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Inside the Gates

In the late afternoon of September 12, I boarded a TWA 747 in San Francisco. I was headed for graduate school at Columbia University in New York City. Although I felt grateful for having been awarded a fellowship that allowed me to continue my education at Columbia, I did not know what to expect. And leaving my family and Laura, my girlfriend, was extremely painful—I would not see them again for a very long time.

As I waited for the plane to take off, I thought about how different this journey was from the one my family and I took when we left our home in El Rancho Blanco, a small village in rural Mexico, nineteen years earlier. I was four years old at the time. We took a sluggish second-class train that had hard wooden seats from Guadalajara to Mexicali and crossed the U.S.-Mexican border illegally by foot. Although we did not know where we would end up and were fearful of being caught by the migra, Border Patrol, my family was hopeful that we would escape our poverty and begin a new and better life.

The plane to New York finally landed at JFK Airport after a six-hour flight. It was one a.m. The opaque yellow lights in the cabin of the crowded plane went on, waking the weary passengers, who scrambled to pick up their belongings. I glanced out the narrow oval window. Blinking red lights on the tip of the wings pierced the darkness. I unbuckled my seat belt and pulled from the bin above my small brown suitcase and portable typewriter enclosed in a blue case, which my older brother, Roberto, and his wife, Darlene, had given me as a college graduation gift. All during college I had borrowed my roommates’ typewriters because I could not afford my own.

I got off the plane, followed the signs to ground transportation, exited the terminal, and waited on the curb for a taxi. The stagnant air was hot, humid, and foul-smelling, like gasoline and burning rubber. A beat-up yellow cab pulled over.

“Where to?” the driver shouted through the front window. Before I had a chance to respond, he hollered again, “Come on, man, where to?”

“Columbia University,” I said.

“Hop in,” he yelled.

I quickly opened the back door, tossed my baggage on the seat, shut it, and opened the passenger door. “Aren’t ya sitting in the back?” he asked.

“I prefer to sit in the front,” I said. He rolled his eyes and grudgingly removed a pile of scattered papers and a clipboard from the passenger seat and tossed them on the dashboard. “Thank you,” I said, sliding into the seat and shutting the door.

Leaning slightly forward and gripping the steering wheel with both hands, he raced out of the airport onto the freeway. I grabbed the edge of the seat and pushed both feet against the floorboard as he zigzagged past cars and trucks and went under connecting freeways that crisscrossed like concrete pretzels. We zoomed by smoke-covered industrial brick buildings with dimly lit narrow windows. On the horizon appeared clusters of grayish skyscrapers radiating startling lights. To avoid the increasingly congested traffic, the cabdriver veered off the freeway onto one-way roads that led to bumpy streets and eventually to a long, wide avenue. On both sides of it were endless massive and haggard buildings and rundown stores, entrances and display windows shielded by steel shutters that made them look like jail cells. “Are we almost there?” I asked, breaking the long silence.

He slowed down, lowered his window slightly, spit out of it, nodded, and said, “We’re on Broadway and One Hundred Tenth; six more blocks.” At 116th Street, he pulled over and stopped in front of a tall, wide black iron gate. “Here you are,” he said. “This is the main entrance to Columbia.”

“Where is Hartley Hall?” I asked. Hartley Hall was the building where I was to pick up the key to my room in John Jay Hall.

“It’s at the other end of this street,” he said. “Can’t drive in. One hundred sixteenth is closed to traffic.” We climbed out of the car. He opened the back door and reached in to get my luggage.

“I’ve got it, thanks.” I said. He moved to the side, gave me a puzzled look, and told me the cab fare was twenty dollars. The high cost shocked me. I bit my lip, unloaded my belongings, handed him two ten-dollar bills, and thanked him.

“Good luck,” he said, folding the bills in half and placing them in his shirt pocket. He got back in the car and sped off. I stood alone, glancing up at the gate. Then I picked up my typewriter case and suitcase and began walking past the gate, along a wide dark red-brick path. Suddenly an immense courtyard framed on both sides by massive buildings with Greek columns exploded into view. I stood there for a moment, marveling at their colossal size, feeling as though I were entering another world.

Almost at the end of the long walkway was a large quad with an L-shaped annex of buildings. I went down a few steps that led to a smaller quad, where a statue of Alexander Hamilton sat facing Hamilton Hall. Adjacent to Hamilton Hall was Hartley Hall. When I stepped inside, the air-conditioned lobby felt unexpectedly cool, like a church. The attendant was asleep, his bald head rolling against the back of a chair behind a desk. I feigned a cough, hoping to wake him up. It worked. He sat up, startled.

“What’s up?” he said groggily. I introduced myself and explained that I was checking in. I handed him a letter I had received from the housing office. He yawned, glanced at the clock, scratched his head, riffled through a pile of envelopes stacked neatly in alphabetical order by name, pulled out mine, and handed it to me. Inside it were my room key, a list of dorm rules, and a schedule for the week. He had me sign a receipt and pointed out my dorm, directly across from Hamilton Hall. I thanked him and tiredly made my way to my new home.

John Jay Hall was an old fifteen-story dorm reserved for graduate students. Inside, in a cramped space adjacent to the large lobby, was a faded green elevator. Scratched into the paint of its door was a message that read “A guy dropped dead from old age waiting for this elevator.” I took it up to the eighth floor and exited into a long, narrow, dimly lit corridor that was painted light blue. Halfway down was my room. I opened the door and turned on the light. The room looked like a prison cell. The rectangular space was approximately six by twelve feet and sparsely furnished: a tall closet to the right and, to the left, a small stained white sink with a medicine cabinet and tarnished mirror above it; a twin bed, a worn dark brown wooden desk and chair to match, and a small desk lamp. Below the window, anchored on the dark gray vinyl floor, was an old cast-iron radiator that looked like an accordion. I pulled back the discolored blue curtains and slid open the window that looked onto 114th Street. A wave of stench and hot air rushed in, accompanied by the drone of traffic and horns and sirens. A grimy red-brick apartment building across the street framed the view. I poked my head out the window and looked straight up. The sky was hazy and starless. I slammed the window shut, closed the curtains, and curled up in bed, feeling sad and lonely. I finally fell asleep, fully clothed.

Next morning I woke up startled by the sound of jackhammers and heavy traffic. For a split second I had no idea where I was or what was happening. I got out of bed and looked out the window. A tall brick building was being demolished down the street. I sat on the edge of the bed and stared at the floor. Feeling tired, lonely, and dispirited, I took from my suitcase the notebook in which I had jotted down memories of my childhood. I had written them in college to give me courage and strength whenever I felt as I did at that moment.

I skimmed the story I wrote about my efforts to pick cotton when I was six years old. My parents used to park our old jalopy at the end of the cotton fields and leave me alone in the car to take care of Trampita, my little brother. I hated being left by myself with him while they and Roberto went off to work. Thinking that if I learned to pick cotton my parents would take me with them, one afternoon, while Trampita slept in the back seat of the car, I walked over to the nearest row and tried to pick cotton. It was harder than I thought. I picked the bolls one at a time and piled them on the ground. The shells’ sharp prongs scratched my hands like a cat’s claw and sometimes dug into the corner of my fingernails and made them bleed. At the end of the day I was tired and disappointed because I had picked very little. To make things worse, I forgot about Trampita, and when my parents returned, they were upset with me because I had neglected him. He had fallen off the seat, cried, and soiled himself.

As I read other recollections, I began to relive my experiences of moving from farm to farm; following the crops; living in migrant tents and old garages; working in the fields alongside my parents and older brother, picking strawberries, grapes, cotton, and carrots; and, until I was fourteen, missing two and a half months of school every year to help my family make ends meet. When I finished reading, I felt the same strength and relief I experienced when I first wrote them.

I placed the notebook in my desk drawer and took from my wallet a worn holy card of the Virgen de Guadalupe that my father had given me the day my family dropped me off at college. “Cuídate, mijo.” Take care of yourself, son, he had told me. “Recuerda ser respetuoso.” Remember to be respectful. I felt my throat tighten as I recalled kissing his scarred and leathery hands when he handed me the card. I smoothed it between the palms of my hands, kissed it, and said a prayer, and then I tacked it to side of the desk and sighed.

A few minutes later my small used army trunk, which I had shipped from home, was delivered to my room. I unpacked it and hung in the closet the few clothes I had brought, the same ones I had worn the last two years in college. I placed the Webster’s Dictionary and Thesaurus on the shelf above the desk, plugged in my small clock radio, and listened to a few popular songs—“I’m a Believer,” “Help!” “Can’t Get No Satisfaction,” and others—while I checked my schedule. I was free all morning to tour the campus on my own, and I had an invitation to attend a reception for Woodrow Wilson Fellows in the John Jay lounge that afternoon.

I read the list of dorm rules for John Jay Hall. One of them caught my eye: “No women visitors allowed in the room at any time.” I did not mind, because it was the same rule I had in college; however, it surprised me because it applied to graduate students at Columbia University, which was not church-affiliated like my alma mater, a Jesuit Catholic institution. I undressed, wrapped a towel around my waist, picked up a bar of soap, and walked down the hall to the shower room. The green shower had eight nozzles and two small rectangular windows high above the wall facing the street. The paint was cracked and chipped, and several floor tiles were broken. After taking a shower, I shaved at the small sink in my room, got dressed, and took the elevator down to the ground floor, where the dining facilities were located.

The spacious dining room in John Jay Hall was luxurious, fit for royalty. It had finely detailed wood paneling, a coffered ceiling, and leaded-glass windows with dark red curtains. Various food choices were offered, cafeteria style, and every item was individually priced. I was shocked at the high cost. I would have preferred a flat fee for an all-you-can-eat system, which I experienced my freshman year in college—not without consequences. At the end of that year I had gained thirty pounds! For the next three years I had received free room and board in exchange for being a prefect, a job that required enforcing strict dorm rules, among other less stressful duties. Even though the Woodrow Wilson Fellowship provided funds for tuition, room and board, and living expenses, I was certain I could not afford to have all my meals in that dining hall. I thought of different possibilities, including eating only twice a day, and came up with the idea of buying a single-burner electric hot plate and cooking in my room, but I decided not to do it, because I would be violating one of the dorm rules, which prohibited the use of electrical appliances. After a light breakfast I went to the housing office and picked up a list of local cafés, grocery stores and banks, a subway map, and a campus directory with brief descriptions of points of interest.

Using the campus map and directory, I went to the Chemical Bank on the corner of 110th Street and Broadway and opened a checking account. I deposited the thousand-dollar stipend I had received from the Woodrow Wilson Foundation to cover my board and living expenses for the first semester. Using that account, I wrote a cashier’s check for one hundred dollars to my father to help pay for his expenses. He was living in Tlaquepaque, Mexico, with my Tía Chana, his older sister, who took care of him.

When I was a sophomore in college my father had suffered a nervous breakdown. He left our family, and returned to his native land a broken man. He experienced severe back problems resulting from doing stoop labor day after day from dawn to dusk for many years. He was no longer physically able to work in the fields, the only job he could get because he did not speak English and had no formal education. Consequently, he felt useless, a burden to our family. Often he stayed in bed all day and refused to shave, eat, or talk to anyone. None of us felt relaxed or happy around him, but we continued praying for him and being respectful. His leaving caused us deep sorrow but also was a relief for my mother, who had become the target of his dark moods.

When my father could no longer work, my family stopped following seasonal crops. We settled in Bonetti Ranch, a migrant camp in Santa Maria, a small agricultural town in the central coast of California. To support our family, Roberto and I got janitorial jobs, each of us working thirty-five hours a week while going to school. My brother worked for the Santa Maria Elementary School District, and I was employed by the Santa Maria Window Cleaners, cleaning commercial offices. All during high school I worked in the mornings before school, in the evenings, and on weekends, sweeping and dusting offices, cleaning windows and toilets, and washing and waxing floors.

At the bank, I wrote a second check, for two hundred dollars, to my mother, to help pay for food and rent. She had moved into a two-bedroom house in the outskirts of Santa Maria with my four younger siblings a year after my father left and our old army barrack in Bonetti Ranch burned to the ground owing to faulty electrical wiring. She worked in the fields, and Trampita, the third oldest child in our family, worked part-time as a custodian while he attended high school. Roberto and Darlene also lent a hand whenever they could.

I mailed the checks and went to a local grocery store and bought things for my breakfasts: a white plastic cereal bowl, a loaf of white bread, a jar of crunchy peanut butter, a jar of blueberry jam, a box of corn flakes, and only a pint of milk, as I did not have a refrigerator. I went back to my dorm, stored the food in the closet, and toured the university grounds, starting in John Jay Hall.

Columbia was founded in 1754 by a royal charter of King George II of England and named King’s College. The dormitory, built in 1925, was known as the Skyscraper Dorm because it was the tallest building on campus. It housed 484 rooms and, in the basement, the Lion’s Den, a pub and snack bar with a wood-beamed ceiling and a huge fireplace. It was named after John Jay, the first chief justice of the United States Supreme Court, who graduated in the class of 1764.

A few yards to the right of John Jay Hall stood Butler Library, which I had seen the night before when I arrived. Above its arcade of Greek columns were inscribed the names of great writers, philosophers, and thinkers: Homer, Herodotus, Sophocles, Plato, Aristotle, Demosthenes, Cicero, Virgil, Horace, Tacitus, Saint Augustine, Aquinas, Dante, Cervantes, Shakespeare, Milton, Voltaire, and Goethe. I was proud to recognize most of the names and to have read some of their works in college. For my philosophy course I had written an essay on the “Allegory of the Cave” in Plato’s Republic, in which I compared the prisoners—who were facing a blank wall in a dark cave and chained to the floor—with my family and other migrant workers whose daily struggles simply to put food on their tables kept them from turning their lives around. I identified with the prisoner who managed to escape and help others break free. Now that I was at Columbia, I felt an even stronger affinity with that prisoner and a desire to use my education somehow to help liberate migrant workers.

As I cut across the red-brick College Walk, which served as a public pathway between Broadway and Amsterdam Avenue, and climbed a long flight of granite steps to an upper terrace, I was struck by the beauty of a large, imposing statue. It was of Minerva, the Roman goddess of poetry and wisdom. She was dressed in an academic gown, wearing a crown, and regally sitting on a throne with an open book on her lap and both arms outstretched. In her right arm she held a scepter. Farther up the stairs, on the top terrace, was Low Memorial Library, which served as the main library until 1934 and was now the administrative center of the university. I sat on the stairs overlooking the entire center of the campus quad and began thinking about my alma mater and its Spanish colonial architecture. I missed attending Mass at the Mission Church in the middle of campus and seeing the red-tiled buildings, two and three stories high, and ironwork and gardens with lush green lawns, palm and olive trees, and red and yellow and white roses.

I returned to my room, listened to the radio for a while, and got ready for the Woodrow Wilson reception. I put on my light green suit and clip-on tie that Father O’Neill, a Jesuit priest and mentor, had purchased for me for my Fellowship finalists’ interview at Stanford University during my senior year in college. I took the elevator down to the lounge on the first floor, where the reception was to take place. I was the first one to arrive. The elegant wood-paneled room—with dark ceiling beams and paneling and plush red carpet—was stunningly beautiful. Large oil paintings of statesmen from the Colonial period decorated the walls. A bronze bust of John Jay sat on a pedestal next to a piano. To the left of it was a large stone fireplace, and above the mantel a framed marble slab had an inscription in gold lettering that read “Hold fast to the spirit of youth. Let years to come do what they may.”

The chatter of two men dressed in black pants and white shirts interrupted my thoughts. One pushed a small cart with wine bottles, napkins, teacups and saucers, and wineglasses; the other one carried a round glass tray with small sandwiches. When I greeted them and offered to help, they politely refused. A few minutes later a steady stream of well-dressed Woodrow Wilson Fellows, mostly men, filled the room and quickly formed small groupings. The subtle
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