults too.

—Fray Angélico Chávez, 19901



IN THE SUMMER OF 1928, a young Hispano from northern New Mexico who aspired to be a writer donned a gaucho costume that won first prize in the annual fiesta in Santa Fe. There he met Witter Bynner and other American poets of the Santa Fe Writers Group who included him in their raucous get-togethers, poetry “roundups,” and innovative publication ventures. Unlike other members of the avant-garde group, the young Hispano was studying to become a Franciscan priest—the first native New Mexican to be ordained in the order in the four hundred years since the Spanish conquest of the area. Fray Angélico Chávez would ultimately become one of New Mexico’s foremost twentieth-century intellectuals, writing twenty-four books and over six hundred shorter works, making aesthetic and scholarly contributions in the fields of painting, poetry, fiction, history, biography, journalism, genealogy, philology, and architectural renovation. How do such diverse elements as a gaucho costume, an association with a group of American poets, Franciscan priesthood, and contributions in this plethora of fields serve as indicators of the complex sense of identity, self, and community that mark this figure’s prolific work?
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FIG. 1.1. Manuel Chávez in gaucho costume, Santa Fe, New Mexico, 1926, courtesy the Archives of the Franciscan Province of St. John the Baptist of Cincinnati.



Coherent notions of identity were central to the movements for ethnic and racial equality that began to change American history in the mid-1960s. Contesting the predominant concept of the melting pot that prescribed the integration of immigrants and racial groups into a harmonious yet fictive whole, minority groups substituted relatively stable, new formations of identity based on pride, community, and political change. By the late 1980s and 1990s more nuanced notions of identity were theorized, based on plural, hybrid, and gendered formations of the self. Singular categories such as “black” or “Chicano” were no longer entirely adequate delineators of selfhood, notwithstanding their usefulness a generation earlier. Unidimensional and stable self-definition gave way to a developing, admixed, and multiply conceived identity.

Here I focus this new optic, in both its literal and metaphoric senses, backward in history to an earlier period of American letters, in order to understand the intellectual and artistic contributions of a pre–Chicano Movement Hispano American whose complex selfdefinition is evident in a prolific career. As the first comprehensive study of the vast oeuvre of Fray Angélico Chávez (1910–96), this book focuses on the multifaceted formation of identity that literally and metaphorically marks his work, the interplay of the verbal and the visual at nearly every intersection, and the refusal of traditional boundaries in the thought and work of this talented intellectual. While some Chicano scholars have classified him as a kind of forefather who was shaped by the more traditional concerns of his generation, I will argue that his life and work are better understood as marked by the hybridity and complexity with which we currently understand identity, the aesthetic, and border crossing. While he came of age before the post-1960 Chicano Renaissance, his profoundly innovative work represents another sort of cultural renaissance, making him one of the most important U.S. Latino intellectuals of the twentieth century.

Distinct elements such as the gaucho costume; the association with American writers such as Bynner, Thornton Wilder, Paul Horgan, and John Gould Fletcher; work as a Franciscan missionary; and the recovery of the history, architecture, and traditions of Spain in the Southwest emblematize a few of the traces of complex identity formation in Chávez’s life and work. Decades before the Chicano Movement, in non-melting-pot fashion, he became part of the American writers’ group as an ethnic subject, proudly displaying himself as a Latino Other in writing, painting, and even attire. Both his Hispanic and Franciscan identities, and his work in multiple artistic, literary, and scholarly fields, nuanced his American identity. Although he is quite different from his contemporary Américo Paredes, whom Ramón Saldívar classifies as a “proto-Chicano,”2 the elements of identity visible in Chávez’s prolific work involve the sense of self as an ethnic, American, and religious subject who was also a painter, a poet, and intellectual. I will metaphorically extend the notion of the multiply conceived identity of ethnic subjects to the complexities of the visual/verbal and cross-generic aesthetic and intellectual work of Fray Angélico Chávez. First, however, an overview of the trajectory of his life must be sketched.

Round-Trip Journeys

Born April 10, 1910, in the small northern New Mexico village of Wagon Mound, Manuel Ezequiel Chávez was the first of ten children of Fabián Chávez and María Nicolasa Roybal de Chávez. His parents were the grandchildren of the founders of Wagon Mound. His paternal grandfather, Eugenio Chávez, son of Encarnación Luna, was brought as a child from Belén, and the Roybals on his mother’s side were from the Jacona district. His mother’s father, Romualdo Roybal, came as a child to the Wagon Mound area.3 The story has come down through the family that Nicolasa’s parents did not like Fabián’s, so he proposed to her crossing a street on horseback and gave her the ring this way. They then waited until after her parents died to get married in 1909 when she was twenty-five and he was thirty.4 Nicolasa’s father sent her and her sister to New Mexico Normal School in Las Vegas to study with the nuns and insisted that the girls take music. Nicolasa continued with music, taught piano, played the organ in church, and taught school for one year. Manuel’s father learned the carpentry trade from his father, Eugenio, who was also a rancher, and Don Fabián worked repairing and building houses in town. He was adept at cabinet making. The year of Manuel’s birth, in 1910, he built the pews for the new church of Santa Clara and during World War II did carpentry work at Los Alamos. Fabián Chávez was also a cantor for the Penitentes, and sang the alabados (Penitente hymns) around his house. One son remembers that he loved to chant the alabados from his rocking chair and knew the words to the hymns well.5

When Manuel was eleven months old, the family, including baby Martha, moved to San Diego, California, for three and a half years where his father and uncle were hired to help build the Panama-California Exposition that opened in 1915. His father worked on the U.S. Grant Hotel and the first buildings of the San Diego Zoo.6 The family recounts that the young Manuel was very precocious and one day ran away down the streets of San Diego, fascinated by reading the successive street signs.7 Two aspects of Manuel’s years in San Diego became key factors in his life. Chávez recounts that he spoke primarily English in San Diego because they lived among Anglos: “Because my parents were speaking English with the neighbors, they used English on me.”8 Thus, when he returned to Wagon Mound for kindergarten and first grade, he was ahead of other Hispano children in English skills. He joked, “I knew more English than my teacher!”9 Secondly, he was introduced to the key role of Franciscanism in the history of the Southwest. His parents took him to see Mission San Diego de Alcalá, the first of the California missions, founded in 1769 near Balboa Park where the exhibition was being constructed. He learned for the first time about Fray Junípero Serra and Franciscanism.
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FIG. 1.2. Manuel Chávez, age three, San Diego, California, 1913, courtesy Palace of the Governors Photo Archives (NMHM/DCA), frontispiece, Cantares.



Although Chávez returned to New Mexico at the end of 1914, before the exposition officially opened, he and his family perhaps saw some of the buildings and exhibits as they were being constructed, among them various artistic representations of the history of Catholicism in New Mexico and the New World. Besides the monument to Serra erected at the exposition, Chávez perhaps saw the buildings in the New Mexico exhibit: the reproduction of the 1629 Franciscan mission at Acoma and the Taos Pueblo building. He might have seen the artist Carlos Vierra painting two of the large murals in the Mayan Cities cycle on-site in San Diego.10 Perhaps he saw some of the paintings being mounted at the exhibit, including scenes of Santa Fe by Vierra and Chapman, and fourteen oil paintings of the missions of New Mexico by Vierra. Artist Gerald Cassidy also received a commission with Vierra to paint murals for the Science of Man exhibit in the California Building, for which Cassidy won the gold medal.11 In 1930 Cassidy agreed to do the illustrations for a serialized novel Fray Angélico wrote, Guitars and Adobes, a romance of old Santa Fe during the Archbishop Lamy period. Chávez later cited Cassidy as one of the artists who influenced his own painting, remembering the painter (who died in 1934) doing figures in La Fonda hotel.12 Material representations at the exhibit conceivably made an impression on the young Chávez. In effect, these simulacra selected to represent New Mexico in the exhibition may have offered the child a glimpse of New Mexico’s history and its central connection to the churches established by Franciscan missionaries. One of Chávez’s first encounters with his people’s history, then, probably involved aesthetic constructs, and this experience perhaps sowed the seeds for his future intellectual and cultural production.

Fabián Chávez was successful in San Diego and promoted to foreman, but he decided to return to Wagon Mound because he was homesick and his father was very old.13 The family returned in late 1914, and twins Nicanora (Nora) and Romualdo (Cuate) were born one year later. Manuel’s father was elected county clerk of Mora County in 1916 as a Democrat in a heavily Republican area, and in January 1917 the family moved to Mora where they lived until 1923. Although he had already started his second-grade year in Wagon Mound and had excellent reading skills, the Sisters of Loretto who ran the public grammar school put him back in the first grade because of his small size. Chávez remembers the extremely cold winters in Mora, the scarcity of food, and the difficulty of drawing water from the well and using the outhouse in that season. “Growing up like that taught me a lot about the Spanish people who had settled the land originally. They were truly a penitente people. They lived in a penitente land, and hardships were a way of life.” In contrast, summers were like paradise, with trout fishing and hunting with slingshots with his friends.14
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FIG. 1.3. Manuel Chávez and his sister Martha, ca. 1917, Mora, New Mexico, courtesy Palace of the Governors Photo Archives (NMHM/DCA), Neg. No. PA-MU-082.05.



During his elementary school years in Mora, Manuel read his family’s volumes of the Columbia Encyclopedia from cover to cover, his parents’ Spanish primers, copies of the newspaper El Nuevo Mexicano, Grimms’ fairy tales, Greek mythologies, and the tales of King Arthur. He played with a boy across the street, the son of Dr. Hoag, and especially enjoyed reading the Hoags’ copies of National Geographic.15 Chávez also mentions having read Collier’s magazine as a boy.16 In My Penitente Land (1974) he recounted one of his youthful transgressions at age ten: he and a friend sang an insulting parody about Penitentes to the town cobbler and barber, who was a member of the brotherhood. His mother’s reprimand and her explanation about the goodness of these men made an indelible mark on the young Manuel. His mother gave piano lessons at home and was the organist and church choir director. His sister Nora remembers that her mother held rehearsals for the choir in their house and that she and Manuel sometimes heard Latin hymns as they fell asleep.17 In those years, he also drew and painted, making caricatures of the political enemies of one town politician whom he met at the courthouse. Fabián Chávez was first county clerk and then assessor of Mora for successive two-year terms until 1921. Then he found work building the new public high school in Mora. When no further work was available in 1923, the family moved to Albuquerque to build a house for a friend, although Manuel stayed behind in Mora to finish school, living across from the courthouse with Doña Felicitas Gallegos, the daughter of Ceran St. Vrain.18

[image: image]


FIG. 1.4. Manuel Chávez, St. Gertrudis Church, Mora, New Mexico, courtesy Palace of the Governors Photo Archives (NMHM/DCA), Neg. No. PA-MU-082.02.



A key element in Manuel Chávez’s developing identity in this period was his visits to Santa Fe where he stayed with his aunt Victoria Sosaya. He rode with the mail carrier to the train station in Las Vegas, where he took the train to Lamy and then to Santa Fe. His aunt, whose husband, Agustín (Gus), had earlier encouraged Manuel’s father to move to San Diego, built a number of houses in Santa Fe, including one for his family on Sosaya Lane. Manuel became enchanted with the new style of architecture developing in Santa Fe, epitomized by the construction of the new Museum of Fine Arts in 1917, modeled on the New Mexico Building at the San Diego exhibition. He experienced Santa Fe’s excitement about the dedication of the new museum building, a combination of the church and convento of Acoma and the church of Laguna.19 The Santa Fe New Mexican termed the museum a “noble structure that commemorates the martyrdom of the Franciscans in New Mexico.”20 The new museum did not simply represent support for artists in New Mexico and a new style of architecture, but was intimately connected to the history of Franciscanism in New Mexico. The mural cycle in St. Francis Auditorium of the museum would later become the model for Chávez’s murals in the church at Peña Blanca. In addition, from 1919 to 1922, La Fonda hotel was rebuilt in Pueblo revival style, designed by architect Isaac Hamilton Rapp. During these visits in Santa Fe, Manuel witnessed the return of the Franciscans to New Mexico and to St. Francis Cathedral beginning in 1920 shortly after Franciscan friar Albert Daeger was named archbishop of the diocese in May 1919. Chávez described the influence of seeing the Franciscans on his incipient vocation: “So when I used to come to Mass and I’d see [the friars] dressed like that, I’d say, ‘Oh, here they are.’ But I didn’t say anything to them until I was ready to go.”21 His visits to Santa Fe helped to shape his developing ethnic, artistic, and religious identity in these early years.

During Lent of 1924 when Manuel was in the eighth grade at the public school in Mora, he met the charismatic Franciscan father Jerome Hesse who had come to Santa Gertrudis Parish to give a mission. He spoke to the visiting priest about his desire to become a Franciscan, cultivated by his early experience in San Diego, the return of the Franciscans to Santa Fe, and his reading about the history of the Franciscans in New Mexico. Fr. Jerome invited him to spend the summer at the friary in Peña Blanca to learn more. Some in Peña Blanca remember the young Manuel that summer playing in front of the rectory, constructing models of Franciscan adobe churches and missions out of dirt. He guarded them and got angry if anyone tried to knock them down.22 Although on one level a boy’s play, this pastime prefigures the renovation and restoration of churches he would undertake after his ordination, and points to his developing sense of himself as part of Franciscan missionary history in New Mexico even before entering the seminary.

In September 1924, fourteen-year-old Manuel Chávez took the train to Cincinnati, accompanied by Archbishop Daeger who was traveling to St. Francis Seraphic Seminary High School to dedicate the new building. A conscientious and strong student, Chávez also developed his artistic talent, finding time to paint, draw, and write poetry, fiction, plays, essays, and spiritual pieces. The rector, Fr. Urban Freundt, gave him paints to encourage his hobby and nicknamed him Angelico (after the medieval painter Fra Angelico da Fiesole), the religious name he was later formally given when he entered the novitiate in August 1929.23 Manuel received permission to paint a mural of St. Francis feeding the birds on a white wall in the seminary. In 1928 he was allowed to repaint the portrait of St. Anthony preaching to the fishes in the study hall of the seminary. The painting disappeared for a week, and when it was returned, students and faculty saw that Manuel had playfully replaced the saint’s face with the image of the popular Mexican movie star Dolores del Río. On a brick wall of the basement of the novitiate at Mt. Airy, where Fray Angélico spent the 1929–30 academic year, he painted a mural of the local archbishop.24 He did smaller paintings for friends and relatives and illustrated several of his own articles, stories, and poems. He published numerous essays and creative work in the school newspaper, the Brown and White, and served as editor in his senior year. In these five years, he would come home to Santa Fe only three times because of the expense, and after entering the novitiate in 1929, spent eight years away.25

[image: image]


FIG. 1.5 Manuel Chávez, St. Francis Seminary, Cincinnati, Ohio, courtesy the Archives of the Franciscan Province of St. John the Baptist of Cincinnati.



When he left for the seminary, his family lived across from the Santuario de Guadalupe in the house that later became La Tertulia restaurant. The family had moved to Santa Fe from Albuquerque in June 1924 (on the Sunday of the annual Conquistadora procession) and were allowed to live in the property on Agua Fria Street that the santuario had recently purchased for a future convent. Chávez’s mother became the choir director and played the organ. Manuel had stayed in the house after his summer in Peña Blanca only a short time before he left for the seminary in 1924. A baby boy was born August 31, just before Manuel’s departure, and he suggested that infant be named for their father, Fabián.26 In 1928 his father built the family a house on Acequia Madre Street that became their permanent home. Manuel’s younger brother Francisco remembers the seminarian carrying him on his shoulders to see the new house.27
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FIG. 1.6. “From Me down to Tony (José does not yet exist),” Manuel Chávez, siblings, and mother in front of new family home at 712 Acequia Madre, 1928, courtesy Palace of the Governors Photo Archives (NMHM/DCA), Neg. No. PA-MU-082.10.



The young Manuel was already beginning to assemble key elements of his ethnic and artistic identity with which he would project a visual self-image of Hispano Southwestern ethnicity. About this time, on a trip home, he painted a beautiful canvas, By East García, depicting the chapel “El Delirio” at the Amelia White estate, now the School for Advanced Research. He gave the painting to his aunt Aurelia Roybal King in appreciation of her sending him spending money at the seminary. A similar work, On Acequia Madre, was passed down in his brother’s family and is now owned by his niece Mary Chávez, who had been named after him (María Angélica Chávez). He also painted a scene of two burros as a gift to the seminary, visually transmitting an aesthetically pleasing image of New Mexico to those in the seminary who were unfamiliar with it. At this time as well, he dressed as a gaucho for the Santa Fe Fiesta, winning first prize and making the acquaintance of Witter Bynner and others in the Santa Fe Writers Group. He had taken up smoking at fifteen (although he later claimed that he never inhaled)28 and appears in the gaucho-costume picture with a cigarette in his mouth. As Chávez described meeting Bynner: “I was 19 and home for the summer and I dressed as a gaucho for Fiestas and won the costume prize. . . . Through him I met Thornton Wilder, John Sloan, Gerald Cassidy, Will Shuster, all those guys.”29 He also attended the 1929 premier of Bynner’s play Cake and remembers exchanging flirtatious glances with the sister of “Peaches” Mayer during the performance. He says he later told her, “I always knew I would become a Franciscan, but your beautiful eyes just nearly tempted me out of it.”30
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FIG. 1.7. By East García, by Manuel E. Chávez, courtesy Palace of the Governors Photo Archives (NMHM/DCA), Neg. No. 191310.
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FIG. 1.8. On Acequia Madre, by Manuel E. Chávez, courtesy Mary Chávez.



On August 15, 1929, he became a novice, was given the Franciscan habit and his religious name, and began a rigorous year in the novitiate at Mt. Airy in Cincinnati. His mother traveled to Ohio for the ceremony, where the local families of the other seminarians were kind to her, inviting her to stay with them and to dinners and parties in their homes.31 One year later he moved to Detroit to the newly built Duns Scotus College for studies in philosophy and other college subjects. He engaged in many creative projects while at Duns Scotus, among them writing the play The Beloved to commemorate the seven hundredth anniversary of St. Anthony’s death, and himself playing the part of St. Anthony in the public performances.32 In 1933 he made his solemn vows and moved to Oldenburg, Indiana, for four years of study of theology.
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FIG. 1.9. Friar Angélico Chávez after tonsure, August 1929, courtesy Palace of the Governors Photo Archives (NMHM/DCA), Neg. No. PA-MU-082.13.



Sadly, during the Depression, his family lost their house on Acequia Madre Street and moved to 343 Alameda Street. Unable to make payments on their taxes and the mortgages they had taken out in 1927 and 1928 to build the house, they were foreclosed upon by the bank in 1932. Under a program President Roosevelt later introduced, families were able to repurchase their houses, and the Chávezes were able to get their home back. After the election of Governor Seligman, whom Fabián Chávez knew from his days as county clerk in Mora, the governor appointed him capitol custodian, a position he held for many years. Fray Angélico notes that his mother never mentioned the family’s hard times in her letters but let him know how happy she was when the job came through for his father.33

Finally, after thirteen years away from home, Chávez was ordained in St. Francis Cathedral in Santa Fe on May 6, 1937, by Archbishop Rudolph Gerken, after being granted special permission to return home for his ordination. His sister Nora Chávez, who sang the “Panis Angelicus” at the Mass, was impressed to see him coming out from the sacristy for the ordination with his hands bound, before they would be blessed to consecrate the Eucharist. His six-year-old cousin Mónica Sosaya, dressed in a long white gown and veil, carried a white satin pillow on which Fray Angélico had painted an image of a gold monstrance with the Eucharist. She remembers him giving his mother a small white pillow in the ceremony, which according to the tradition, was placed in her coffin after her death in 1969.34

Throughout his years of advanced study, Chávez excelled academically and continued his creative work, painting, writing, and performing in plays. In 1933 when he professed his solemn vows, he collected typescripts of his many poems and had them bound in a volume he entitled Cantares: Canticles and Poems of Youth—1925–1932. He dedicated it to his parents “como señal de mi amor y devoción” (as a sign of my love and devotion) and gave the single copy to them for them to keep privately.35 While most of his writing during his years away was published in small private venues such as the seminary newspaper, several works appeared in the national Catholic magazine St. Anthony Messenger. When he returned to New Mexico in 1937 as a full-time Franciscan missionary, he entered an especially prolific period of artistic and literary creativity that brought him great public renown.

Fray Angélico sent a jubilant telegram to his parents in July 1937 announcing that he had been assigned to Our Lady of Guadalupe Church in Peña Blanca. His appointment included ministry at six nearby missions: San Felipe, Santo Domingo, San Buenaventura at Cochiti, Santa Dorotea at Domingo Station, San Miguel at La Bajada, and Santa Bárbara at Sile. By mid-September he had convinced the people of nearby Domingo Station to renovate their small chapel of Santa Dorotea.36 Fray Angélico worked on this project with the help of a few retired men from the town. On the front he painted murals of St. Jerome and St. Albert with the faces of his Franciscan mentors Fr. Jerome Hesse and Archbishop Albert Daeger. In 1938 he began painting the walls of the friar’s refectory and the church sacristy at Peña Blanca with murals of the story of St. Francis. Fray Angélico then remodeled the sanctuary of the church at Peña Blanca in late summer and early fall of 1938. One year later, from June to November 1939, he painted the famous life-size murals of the Stations of the Cross in the church at Peña Blanca, using the townspeople as his models. The spectacular paintings received widespread recognition and acclaim. Then in 1940–41 he took on the immense job of redesigning and rebuilding the facade of the 1869 church to remedy the problems of previous repairs. In August 1941, he asked his uncle Agustín Sosaya to make new doors for the church, and Fray Angélico carved a series of images and words on the panels.
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FIG. 1.10. Fray Angélico Chávez, 1937, courtesy the Archives of the Franciscan Province of St. John the Baptist of Cincinnati.



This architectural renovation and mural painting represented extra work he took on during his first years of full-time ministry in Peña Blanca and the surrounding communities. It was also an exciting period of literary creativity for Chávez, as he continued to be involved with the Santa Fe Writers Group and to publish poetry, fiction, journalism, and his first historical articles. Since meeting Witter Bynner at the Santa Fe Fiesta when home from the seminary, he corresponded with him and attended parties and social events at Bynner’s house. Chávez’s sister Nora remarked that he insisted that she accompany him to these social gatherings when he was in the seminary,37 and Chávez later noted that his superiors were concerned that he was spending time with the homosexual poet and his partner. In 1930 Alice Corbin Henderson and other members of the Santa Fe Writers Group had begun public readings, called Poets’ Roundups, to raise money for Pueblo Indian causes. The motif was that of a rodeo in which the invited writers would be the horses that were roped in to read their works. Haniel Long invited Fray Angélico to participate in the August 1938 roundup, where he read his poems along with Long, Thornton Wilder, Peggy Pond Church, Alice Corbin Henderson, Will Shuster, Witter Bynner, and others. The Writers Group also helped Fray Angélico to publish his first book in November 1939. Bynner, Long, Corbin, and John Gould Fletcher selected the poems to be included in Clothed with the Sun, and their writers’ collective financed the publication. Chávez remarked that he spent a good deal of time at cultural events in Santa Fe in the first years after his ordination.38

From 1937 on, Chávez published poems such as “Singing Cowboy” and “Sandoval Sunset” in New Mexico magazine, in keeping with the local-color themes that many poets in the Santa Fe Writers Group were reciting and publishing at the time.39 In a similar vein, in January 1940, Fray Angélico sorted through some manuscripts and saw that two published stories on New Mexico traditions fitted well with a third that was “breaking out in [his] mind”—“The Penitente Thief” (St. Anthony Messenger, April 1938) and “Mana Seda” (Missionary Catechist, May 1939). He then wrote the third story and “drew some hurried sketches.”40 In February 1940, one week after the ceremony to consecrate his Stations of the Cross in the Peña Blanca church, he asked the provincial for permission to seek a publisher for the stories, arguing that they would be of special interest for the celebration of the Coronado Cuarto-Centennial later that year: “I have three short stories that will appeal—last year both Macmillan and Sheed & Ward wanted to publish one of them if I had others like it to make up a small volume. . . . By now I have written two more of the same caliber, and the three fit nicely into a perfect trilogy or triptych. I intend to call it NEW MEXICO TRIPTYCH, as the three are like pictures in an altar-piece, depicting Christmas, Holy Week, and the May devotions in pioneer times.”41 This first book of fiction integrated motifs from the milieu of the literary and artistic community in northern New Mexico at the time and the visual genres in which he was then painting, especially the triptychs of the Stations of the Cross in the church, and the St. Francis cycle in the refectory and sacristy.

In these early years of ministry at Peña Blanca, Chávez published dozens of poems, essays, and fictional pieces in national venues, including his homage to Thornton Wilder, “Peña Blanca,” in the New York Herald Tribune and “Prisoner” in the New York Times, for which Wilder served as intermediary. After Chávez and Wilder met in Santa Fe in 1938, the playwright asked for his comments on the manuscript of his new play Our Town, which had not yet been produced. Chávez then wrote his poem “Peña Blanca” in response and sent it to Wilder. Later, Wilder gave him an autographed copy of the play at the time it won the Pulitzer Prize.42

His Herculean accomplishments from 1937 to 1943 also included full-time religious ministry, which he performed tirelessly. He would stay up writing well into the night and rise at five thirty for Mass. He helped the archbishop to broker a peace with Santo Domingo Pueblo, which had been placed under an interdict that forbade Catholic religious services on the pueblo since 1935.43 On Saturdays he would give religious instruction and talk with the people of Santo Domingo. He asked for permission to renovate the church of St. Bonaventure at Cochiti Pueblo but was apparently not able to raise funds to do so. He said Mass at Sile on Sundays and First Fridays. Julia Rivera Silva remembers Fray Angélico celebrating First Friday Mass in the village and coming to her family’s house afterward for almuerzo. Fray Angélico would help her mother prepare the meal, especially the eggs and potatoes. He also put on boxing gloves and boxed with her brothers, Guadalupe, George, and Pedro.44 Chávez encouraged the vocations of talented boys, including Guadalupe Rivera of Sile, Guadalupe Fuentes of Mora, Antonio Chávez of Peñasco, and his own brother, Francisco Chávez. May Sarton has written about Christmas Eve ceremonies in 1940 at San Felipe Pueblo with Fray Angélico saying the Mass.45 He himself wrote about the Christmas dances there in a 1943 article in Indian Sentinel. He taught himself phrases in Keres and included them in his sermons.
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FIG. 1.11. Fray Angélico Chávez in archbishop’s garden with Archbishop Gerken and Cochiti Indians, Santa Fe Fiesta, 1939, courtesy the Archives of the Franciscan Province of St. John the Baptist of Cincinnati.



Despite his tremendous accomplishments, Chávez was somewhat discouraged after his first five years of service, an early foretaste of what lay ahead in his sometimes-troubled relations with the Franciscan Order. He was assigned to the Mission Band in summer 1942 and worried about how he would find time to travel to give missions in addition to his regular duties in Peña Blanca. Despite Chávez’s request for clarification about who would say his Masses while he was away, the provincial vaguely replied that someone at Peña Blanca would do it. On August 12, 1942, he warned Provincial Rolfes that he might no longer be able to recruit seminarians because of shortages of manpower at Peña Blanca to help with their preparation. That same day he wrote a disturbing letter to Fr. Robert Kalt, pastor of Peña Blanca, who was away:

This is to tell you that I am going crazy here in P.B. I don’t know the real reason, for there could be several. Regarding the Missions, Fr. Provincial and Fr. Honorius were very nice, but who is going to [do] my missions [Masses at the missions] then? . . . Titus will not be able to go out in my place.

Then, certain things have happened long before, and right before, chapter, which have taken all the wind out of me. I feel like the first five years of my priesthood have been a failure in the eyes of my superiors, and [I] am considered incompetent . . . and the proofs are several, like being supplanted by alcoholism, secret letters to and from headquarters, etc. I should be humble and forget, and I do forget completely when I am away from here, but as soon as I return to Peña Blanca, the sight of everything makes me sad and mad at the same time.46

He tells his superior that he has decided not to proceed with publishing The Single Rose manuscript and that the house at Peña Blanca gives him “a spirit of despair and futility.” Perhaps this discouragement played a role in his decision to enlist as army chaplain a few months later.

In 1942, after the fall of Bataan, Fray Angélico served as a member of the Draft Board and helped the boys from his area fill out their draft forms. General Charlton, the head of Selective Service in New Mexico, encouraged Fray Angélico to join the army as a chaplain to serve the Spanish-speaking soldiers, and Chávez finally agreed to enlist in December 1942. He doubted that he would pass the physical because of his small size. But during the exam at the Santa Fe Armory, the chief medic added a few pounds to Chávez’s weight on the medical form. In April 1943 his story about Bataan, “The Colonel and the Lady,” won the first prize of the Catholic Press Association, but he still had not heard if he would be inducted. On April 17 he received official notification that he was appointed army chaplain, and he began training at Harvard on May 3. From June 8, 1943, to February 10, 1944, he was stationed with tank regiments in the 16th Armored Division at Camp Chaffee, Arkansas, a new division that was being built from the ground up. While there, he saw his friend John Gould Fletcher, whom he had met in Santa Fe in the Writers Group and with whom he exchanged letters about the ethics of writing literary texts while Fascism was devastating Europe and the Japanese had drawn the United States into the war. Surprised that his assignment seemed to contradict the recruiter’s pitch that the army needed his Spanish-language skills, Chávez brushed up on German and Italian, hoping to be assigned to Europe. But orders came for him to go to Pittsburg, California, “which meant the dreaded Pacific.”47

Chávez stopped in Santa Fe on his way to California to visit family and friends. He did so without authorization, but believed that chaplains had certain leeway in such matters. He especially remembered two events during the short time there. He ran into a friend, Francisco García, from Santo Domingo Pueblo who embraced him in tears, having heard that Fray Angélico had died in the service. He also stopped into a restaurant to say good-bye to the woman who ran it. She brought him into the back room where her non-Catholic husband lay dying. Fray Angélico prayed and talked to him for fifteen minutes, after which he asked to be baptized and receive Extreme Unction. Fray Angélico marveled at the turn of events, since he had stopped in Santa Fe on an impulse.48

Chávez proceeded to Camp Stoneman in Pittsburg, California, and visited some friends from Peña Blanca working in the shipyards near there. On February 16, 1944, he was notified of his promotion to captain, and the next day he traveled all night by train from Oakland to Port Hueneme near Ventura where he shipped out to Hawaii. He was stationed at Sand Island in Honolulu harbor and assigned to a battalion of black troops, although there were only a dozen Catholics in the group. “I said Mass in the white area and had a Philadelphia Negro serve always, since the General, a Texan, had decreed that there was to be no mixing of races in theaters or religious services.” After six weeks, he was transferred to the white area but had the black man continue to serve his Masses.49 Early on, we see Chávez’s rebelliousness, ethics, and principled positions. His sister Consuelo, a navy nurse, was also stationed on the island, and sometimes they would spend the day together. Without having much to do except visiting a few hospitals where he ministered to the Spanish-speaking, he asked to be sent to the war front.

In July 1944 he was assigned to the 77th Infantry “Statue of Liberty” Division from New York and set sail from Honolulu for Guam. Before the treacherous landing began on July 21, Fray Angélico heard many soldiers’ confessions, and there were large numbers of Communions at morning Mass. After the 305th Regiment and the marines carried out the first assault, the rest of the division went ashore from July 23 to 25. Because of coral reefs, Fray Angélico had to wade seven hundred yards with the water up to his neck. For the first few days it rained continuously, and the men suffered from wetness and cold in the foxholes. The island was retaken from the Japanese by August 10—Chávez’s division lost 248 men and 663 were wounded.50 Besides ministering to the soldiers, Fray Angélico performed liturgies for Catholic native islanders, with attendance at the eleven Masses he said in August numbering 12,450.51

On November 3 the 77th departed Guam for rehabilitation in New Caledonia and November 17 left Manus Island for Leyte in the Philippines, arriving November 23. They worked on beach defense and patrolling until December 5 and on December 6 loaded for the amphibious landing near Ormoc on the west coast of Leyte. On December 7, three years to the day after Pearl Harbor, they engaged in a two-hour landing behind enemy lines at the beach near Ipil. Fray Angélico noted in his December chaplain’s report: “Mass on the Feast of the Immaculate Conception made impossible by Hirohito.”52 On December 10, the division engaged in a bitter, house-to-house battle to capture the city of Ormoc, Japanese headquarters. The struggle to take Leyte continued for two months until the 77th’s participation ended on February 9, 1945. Chávez notes that although MacArthur declared Leyte secure by December 25, “there was plenty of dying before that and long after.”53 After the old Spanish church at Ormoc was blown up because the Japanese stored ammunition there, Fray Angélico managed to save an ancient statue of the Blessed Virgin from the burning church, walking over live coals into the baptistery to do so. He gave the statue to his mother when he returned and later sent it back to the Philippines.54 The detailed descriptions of the suffering in the battles, which Fray Angélico sent home, record the extreme hardships he and the troops endured. By early January 1945, Fray Angélico hinted to his religious superiors in Cincinnati that he would like to return home.
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FIG. 1.12. Fray Angélico Chávez, chaplain major, 1946, courtesy Palace of the Governors Photo Archives (NMHM/DCA), Neg. No. 132818.



In February, Fray Angélico’s weight was down to 104 pounds, and while the division prepared to go to Okinawa, he was allowed bed rest at a base hospital, where he regained 10 pounds in two weeks. He was told that his battalion was allowed to send one officer and three enlisted men home for a thirty-day leave, and the colonel chose Fray Angélico as the officer. On March 3, 1945, on the beach waiting for his departure, he received a commendation for landing with the troops at Deposito, Leyte. During his two-week wait to depart and on the long three-week trip home, he wrote chapters of a novel that he had begun while on Leyte. On April 8, 1945, he saw the Golden Gate Bridge: “It looked like Heaven as the sun, that day for once, shone on the white city of San Francisco—the first intact civilized group of houses I had seen since the preceding July.”55 He arrived in Santa Fe on April 14 to begin a forty-nine-day leave.

Happy to be home, Fray Angélico gathered a number of his poems for the volume Eleven Lady-Lyrics, which was published in November that year. He reported to Fort Bliss on June 2 “with duffle bag loaded with Mass wine bottles filled with Scotch and bourbon for my pals over there who hadn’t seen any.”56 To his surprise he learned that all overseas men in the United States were “frozen” indefinitely. Unaware of the plans to drop the atomic bomb (the Trinity explosion was July 16, 1945), the men who were kept from returning were angry, according to Chávez. He was sent to San Antonio, Dallas, and back to Fort Bliss, where he served until his release on February 29, 1946, after trying every conceivable way to speed up his discharge.57 He was promoted to major and given sixty days’ paid
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