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Foreword



by Lin-Manuel Miranda


I AM THE MOST LAID-BACK MEMBER OF MY FAMILY.


I tell this to reporters, and their faces become emojis of surprise. “You? Mr. Six-Years-Writing-the-20,520-Word-Hamilton? Mr. Every-Other-Disney-Soundtrack? Mr. ‘Maaan, the Man Is Nonstop’?”


To which I reply, “Yes. I am the family slacker. You should meet my dad.”


And if they are lucky enough to meet Luis A. Miranda Jr., they return to me with a face of shock and not a little sympathy: “Oh, Lin. You weren’t kidding.”


If you’re reading this book, you’re about to understand.
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IN HIS TYPICAL OVERACHIEVING FASHION, LUIS HAS REALLY written three books. There is his life story, as improbable as that of his favorite character, Debbie Reynolds’s Unsinkable Molly Brown, in which he journeys from the small town of Vega Alta, Puerto Rico, to find love, a family, and a true home in New York City. The second book is a gripping firsthand account of the growing political power of Latinos in New York City in the latter half of the twentieth century as disparate communities from Puerto Rico, the Dominican Republic, Mexico, and Latin America found common cause in coalition with their neighbors and power in unity. From there emerges a third book, an indispensable political handbook on the “Latino voter,” that most prized and mysterious growing electorate, a favorite topic of political pundits everywhere. Luis debunks, interrogates, and separates fact from fiction with the authority of over forty-five years of political experience.


If you’re a political junkie whose diet consists of any amounts of MSNBC, CNN, FOX, PBS, NPR, the New York Times, the Washington Post, the Wall Street Journal, or any combination thereof, this third book is excellent reading.


If you’re a history buff who loves to read about how power and people and movements shape cities and vice versa—i.e., if you’ve got a Robert Caro book somewhere on your shelf—this second book is indispensable reading.


Then there is that first book, the story of Luis Miranda’s extraordinary and improbable life. The life that, thanks to a chance meeting with a prospective graduate student named Luz Elaine Towns at NYU in 1976, is responsible for my existence.


I have no objectivity when it comes to this first book.


If your father wrote about the many years before you and the many years after you, what would you learn?


I learned a lot.


That a man named Bernie Kalinkowitz quietly revolutionized student recruiting and, in offering my Puerto Rican father admission to college in New York, changed the trajectory of all our lives forever.


That decades before I began creating theater, my great-uncle Ernesto Concepción was performing to acclaim on stages all over Puerto Rico, instilling in my father a love of theater that would take root and blossom most unexpectedly a generation later.


That my grandfather was even more of a saint than I already thought he was.


That my mother makes a mean lobster dinner, but it comes with a side dish of humility.


That the Irish American exodus from Upper Manhattan is directly responsible for our childhood home.


That my father skipped first grade—through sheer force of will.


It also confirms something that I’ve always known on a cellular level: that my father’s work is the all-time great love of his life. His work, his life’s work, is making life better for Latinos in this country. He is consumed with getting as much done in this one precious life as time will allow. He wakes up thinking about how he can be more effective at getting something done and, once he’s accomplished the task at hand, how much more he can take on.


When you’re young, that can be a tough lesson to absorb, even unconsciously: though you may be the main character in your own story, you are not the center of your parent’s universe. And yet Luis also manages to be a fierce, loyal friend, a supportive father (never missed a school play, even while juggling multiple jobs), and a doting grandfather in his spare time: all part of his life’s work.


In his work making life better for others, he taught me empathy and humility for the larger human collective. In our trips to Puerto Rico, he connected my sister and me to our greater ancestry. In the pursuit of his dreams, Luis modeled for me how to fall in love with my work and chase dreams of my own.


Reading this book makes me want to work harder. Even as the most laid-back Miranda in the family.


You’re about to understand.




Siempre,


Lin-Manuel Miranda


















CHAPTER 1



Arrival


I LANDED AT JFK WITH A SINGLE PIECE OF LUGGAGE: A BIG GREEN trunk full of books that defined my tastes—from psychology to revolutionary Latin America and colonial Puerto Rico. It was Labor Day weekend of 1974, and I had just turned twenty. Behind me in Puerto Rico was all I had known of home: my young wife, my beautiful apartment, my car, my job at Sears, my plans to study law, my family, my political activism. The enduring heat of summer in the Caribbean gave way to the cooler weather of the East Coast. On the TWA plane, one sentimental song drifted through my head on a loop: “The Way We Were,” from a Barbra Streisand and Robert Redford film about a Marxist activist, wasted talent, and doomed young romance. Within a year I would be divorced from my seventh grade sweetheart, but for now I was in denial and looking ahead.


Meeting me at the airport was my New York aunt, Myrta, and her date of the week, driving his small two-door car. She took one look at the big trunk. “You didn’t say you were bringing that fucking thing,” she said in despair. I squeezed into the back seat, with the heavy trunk half balanced on my lap, as we made our way into Manhattan. It was a clear, sunny day, and when we drove by St. Michael’s Cemetery in Queens, I was astonished by its sheer size. “Everyone is dead here,” I blurted out as we passed a small town of tombstones. There was no place in Puerto Rico where there were so many dead people. A few minutes later, the city skyline rose up before me. My eyes were drawn to the majestic view of the Empire State and Chrysler buildings. The greatness of this city, its life and its spirit, were clear well before we reached our destination: 234 West Twenty-First Street in Chelsea.


The neighborhood felt overwhelmingly Puerto Rican, especially where my aunt lived. In the basement, there was a billiard table and dominoes for people to play and hang out. It was packed well into the night, with people arriving just to have a great time underneath an apartment building. The area was beginning to change—to gentrify with more white, more wealthy newcomers—but for now it was a vibrant mix of my old life and what lay ahead.


I had arranged to meet some friends that first night, at 10:00 p.m., including several new arrivals from Puerto Rico. “What’s your address?” asked my friend Ismael. “I don’t know, but it’s on Twenty-First Street past Seventh Avenue,” I told him. “There’s a fire escape in front of the building.” He finally called me, exasperated, from a pay phone in the street. “Luisito, do you understand that every building on Twenty-First Street has a fire escape?”


I was clueless but would learn quickly. My friends helped me reset my expectations and understanding of our place in this city: of who we were and what we could become. Among them was Nydia Velázquez, born in Yabucoa and now studying at New York University, where I was headed myself. Two decades later, Nydia would become the first Puerto Rican woman elected to the US Congress. But on this incredible September night, she was one more reason why I knew I had made the right decision. The assumption back home was that the Puerto Ricans who left for New York—the Nuyoricans—were the huddled masses, the poor and uneducated, journeying to do the manual work others wouldn’t. But here I was meeting up at a coffeehouse with friends from Puerto Rico and other Latinos, born and raised in New York, studying political science and psychology, and there was nothing uneducated about them. They were cool, and I was in awe of their ambition and drive to succeed in a city with so much energy. They were the smartest and most adventurous of our people.


I was even more in awe of a city where there were as many people on the streets at 1:00 a.m., when we finished our coffee, as there had been at 3:00 p.m., when I had arrived from the airport. I returned to my aunt’s place, where the television was still on. At midnight back home, the streets were long deserted and there was nothing but static snow on TV. So I stayed up to watch a movie, Madame X with Lana Turner. I cried my eyes out at the story of a lower-class woman who marries into money but is left without her husband, her son, and her identity. It doesn’t take much for me to lose my distance when I’m watching movies. I could cry watching Batman, because movies open the lid of the pent-up sorrow that I carry within me. Sorrow from injustices I see around me or from having left Puerto Rico fifty years ago. In real life, it’s much easier for me to get in touch with my anger than my sadness. At the end of a manic day, Madame X was an escape valve to feel the loss of what I had left behind and make room for the promise of what lay ahead.


The next morning, I headed to NYU to begin my new life. My aunt gave me her pithy, witty science of New York City geography, based on race. “There is uptown, and there is downtown,” she explained. “You know you are going downtown because it gets considerably darker. And when you go uptown, it gets whiter and whiter.” She also told me that Fifth Avenue divides the west from the east. And with that knowledge, I was ready to face New York. Fortunately, I could just walk fifteen blocks to Washington Square, the heart of NYU.


New York had not been part of my plans just six months earlier. Back home, I was heading to law school at the University of Puerto Rico to begin what I thought would be a career in politics when another aunt—the acting chair of psychology at UPR—told me that an NYU chair was coming to interview students.


“I’m going to law school,” I told her.


“Yeah, but you don’t lose anything coming to the interview,” she replied.


I didn’t know it at the time, but I was about to become part of a radical experiment in racial quotas. The NYU psychology chair, Bernie Kalinkowitz, planned to accept twenty PhD candidates in clinical psychology: ten whites, five Hispanics, and five African Americans. I didn’t quite comprehend what was going on because coming from Puerto Rico, I didn’t feel disadvantaged. Back home, Puerto Ricans sweep the floors, but we also perform heart transplants. It’s the same people doing everything. The notion of ethnic minorities being underprivileged was new to me—not in concept but en carne y hueso, up close. I knew about poverty and the working class versus the ruling class. But the idea that minorities, rather than class, meant something pejorative was unusual for me. I had read plenty about the way Black people were treated in the United States, about the way Mexicans were conquered and the way Native Americans had suffered genocide and been relegated to reservations of land. I could understand it intellectually, but I didn’t understand it emotionally. I never felt it in my heart.


My first meeting at NYU was with the student who had recruited me, Jeanette Rossello, who reminded me that I was part of this relatively new policy to diversify the program. Within days, I was at my first meeting of minority students. There I met a young woman named Kamala. She was at NYU as one of the Black recruits, but she looked white to me. It really blew my mind. Alongside me was a Nuyorican friend, Lillian, who was one of the five Latinos. I asked her naively, “Why is Kamala Black?”


“I think her dad was Black and her mother was Hawaiian,” she explained. Kamala looked white to me, but because of her father, she was considered Black.


“OK,” I said as I tried to reconcile all of these new concepts that I had read about in books but was now struggling to understand. Lillian herself was dating a Black Dominican, while another student in my cohort, Javier, was Dominican. All of a sudden, reality was different from my experience of the first two decades of my life, and I was trying to figure out where I fit in.


Don’t get me wrong. Racial lines were real back home: there was Black and white and many skin colors in between. But the actual color of your skin was more important than your ancestry when it came to determining race. In New York City, I was in a whole new world where ancestry was taken into account, and I didn’t know the rules of the game that were so important to people in the United States. Back in Puerto Rico, my grandfather on my mother’s side was Black with wavy hair, and he married my grandmother, who was blond and blue-eyed. He was the son of more affluent Puerto Ricans. She was sixteen or seventeen when they married, and she was just one of many beautiful poor white girls from the countryside. My mother was white, even though her ancestry was similar to Kamala’s. I was learning that race was defined openly, rigidly, and permanently on the mainland.


As if race were not confusing enough, I also had to adapt to becoming a Spanish-speaking immigrant in a country where I was also a citizen. I was sharing a bedroom with my eight-year-old and four-year-old cousins, who were my first English teachers. They would laugh endlessly at my mistakes, correcting me between giggles. But at least I could hear them speak English incessantly, and I could practice it safely. It was a welcoming place to land in the big city. My aunt welcomed everyone into her two-bedroom apartment, but she insisted that her room was hers. “Only my boyfriends sleep with me,” she said.


The real impact of immigration hit me hard when another two friends from my town joined us, sleeping in the living room, and my aunt soon had a proposition for one of them. A friend of a friend was looking for someone he could pay to be his wife so he could become a citizen.


“You have to be married for a year,” she told them. “You don’t have to have sex, but you have to live together.”


She sounded like Oprah telling her audience they were getting a car.


“So one of you has got yourself an apartment. Who wants to get married?”


We spent a good amount of time meeting this prospective husband and then collectively deciding who was going to marry him. This was my introduction to the perils of immigration.


When I left the islands, there were a handful of Dominicans and plenty of Cubans there who had come as refugees and soon risen through Puerto Rico’s social structures. But there were no minority immigrants to speak of, and there was no widespread scheme of finding fake husbands or wives so they could stay.


New York’s Latino community was changing from being Puerto Rican-centric to being much more diverse. The children of Puerto Ricans, along with the hundreds of thousands who had traveled to New York in the late 1940s and 1950s, were becoming part of a truly Hispanic community.
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I HAD NO IDEA AT THE TIME THAT I WOULD DEDICATE MY PROFESSIONAL life to navigating this new world of race, ethnicity, class, and immigration. I had no idea that this city would be the perfect place to combine my political instincts and psychological insights to help candidates and elected officials navigate the same world for themselves. And I certainly had no idea that I could help build community—through nonprofits, government, and the arts—to help my new neighbors survive and thrive.


My career has often been shaped by a simple-sounding question: what do Latinos want? It’s a question that is being posed more often and more loudly as the demographics and politics of this country progress steadily toward a new future. And it has become central to living in our communities, as Republicans use migrants and Latinos as pawns in their political chess games. The majority of this new country will be a combination of minorities within the next two decades. Much of that change is from the rapid growth of the communities that have been my focus for decades. Several years after I arrived in New York, the 1980 census showed that 80 percent of the population of the country was white, 11 percent was Black, and just 6.5 percent was Latino or Hispanic. Within two decades, Latinos outnumbered Blacks. Today, the white population is 60 percent of the country and falling, while Latinos and Asian Americans represent almost 25 percent of this country. How you feel about these changes has become a defining measure of whether you are conservative or progressive. It’s no coincidence that a corrupt New York real estate developer, trained in the racial politics of the 1980s tabloids, could ride a wave of nativist and racist feeling all the way to the White House. A majority of Republicans—59 percent—think this diverse majority will lead to more racial conflict and weaken this country’s values and customs. That’s why clowns like Governor Ron DeSantis of Florida and Governor Greg Abbott of Texas have created havoc by sending asylum seekers to Democratic cities.


These are not small changes, and the question about Latinos and Latino voters is a valid one. However, in most circles, and certainly in the media, it is fundamentally flawed and wrongly framed. Understanding why can help decision-makers—in politics and in business—answer the question for themselves. Too often Latino political views are seen as being in the middle, somewhere between whites and Blacks. We end up as the average of multiple measured variables.


In fact, let me be provocative: there is no such thing as a Hispanic voting bloc. Although we have much in common, communities that make up this group are as varied in background, class, and race as the entire hemisphere. There’s a huge diversity of Latinos in the United States today. We are no longer just Mexicans, or Puerto Ricans who started arriving in the 1950s, or Cubans who came in the 1960s. Over the last several years, we have seen new waves of Latino immigrants trying to create a new life in a country that’s in a different place every time a new wave arrives. The desire to consider them a single voting bloc comes from the brutal and rigid legacy of slavery and Jim Crow that intentionally erased the different identities of African Americans. Their shared generational suffering has created patterns of politics that can be generalized to seem more predictable. There is nothing equivalent in the Latino or Hispanic experience, and assuming that some parallel exists does not make it so.


It’s not just voters with family ties to Cuba; there are now Venezuelans who came here for the same reasons as Cuban families, with similar political attitudes as they seek asylum. They are arriving at a time when the Democratic Party is in a battle between the left, the center, and the right. While Republicans are a monolithic party, aligned with Trump and engaged in the culture wars, Democrats have a diversity of opinions and messengers. Some of those messengers are not ideal for some Latino communities. Ten seconds of Bernie Sanders, a huge figure in the Democratic Party, talking nicely about Fidel Castro becomes the headline.


“We’re very opposed to the authoritarian nature of Cuba, but you know, it’s unfair to simply say everything is bad,” Bernie told 60 Minutes on CBS. “When Fidel Castro came into office, you know what he did? He had a massive literacy program. Is that a bad thing? Even though Fidel Castro did it?”


As Joe Biden was trying to unify the party so that Democrats could win, Sanders offered an opportunity for Republicans to say, “You see, they’re married. The guy who thinks Fidel Castro is the best thing since sliced bread is now in bed with the guy who says he’s from the center.”


Let me make it more complicated: we can also behave as a voting bloc. Our political beliefs are shaped not only by our origin but also by a shared language and our immigrant experience once we are here. Campaigns need to speak about our concerns and our hopes and how we relate to others who were here before us—and that needs to happen in two languages. Candidates and pundits need to know a bit about this audience before they open their mouths, particularly if they don’t have a history with the Latino community. Language is a proxy for respect and understanding, for cultural sensitivity and embracing our immigrant experience. Speaking our language appropriately moves Latinos to behave as a voting bloc.


What about those who were born and raised here? English may be their dominant language, but living in multigenerational households exposes many of us to Spanish—whether in our daily routines or through the media. The home I would make in New York would include an English-dominant mom, a Spanish-dominant dad, a Spanish-monolingual “grandma,” and three kids born in New York. Communicating in Spanish as well as English in a political campaign shows respect and opens multiple doors to talk to everyone in my household.


That’s also true for the one-quarter of the Latino community who are Donald Trump admirers or supporters. When he speaks about race and immigrants, even his Latino fans can frown. But they like him because he’s decisive and entertaining. He presents an aura of being in charge. He becomes the symbol of what many of us had in mind when we migrated: be successful! His Latino supporters can disapprove of him demonizing immigrants, or saying that Mexicans are rapists, and still admire him because they aspire to share in an American dream of wealth. When he talks about providing honest work instead of a government handout, many Latinos listen. For many immigrants, governments are not honest and well intentioned. Some Latinos are invested in what Trump represents because they have come from countries that were ruined by corrupt dictators. For those fleeing socialism, when they hear that Democrats are socialists, their life experience or their fears take over. I warned my Democratic friends that we were losing ground in Florida in 2020 because the other side was portraying centrist Joe Biden as a socialist—pointing to Bernie Sanders as his proxy. We believe in the saying “Dime con quien andas, y te diré quien eres.” Your friends tell us a lot about who you are.


Campaigns need to make sure their arguments fit the bill. Latinos are increasingly getting their news through Facebook, YouTube, and WhatsApp, and misinformation inundates our brains. Half of the knowledge base upon which we make our political assumptions is not true. You don’t go to south Texas and talk about open borders. You go to south Texas to figure out how we have a continued relationship with our southern neighbors and how our new neighbors can come to this country in an orderly fashion. We are building a better country that is a more diverse country, so candidates need to arm their supporters with their best arguments and get them out to vote. Latinos need to be reassured of the truth—that our hopes and dreams will be advanced by good government as well as personal entrepreneurship. The struggles of working people are the same whether you are white, Black, or Brown: to get ahead, to give your kids a better future, to pay medical bills or buy a car. Political leaders need to speak to those struggles—to show the path forward—and deliver on their promises. Republicans do not need a majority of Latino voters to win elections; they just need to peel away enough votes to deny a majority to Democrats. Fear and propaganda can do that, and the only cure is a conversation with trustworthy people who show up in our Latino community. A conversation that moves the world forward, that shows that our leaders know how voters want to move forward. That’s what we mean in Puerto Rico when we say pa’lante: it’s the drive to keep moving ahead, to build a better future.
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MY PURPOSE IN LIFE WAS POLITICAL, AND I SOUGHT OUT LIKE-MINDED souls in New York. The first thing I did on arriving in New York was ask my friends whether there was a movement here. They knew what I meant. We had been part of the student movement to democratize the University of Puerto Rico, and they put me in contact with other “independentistas” who had come to New York. A couple of weeks later, I was selling Claridad, the Puerto Rican Socialist Party’s newspaper, on the Lower East Side. It was there, on what we called Loisaida, that I met “independentistas” who had been born in New York as well as those born on the archipelago.


I quickly understood that the movement was divided between those who thought our main goal was to fight for Puerto Rican independence from the United States and those who thought the Puerto Ricans who left had to join other minorities to fight for the civil and democratic rights of Puerto Ricans and other oppressed groups living on the mainland. In retrospect, I have to wonder why we couldn’t do both. But at the time, this was fundamental to our identity. Were we an extension of the Puerto Rican nation or an oppressed national minority, like Native Americans, Black Americans, and other immigrants? Were we fighting for the rights of Puerto Rico or fighting hand in hand with other minorities for social justice on the mainland? This was just a month after Nixon’s resignation as president, but Democrats and Republicans were not my concern. I spent countless hours of twenty-year-old intellect and energy debating these Puerto Rican issues in small rooms in the South Bronx, East Harlem, and Loisaida, where we would go on forever, arguing back and forth.


The real world of politics around me was even more dramatic than Watergate. I arrived in New York just a few years after the Young Lords staged their daring takeovers and occupations, setting up community programs as they advocated for the liberation of Puerto Rico and an end to political and economic oppression in the United States. They were the Puerto Rican offshoot of the Black Panthers, inspired by the student movements of the 1960s as well as the leadership of Huey Newton, Bobby Seale, and Fred Hampton. They took over abandoned buildings to offer free breakfast to children and education to the community. And, following Hampton’s assassination in 1969, they knew that the police and FBI were more than ready to shoot them all dead. Their greatest moment in New York was the audacious takeover of Lincoln Hospital in the South Bronx, a local institution with such a dismal record that it was known as the Butcher Shop. On July 14, 1970, a group of 150 Young Lords spent twelve hours inside the decaying building, demanding the construction of a new hospital and free health care. As police prepared to storm the hospital, the Young Lords melted away into the crowd of hospital staff and doctors, with no violence. They emerged with one of the first patient’s bills of rights in the country. The hospital would be demolished and rebuilt six years later.


Although the group was not as active when I arrived, I spent many nights hearing their war stories at our weekly political education sessions. It was incredibly rewarding for me to meet leaders like Juan González, who was born in Puerto Rico and founded the New York branch of the Young Lords. They had seen the oppression of their immigrant parents and grandparents in the United States, and their response was direct and refreshing. They were fighting for the democratic rights of an oppressed minority—for proper health care and decent housing. Those would eventually become my goals too. It just took me several years to get there.


Even as the Young Lords became tales of the past, our cause was gaining new energy and attention. One month after I arrived, in October 1974, five large bombs were detonated across Manhattan: two at Rockefeller Center, one in the Financial District, and another two on Park Avenue north of the Waldorf-Astoria. Nobody was injured, but there was extensive property damage. Las Fuerzas Armadas de Liberación Nacional (FALN), or the Armed Forces of National Liberation, claimed responsibility. They demanded independence for Puerto Rico and were more than ready to use violence to meet their ends. Over the next year, they launched a series of attacks, including one that killed four people at Fraunces Tavern near Wall Street, and one day of simultaneous bombings in nine cities that fortunately left nobody hurt.


I was all in favor of independence for Puerto Rico: we were one people, one nation, and it was our job to be inside the belly of the beast, making sure that Puerto Rico became independent. Yet I openly opposed the killing of innocent people. Believe me, that was not a popular position in the movement. However, I was never interested in winning popularity contests. That’s one of the reasons I never ran for office. I had learned in my US history classes that the country had gained independence through armed struggle, but I believe that today, a country can become independent without shedding blood. I was never tempted to join a terrorist group or engage in violent action. I had spent my life reading, arguing, and debating. In fact, before I boarded the flight to New York, I had envisioned my life as a lawyer in the world of politics in Puerto Rico.


Soon after the Fraunces Tavern bombing, I went to a proindependence, pro–Black Panther rally at Madison Square Garden. My aunt told me it wasn’t a good idea so soon after the terrorist attack, but in the end, she joined me at the rally. I don’t know if she came because she wanted to protect me or because I had convinced her that she really needed to fight, if not for independence, at least for a better life for her children. Either way, the Garden was full of people. The only real debate in my mind was whether an independent Puerto Rico would be capitalist or socialist. I felt that an independent Puerto Rico that simply replaced one ruling class with another was not attractive.


I wanted to make sure that people who didn’t have a voice or a future could move forward to a better life.















CHAPTER 2



Origins


I WAS NAMED AFTER MY DAD: LUIS ANTONIO MIRANDA JR. I DID not like being a junior. That’s why I always said that when I had a son, his name would not be Luis. My father was a beloved figure where I grew up, in the small town of Vega Alta in northern Puerto Rico. He was good at everything: sports, math, problem-solving. It was tough to be like him, not least because I looked a lot like him: big nose, fair complexion, dark hair. He was a pleasant, handsome guy, probably not more than five foot seven. I promised myself that I wouldn’t burden my child with the expectations of being like someone else.


Unlike my father, I sucked at sports, especially baseball. But my dad was big on baseball, first as a lefty pitcher and then in every other position with Los Maceteros de Vega Alta, our local team. He loved nothing more than traveling Puerto Rico as the team played in different towns. When I was growing up, I went to every game. I couldn’t hit a ball, but I was great at the theoretical underpinnings. I kept score by hand and could figure out the batting averages of all the team members in my head. We had no computers or calculators. My younger brother was a baseball player, and years later, he would bring a very different happiness to my dad’s life as a Pentecostal minister. But I kept score and was good at theory. I knew when it was a good idea to change the pitcher because I knew everybody’s averages. I suppose I was a sabermetrician before that’s what they were called.


To distinguish me from my father, everyone called me Luisito: little Luis. To this day, if someone calls me Luisito as I’m walking down the streets of New York, I know they are from my hometown.


Today, my wife, Luz, calls me Luisito only when she wants to make fun of me: “Luisito, do you want me to bring you food?” I was the first grandchild on both sides of my family, so life was a little easier for me. I didn’t need to do house chores. I don’t remember ever serving myself food. I would just sit down, and food would magically appear. Until I moved to New York as a graduate student, I don’t remember ever having to do laundry or figure out how shirts were starched.


Once, in the early days of our marriage, Luz prepared lobsters for dinner. She slapped this crustacean on a plate in front of me, much to my surprise.


“What am I supposed to do with this?”


“You eat it,” she said.


“Luz, I don’t even know what to do with this. My mother gave me the meat on a plate. You’re plopping this horrible monster in front of me.”


“Starting today, you won’t be un inútil,” she said with a big smile.


She was right. Now I cook, wash clothes, starch shirts—and even dismember lobsters.
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IN PUERTO RICO, I WAS THE GOLDEN CHILD. BUT THAT DOESN’T mean my life was carefree. People expected things of me, and I quickly learned to expect them of myself. While my dad just wanted us to be happy and let us be, my mom and her family had very high expectations. Getting a B in school was really failure for her. The second-best grade was a failure. So I could only get As at school, and I graduated as one of only two kids with a 4.0 average. I always worked hard to get the top grade. I knew there were kids who could show up to class without studying for a test, but I was not one of them. My mother would give me shit if I ever dared to get a B. But my father would ask her to stop: “Ave Maria, Evi, please. He did well.” That did not change my mother’s mind—or, in fact, my own. She wanted to know what happened, what went wrong. I could explain that nobody got an A on this particular test, so B was the highest grade. But she would insist that I probably hadn’t tried hard enough, that I needed to try harder.


My mother didn’t expect me to do well; she expected me to be the best. My father, for his part, understood success in completely different ways. For him, success was achieved when you did your best, no matter how you stacked up with others. He was totally happy if I came back from school, played Ping-Pong for three hours, and then did my homework. But my mother wanted me to do the homework first.


She came from a prestigious family on the archipelago. They did not have money, but they had a name: Concepción de Gracia. Her uncle was the founder of the Puerto Rican Independence Party. Her other uncle was a senator representing another party. My mother was Eva Concepción, and she was rightly proud of it.


My dad’s family was known locally. My great-aunt (whom I knew as my grandmother since she had raised my dad) was an entrepreneur with a local business and various rental properties. My grandfather was a teacher and civic leader in town. One of his accomplishments was the creation of the town’s credit union, which years later my dad would manage. The house where I grew up was my mother’s family home, which we took over when her nuclear family moved to San Juan.


My mother was very pretty, with a very fair complexion and long, dark, wavy hair. She was not the mushy type. If you wanted love, you went to her mother, my grandmother Mamá Justa. My mother took care of business: quite literally, she ran her own business. For a long time, a travel agency. Before that, a beauty parlor. She was very practical about life. One day, my father got very angry and threw a plate against the wall. We were all sitting at the table, wondering what would happen next. My mother just looked at him and said, “Now you have to clean it.” She continued eating, with no drama.


Every Sunday, we would get in the family car and drive an hour and a half to San Juan to see Mamá Justa and the rest of my mother’s family. We would leave Vega Alta early in the morning and have lunch with the family, and then my father and I would go to the movies. Sometimes we would see something we both liked. But other times, he would drop me off at a movie, see something else, and wait for me outside. That was how I ended up watching The Sound of Music at least eighty times. The Sound of Music was always longer than whatever John Wayne movie he wanted to see.


As soon as I was old enough, I would travel on my own to stay at Mamá Justa’s in San Juan so I could go to the movies and the theater. On Friday nights, right after school, I would hop in a carro público—a small car for six people—then jump in a minivan in Bayamón, and finally take a bus to my grandparents’ home in Country Club, their development in San Juan. My uncle Ernesto was involved in theater, and I loved that life. Early in his educational career, Ernesto recruited me to be in a play he was directing at the University of Puerto Rico. My dad—or someone else from my town—would drive me in the afternoons, after school, to rehearsals. So when my son Lin-Manuel succeeded in theater, his career continued to feed my love of this art form that began at an early age.


My life in San Juan revolved around the movies and theater, and that meant a life of stories and performances. My uncle Rodolfo loved movies and music. He was studying medicine, but during those weekends in San Juan, we would watch movies and listen to music. We would also go to small venues in old San Juan, where there were theater bars. My uncle Ernesto owned one such bar in old San Juan, La Tierruca, where there was poetry and theater, and the family managed it. During my senior year of high school, I loved to work behind the bar, serving drinks and soaking up the culture. Sylvia del Villard performed there, with her groundbreaking shows about Afro-Caribbean culture. When nobody else was talking about the influence of African culture in Puerto Rico, Sylvia was mixing theater, poetry, and dance to tell her story of our country. I was just fifteen, working for free behind the bar, while my grandmother cooked for the customers. We would stay until three or four in the morning, immersed in this creative community.


During my weekends in San Juan, I met the great Walter Mercado, who was an actor and dancer. Mercado grew up in the theater with my uncle, but he later became wildly famous as an astrologer on television, dressed in capes and flamboyant costumes. He was a fascinating character who would read your palm and give you the story told in your cards.


This culture was like another education for me, where I learned that it was normal to embrace different kinds of people: trans kids, gay couples, people with different shades of skin. Today’s culture wars, led by racist Republicans, are completely foreign to me because I grew up accepting diversity.


In my last year in high school, I entered a national competition for theater in the category of monologues. I won the prize for the best monologue in the country, and I still have the award in my office at home. It’s my favorite award ever! For a brief moment, I wanted to be an actor. But I saw how difficult life was for my uncle Ernesto and how much grief he got from the rest of the family. He wanted to make it as an actor in a country where theater wasn’t valued. He was a serious actor who rose to be the president of the Actors Association, and he was fantastic in the business. But he always had numerous jobs because he also had to support his family. His wife was also a great actress, but she gave up her acting career to be a drama teacher, and the pressure on him to do the same was relentless.


I loved this world, but I did not want to struggle like him or deal with the criticism that he endured for his whole life. If I did something, I needed to be successful. That’s why I never played music. I do not like to do things by halves, and I never had the discipline to dedicate the time to an instrument. My dad used to say, “You could do things for fun. You don’t have to become a classical pianist or guitar player.” But I never knew what that meant. Being good enough was not attractive to me. I had to be the best, and I already knew that I would not be excellent. I did not want to be able to just play a song.


When I went to the University of Puerto Rico in San Juan, I lived with my grandmother Mamá Justa. I would sit and talk to her for hours. Her story was inspiring and heartbreaking. She came from a very poor family and lived—in my opinion—like the servant of the family she married into, in the home of her mother-in-law—my great-grandmother, Doña Carmen de Gracia. The whole extended family, husbands, wives, and children, lived there in her big house in San Juan. Mamá Justa told me how everyone’s paycheck would go to Doña Carmen, and she would decide what everyone got back. She was determined to ensure that her children were well educated. She was the one who decided to send my uncle, the founder of the Puerto Rican Independence Party, to study law at Georgetown. She decided that my grandfather, the oldest son, would study education. And she insisted that all her daughters would become teachers, because she thought they should not live at the mercy of a man. So while her daughters went to school, my grandmother stayed in the house, washed the clothes, and cooked for them all. She was Cinderella. Her job was to serve others. When she told me these stories, I would be outraged. But she would calm me down by saying, “Everyone has a role to play in life. I was very happy when they graduated. We were all so happy. I was part of that. I did their clothes. I did what I had to do to make that family a success.”


“Mamá Justa,” I said, “you were the slave for all those entitled kids.”


“No,” she insisted. “They were wonderful people, and I did my part.”


Many years later, I shared this story with the creative team responsible for developing Disney’s Encanto. Lin-Manuel had been hired to write the story’s music and songs, and I became a consultant on the movie. My grandmother’s tale became part of the creative team’s research on Latin America’s reliance on extended family and is a small part of Abuela Madrigal’s creative DNA.


I like to think that my first memories are of family. But that’s a bit misleading because in the small town where I grew up, everyone is family. My mother spent most of her days at her small travel agency in the middle of Vega Alta. Even at the end of her life, when the internet was slowly killing travel agencies, she spent her time working there. She was in the middle of the action and knew everybody’s business in town. It was a tiny space, but lots of people would stop by just to chat.


My parents were intertwined in the civic fiber of the town: in the Lions, the Rotary Club, the Red Cross, the church. And, of course, they were involved in politics. My mother was proindependence but was quiet about it. For a while, my father supported the Popular Democratic Party (PPD), which advocated for self-governance for Puerto Rico as a commonwealth of the United States, under Luis Muñoz Marín. Politics were so important in our house that one of my favorite games as a kid was to create toy car caravans, with each car carrying little political flags that I had drawn. Over time, my father grew disillusioned with the PPD’s ideas as well as arguments for statehood. He feared that the country’s identity was being lost under American influence, and like my mother, he embraced independence. I worried about that too. I was horrified when I learned as a teenager that half a million Puerto Ricans had left the archipelago in a year. What did that mean for us as a country? We seemed to be losing a big part of ourselves, and it worried me deeply.


My father had several jobs as I was growing up. But the one he had for most of my adult life was at the Cooperativa, the town’s credit union, which his father, Abuelo Ignacio, had helped found and where he was the manager for a long time. Earlier, he had inherited a jewelry store from my great-aunt Mamá Suncha and eventually opened his own pizzeria. In a small town like Vega Alta, the credit union was the local bank, so he knew everyone through his work there. People adored my father because he would go above and beyond the call of duty to lend them money. My mother would say that sometimes he even ignored bank policy to help people qualify for loans. My own ties to the credit union were deeper than I realized for many years. I was the third or fourth member because Mamá Suncha signed me up when I was born and put $3 a month into the account without my knowledge. It was only when I needed to buy a car as a student at the University of Puerto Rico that she told me about the money. “Just go and get a loan,” she told me. So my first car was the result of what she had put aside, little by little, throughout my life.


In truth, she was not just a great-aunt. It was Mamá Suncha, as we called her, who had raised my father—not his own mother. It’s not unusual in small towns for other family members to raise kids who may not be their own. I thought for a long time that she was my grandmother. It was only later that I learned that she had raised my dad because she’d never had kids of her own. She had also raised the children of her sisters as her own, looking after several of the cousins together. She married late in life, to a dentist from another town who already had his own child. She raised his child as her own as well. She was a businesswoman, running her own jewelry store and looking after her properties. Above all, she was very Catholic. I would go to church every Sunday because of her. If you did not go to church, she would know somehow, and she would call you during the week about missing church.


My actual grandmother passed away from cancer when I was four years old. It was a traumatic end. She lived in our town, and I remember her crying and screaming with pain—until it ended abruptly with morphine. People visited the house to pay their last respects, and their grief was real.


The home I grew up in was very simple, but in my mind, it was majestic. The house was in the middle of town, with a great porch facing the town plaza and Catholic church. We lived in the heart of the action. It was a single-floor wooden building, set on stilts, where the windows were just two shutters that we never closed. There was a big living room, four bedrooms on the side, a dining room, and a simple kitchen with a big counter facing the dining area.


Food was central to those early days in my town, and my favorite was an “empanada” or breaded meat. When I had my tonsils removed, an “empanada” was the first thing I asked for after the surgery—not ice cream, which would have been easier to swallow. We loved lasagna, made with Puerto Rican sofrito sauce—chopped cilantro, onions, cubanelle peppers, and garlic. When I tasted real Italian lasagna for the first time, I thought it was missing a key ingredient because the tomato base was so plain.


I grew up with my parents and my sister, Aurea Yamilla, who is almost five years younger than I. She was named after my grandmother, who died shortly before she was born. So nobody called her Aurea, and she goes by Yamilla. She looks more like my mother than I do, but we share something important: a sense of humor that we use to communicate the hard things in life. Our youngest brother, Elvin, came much later, when I was twelve years old. We lived together for only three years before I went to college, so we did not spend a lot of time together. I was the oldest grandchild on both sides of my family and was by some margin the oldest child in our home.




OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.png
=] QoaKschette





OEBPS/images/9780306833243.jpg
LUIS A. MIRANDA JR.

WITH RICHARD WOLFFE

My Story
of the
Latino Spirit
That Is
Transforming

America

Foreword by
LIN-MANUEL
MIRANDA






OEBPS/images/Art_sborn.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
Relentless

My Story of the Latino Spirit

That Is Transforming America

LUIS A. MIRANDA JR.
WITH RICHARD WOLFFE

[5] Qoaé:hette

New York





