















Praise for Between Inca Walls



“They call the Peace Corps ‘the hardest job you’ll ever love!’ And Evelyn learns just what this means as she tirelessly serves others and finds multiple varieties of love, from indigenous children who touch her heart to a dashing young man who steals that heart away. A great read for all ages.”


—Charles David Kleymeyer, PhD, author of the triple award-winning YESHU: A Novel for the Open-Hearted


“Evelyn LaTorre tells a story that becomes that of the readers. I was amazed to find myself turning page after page, absorbed in a world I didn’t know and would never otherwise know. Scenes remain in my mind, as if these stories are my own. I found myself caught up in adventure after adventure, from busy cities with cobblestone streets to roads that clung to the sides of mountains. I became captivated by Evelyn’s community of students and peers and the man who became Evelyn’s big love.”


—Charlotte Robin Cook, MFA, former publisher, current story editor, and head fiction judge for the Next Generation Indie Book Awards


“Travel with Evelyn LaTorre during the chaotic early days of the Peace Corps as she arrives in Peru and must navigate finding housing and suitable volunteer jobs in an unfamiliar land whose language she barely speaks. Along the way, she also finds friends, love, and respect for a new culture. An inspiring journey.”


—Tish Davidson, editor of the California Writers Club 2019 Literary Review and author of African American Scientists and Inventors and The Vaccine Debate


“Walls typically keep people and things both in and out. In this memoir of her days as a Peace corps volunteer, Evelyn LaTorre breaks down those walls and tells a story of establishing relationships and projects in the mountains of Peru in the sixties—a fascinating story of challenges faced in learning about oneself through the eyes of another culture. Once you start reading, you won’t want to put it down.”


—Dr. Jackie M. Allen, MFT, associate professor of education at the University of LaVerne and coauthor of A Pathway to PDS Partnership: Using the PDSEA Protocol


“One of the most enjoyable aspects of my position as President and CEO of the National Peace Corps Association is hearing stories of Peace Corps Volunteers, especially those from the early years. In Between Inca Walls, Evelyn Kohl LaTorre describes her many adventures serving as a community development volunteer in rural Peru in the 1960s. It’s fabulous. I really enjoyed it!”


—Glenn Blumhorst, President and CEO, National Peace Corps Association


“All [Peace Corps] Volunteers will appreciate the negotiation process for her site in an isolated community in the Andes. Once Evelyn and her roommate, Marie, finally did find an acceptable home base they worked for eighteen months in a hospital, started 4-H clubs, attended campesino meetings, and taught P.E. in a rudimentary school with a dirt floor. A number of black-and-white photos and a map help bring the author’s story to life.”


—Mark D. Walker, author of Different Latitudes: My Life in the Peace Corps and Beyond


“Evelyn LaTorre made two trips. The first, in 1964, was an expedition to Perú with the Peace Corps. The second, more recent, was in her memory, recounting that transformative experience. This book is a trip into a part of Perú not many people tour. As a Mexican, I also enjoyed reading of her experiences in my country during a forgotten time.”


—Alaíde Ventura Medina, author of Entre Los Rotos, winner of the 2019 Mauricio Achar Prize


“This book is very engaging and well written. Evelyn has a way of finding drama in interesting and ordinary events alike. Like when she tries to find the Tres Estrella bus station while fearing missing the departure and losing her travel companions—I felt her sweatsoaked dress and brow.”


—Jackie Reid Dettloff, author of My Mexico
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May you value your origins in love—discovered in the blending of cultures
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Searching for the Source
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Each spring a torrent of muddy water raced through the ditch and over the four-plank bridge in front of my Ismay, Montana, schoolhouse. The strong current forced most of the seventy first-through-twelfth-graders and the four teachers to detour to the far corner of the playground. There, all but the boy daredevils entered the two-story brick building from the gravel road where the water rushed through a culvert. Most of the year the four-foot deep ditch stood bone dry, like everything else in my corner of southeastern Montana.


One sunny April Saturday in 1949, when I was six, I put on my white rubber overboots and teddy-bear coat with the red trim that Mom had made me. I crossed the road next to our first house a block uphill from the school and squeezed through the barbed-wire fence at the base of the nearby hill. My mission—to find the origin of the angry waters that spilled over the school bridge.


I clambered up the hill through ankle-high grass and stepped around mud puddles. Small piles of snow crunched under my feet. I jumped over small streams that rushed around limestone boulders and emptied into deep gullies. Water snaked from every direction as if an imaginary faucet were open behind each sagebrush. When I reached the top of the hill, I looked around in amazement. No rushing waters.


Quiet rivulets gurgled under my boots. Tiny streams ran together into little rivers and hurried down the hill. The muddy waters rushing over the plank bridge that drove us to take an alternate route into the school began as calm, clear waters from melting snow. I took off my coat and leaned against a sandstone boulder to take in the astonishing sight. A surge of satisfaction welled in my chest. I had made a discovery. I would make many more as I moved from Ismay’s small hills to the mountains of Mexico, Puerto Rico, and Peru.


My Catholic religion and small-town upbringing dictated for me a traditional future of marriage and motherhood. Ismay girls planned for the horse and the man they wanted, in that order. My parents, teachers, movies, and books presented me alternative streams of possibility that led to a more independent future.


When I graduated from college in 1964, the world was in turmoil. We were still in a cold war with the U.S.S.R. Young men my age left to fight in the growing Vietnam conflict. Others protested the war, and still others turned to drugs and dropped out of traditional society. Reading Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique in college reinforced my belief that despite the world’s turmoil, I could obtain what I wanted. I yearned for a life of excitement and adventure. I got it.


From innocence to sexual awakening to passion. The emotional eddies that flowed through the hills and gullies of my Montana childhood began as silent streams of religious reverence and family protection. My social development crept along at a slow creek’s pace when I was a teen in California, then erupted like a storm-stirred ocean as I entered my twenties and lived in Latin American cultures that awakened my body and soothed my restless soul.


I found different languages, customs, and levels of emotional openness in the Hispanic culture. I discovered how I could contribute to the world and live a stimulating life. Idealistic and eager to fulfill a noble purpose, I joined President Kennedy’s recently founded Peace Corps. I believed my community development work in Peru could make a difference for poor people there. Little did I suspect the moral and spiritual challenges that would confront me during my two-year experience.


I questioned beliefs from my early life and doubted whether I had the strength to navigate the turbulent currents I encountered. But close friendships, letters from home, and a caring environment helped me gain self-confidence and knowledge.


In the majestic Andes, rivers rushed through deep valleys toward the mighty Amazon. I hurried above, tossed back and forth on precarious mountain switchbacks, struggling with the new emotions surging within me. A desire I didn’t comprehend compelled me to risk body and soul for country, adventure, and love. From rivulets to streams to a torrent, the forces of nature shaped my life—and at age twenty-two, a tsunami of passion swept me away.





Precarious Places
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I wiped the dust from the window of the Peace Corps truck and looked down. The Apurimac River meandered five thousand feet below me. My stomach fluttered. On November 4, 1964, a day before my twenty-second birthday, I was in the Andes Mountains with my new roommate, Marie, on my way to Abancay, Peru. After a month’s delay, we’d finally been sent to fulfill our Peace Corps assignment in the capital of the Apurimac Province. The dirt road reminded me of those in southeastern Montana, where I grew up—except the roads in my part of Montana were flat. No wrecked vehicles there clinging to steep mountainsides.


I looked up just as we rounded another sharp curve—and screamed. A fast-moving semi-truck emerged from a swirling cloud of dust and headed straight for us. Norm, a veteran Corpsman driver, pulled the truck close to the unfenced edge and stopped. The vehicles passed, inches apart. The smell of hogs on their way to the Cusco market drifted into our truck. I wondered what I’d gotten myself into this time.


Encountering new places had always filled me with excitement. Despite the dangers, the anticipation of a new discovery left me breathless. I’d wanted to explore more Hispanic cultures ever since living in Mexico, the summer after my junior year in college. That 1963 adventure landed me in my current situation. And though I had numerous pleasant memories of that time, the trip to Mexico also had a perilous beginning.
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In the early 1960s, my consciousness had been awakened by significant news events. Men orbited the earth, Jane Goodall went to observe chimpanzees in Africa, and hundreds of young American men died fighting in Vietnam. Too many civil rights activists were jailed in the South. Americans’ spirit of adventure had risen alongside their desire for change. I, too, wanted to make my mark in the world.


I joined a group called Amigos Anonymous made up of students from San Francisco Bay Area colleges and coordinated by Father O’Looney out of Newman Hall at the University of California, Berkeley. Many of us had spent weekends in the Central Valley helping César Chávez organize the area’s migrant workers by going door-to-door to take a census. Our work motivated us for our next step in healing the world—developing needed services in rural Mexican towns. We were joined by hundreds of new Amigos, twenty-something-year-old college students like me, who planned to spend our two-month vacation performing good works among Mexico’s poorer residents.


On a warm mid-June Sunday morning, nine college coeds, including myself, departed from the San Diego home of one of our members and headed to the San Ysidro Greyhound bus station in her parents’ van. My group’s schedule called for us to catch the Sunday 1:30 p.m. Tres Estrellas bus from Tijuana and arrive in Guadalajara on Tuesday morning. After two days’ rest from two nights on the bus, we would continue eastward from Guadalajara to the small town of Apaseo el Grande in central Mexico. Twenty-eight pieces of luggage filled with our clothes, plus the books, medicines, and supplies needed for our work, lay heaped in the back of the van. All went well until the van broke down.


We lost precious time loading our suitcases and bags into a rented station wagon and arrived at the San Ysidro bus depot close to 12:30 p.m. When the bus agent saw our huge collection of baggage, he enforced the “one piece of luggage per person” rule. But we had thirteen suitcases and fifteen Navy sea bags filled with supplies essential for the school and library we expected to start. None of this could be left behind without jeopardizing our projects. So I, the co-director of our group, took charge.


I bought tickets for eight more seats and located our bus. Next, I convinced several men about to board to carry one of our overflow bags and place it on an empty seat. The bus, full of chattering women, helpful men, and luggage as passengers, pulled out of the San Ysidro station at 1:00 p.m., everything in place.


Greyhound personnel said the bus would drop us near the Mexican Tres Estrellas bus station in Tijuana. Imagine our surprise when the bus left us at a taxi stand on the border near the edge of Tijuana. None of us had ever been to this crossing before. A passerby said the Tres Estrellas station was four miles away. We looked at one another in dismay.


Now 2:00 p.m., half an hour past our bus boarding time, we waited somewhere outside central Tijuana surrounded by our luggage. For the past four months of planning, our group had looked forward to living in Apaseo el Grande. Nine American girls now stood in the hot June sun at the Mexican border wondering if we’d ever get to our destination.


Finally, a lone rickety taxi stopped in front of us. Obviously, nine girls plus our luggage couldn’t fit in the one vehicle. No one seemed to know what to do. So I volunteered to take the taxi into town to tell the Tres Estrellas people we would be late. I grabbed my suitcase and said I’d be back, pronto. I prayed that our bus hadn’t already left.


The taxi limped along a paved road through an area strewn with garbage and vehicles in various states of disrepair. Small one-story cement brick homes squatted next to one another along the pavement. A sign said, Welcome to Tijuana in Spanish, but I didn’t feel very welcome. I felt alone and out of place.


The cab inched along a beehive-busy main street past swarms of men with bright striped serapes slung over their shoulders and women in ballooning skirts of bright yellow, eye-popping red, and sea blue. Dirty-faced children in rags worked the street too. Most everyone on foot seemed to be a vendor who shouted at the slow-moving vehicles to buy his or her wares. Lively salespeople hawked roasted corn, Chiclets chewing gum, and embroidered shirts while weaving in and out among exhaust-spewing cars and colorfully decorated trucks. The scene was like nothing I’d ever experienced. I longed to continue on into the heart of this fascinating country to live my dream—helping Apaseo’s residents better their lives. But instead I was caught in a colorful but chaotic traffic jam.


The scent of corn tortillas grilling at a nearby taco stand reminded me of meals I’d had in the Mexican communities of California’s Central Valley. Today the vibrant colors and the food smells didn’t attract me as they had in Parlier. I had a critical job to do—get my group to the town that waited for us to start a school and a library. But first, I had to find the Tres Estrellas bus station pronto.


Pronto didn’t come soon. After ten minutes in the taxi searching for the station, I spied what looked like the letters of a big neon sign flashing Tres something on the top of a four-story office building. The sign had to be the one designating our bus station. I told the taxi driver to stop and let me out. I paid, grabbed my suitcase, and hurried down the crowded sidewalk. Then I lost sight of the neon sign I’d seen just minutes ago. I swore under my breath at our adult leaders who hadn’t given us sufficient information to get to our destination. I’d come to Mexico to help our group perform good works—not get lost in the first Mexican city I drove into. We couldn’t help others if we missed our bus. I’d have to reach out to the Tijuana residents I saw.


“¿Dónde estación de autobuses? Where is bus station?” I asked a passerby in my uncertain Spanish.


The man shook his head. He either couldn’t understand me or didn’t know the answer. After searching the sky for ten minutes, I spotted the complete neon sign blinking, Tres Estrellas de Oro with the three gold stars signifying the bus company’s name. Relieved, I found the ticket agent and asked whether the 1:30 p.m. reservations for the “muchachas Americanas, American girls,” were still valid.


“Sí,” he said, pointing to two young men loading cargo onto a bus.


“The girls will be here,” I said, “en un momento, soon.”


“Thank God for ‘hora Mexicana,’ Mexican time,” I muttered to myself and handed my suitcase to the baggage helper.


Now maybe our Amigos group could resume our charitable mission. Knowing our bus hadn’t yet left us, tension drained from my body. I had to let my fellow volunteers know where to find the Tres Estrellas station. I hailed another taxi to rush me back to the border.


A surprise awaited when I arrived at the taxi stand where I’d been less than an hour before—no girls and no luggage. Could my colleagues have found enough cabs to take them to town? I asked my taxi to return me to the downtown bus station.


Once again, I could see no order to the mass of honking buses, cars, and pickups. The previous hour, inside the rickety taxi, I’d inched my way through Tijuana’s commercial center. This time traffic didn’t move. Exasperated, the taxi driver pulled over to the side.


“The station is right there,” he said, pointing his index finger westward. “But it’s on a one-way street going the other way. You can get there faster on foot.”


I exited the cab and hurried west but saw no bus station. This time I didn’t even see a neon Tres Estrellas sign. Confused, I looked around at the totally unfamiliar area. The clock ticked past 4:20. My heart sank. I thought our 1:30 bus, three hours behind its original departure time, might now be on the road to Guadalajara. If so, I wouldn’t be accompanying the others for a summer of missionary-type work. I redoubled my efforts to find my colleagues and accosted random people on the street.


“Where is the Tres Estrellas bus station?” I asked in Spanish, breathing hard now. One person directed me down an alley and several blocks to the left. The next pointed me in the opposite direction, and I retraced my steps. Outstretched arms motioned me west, then east. From the puzzled looks on the brown faces and their varying directions, I gathered there must be more than one Tres Estrellas bus station. My heart beat fast, and sweat poured down my face. Where was I?


Me, a blue-eyed, brown-haired, twenty-year-old college student from an all-women’s Catholic college, on my own in the middle of this border town full of bars and brothels. Until now I’d only traveled to a handful of western states for fun and never gone out of the country. Four months of once-a-week Spanish classes at the University of California’s Newman Center had given me only a rudimentary vocabulary in this new language. And in my fear of never finding the bus station, I forgot what little Spanish I knew.


My eyes searched up and down the streets for the taco stand I thought I’d recognize, or any other landmark. The bus station had to be somewhere. My Timex now showed 4:35 p.m. I felt like I’d been lost for hours. What if the bus left without me? By now, my luggage and friends must be on the road. And I had nothing but my purse and the tan dress I wore. And the dress dripped wet with perspiration.


I darted up and down unrecognizable streets asking, “¿Dónde estación de autobuses? Where bus station?” Breathing hard and near tears, I mustered all the Spanish I knew and asked the question to a young woman in a business suit.


“¿Dónde está la estación de Tres Estrellas? Where is the Tres Estrellas bus station?”


The woman seemed to sense my desperation, took my arm and walked me through an alley and around a corner. And there it stood—the beautiful Tres Estrellas bus station. In my happiness I could have kissed my rescuer. Big green letters on the side of a cream-colored bus spelled out Tres Estrellas de Oro. I headed toward the bus and recognized my director, Kay, hauling duffle bags from the waiting room. My breathing and heartbeat slowed.


“We were starting to worry about you,” Kay said, handing me my ticket. “Taxis came by for us right after you left. The bus is about to pull out.”


The vehicle’s luggage compartment bulged with our twenty-eight pieces of luggage. The baggage checkers complained to Kay and me that we were way over our limit. This time I couldn’t buy extra seats for our bags. The bus looked full. The passengers waited while Kay and I argued with the station manager about how much we owed for our excess luggage.


The driver gunned the engine ready to leave. We’d already caused more than a three-hour delay. In desperation, we paid twenty-three dollars, 10 percent of our total budget, and boarded the bus. Exhausted, I crawled up the steps. I could feel sweat pouring down my face.


I looked for the seat number on my ticket. A young Mexican girl sat in my spot. Then toward the rear of the bus I spied the curly black hair of my friend, Barbara, a fellow Sociology major from my Holy Names College classes whom I’d convinced to join Amigos.


“Come sit here,” she said, motioning to me. “I guess the buses in Mexico aren’t on a strict time schedule.”


“Just like seat numbers don’t mean anything,” I said, plopping down. Barbara’s brown eyes lit up, and the worry wrinkles of her brow disappeared. I felt comforted to be with a friend. The bus pulled out of the station. I looked around.


The thirty-six Mexican passengers didn’t look upset by the long delay caused by nine tardy American girls. Our Mexican traveling companions passed around food they’d brought. When nighttime approached, we all sang “Celito Lindo” and other songs in Spanish. Everyone on the bus cooperated like one big family. I’d never experienced anything like this camaraderie.


One of the friendliest passengers, Flavio, sat in front of Barbara and me. He spoke English and said he was twenty-one and single. He was headed home to Guadalajara. His brown round face and mop of black hair turned backward more than forward as we became acquainted. Each time the bus stopped for refreshments, our new short and handsome Mexican friend disappeared out the door to buy us sodas. He refused our offer of reimbursement.


The next morning we passed rows of buildings made of sticks held together with mud. I’d seen run-down houses in Montana and even parts of California but never like the ramshackle structures in these towns. Mile after bumpy mile, out the window I viewed nothing but wooden hovels, cacti, and dirt. The poor quality of the buildings, land, and roads shocked me. I liked the view inside the bus better. My attention turned to the more pleasing scene near me.


Flavio strummed his guitar and led the passengers in singing Mexican favorites. They fell silent when my male admirer crooned romantic tunes like “Pretty Blue Eyes” to me. I blushed when his big brown eyes fixed on me and he translated from Spanish into English, “Your happy smile makes me vibrate and soothes my wounded heart.” Sunday night he pulled out a harmonica, which he played as beautifully as he had played the guitar.


Then we Amigos sang American songs like “Row, Row, Row Your Boat” and “Red River Valley” for our new Mexican friends. Between music performances, Flavio gave Barbara and me Spanish lessons, and we became confident enough to talk to the families around us. They welcomed our attempts to speak their language.


On Monday afternoon, I noticed a change in the landscape. The bus climbed into the mountainous area of Mexico. The scenery improved from desert to green foliage, from impoverished dwellings to modern, sturdy houses made of brick. By 9:30 Tuesday morning we were in Flavio’s bustling hometown of Guadalajara.


Flavio offered to show Barbara and me his city the next day. We accepted. Our new friend helped us find our host family’s chauffeur, then left for his home in the center of town.


Our hosts, wealthy friends of our Amigos founder, lived in an elegant area of the city. I welcomed the luxury of the family’s three-story, fifteen-room house. Two nights trying to sleep upright on a bouncing bus had earned me a good night’s sleep in a bed. Several of us took a dip in the family’s pool. That night I slept soundly. I awoke Wednesday morning eager to see Guadalajara’s sights—and Flavio.


My friend collected Barbara and me in his brother’s red 1938 vintage hot-rod. The three of us squeezed onto the car’s one long front seat, laughing at the close fit. Then we drove around the city where we marveled at the size of the soccer stadium and gloried in the brilliant red-and-blue stained glass windows of Guadalajara’s churches. We stopped at a marketplace where Barbara and I purchased sandals for two dollars a pair. Flavio’s city delighted me with its colorful sights and great bargains.


At lunchtime, Flavio took us to his four-room wood-framed home to meet his mother and eat pineapple pie. His petite mother, sweeter than the pie she served, had the same sparkling deep brown eyes and bubbly personality. I could see where he got his good looks. Mother and son entertained us with lively Mexican songs. Then we three young people got back in the hot rod and drove to a placid blue lake.


We circled the lake in a rowboat until an afternoon shower forced us to disembark. We laughed, running from the wharf to shelter ourselves in a nearby coffeehouse. For dinner, Flavio treated us to a seven-course meal accompanied by mariachi music at the Capri Restaurant.


With my stomach and heart full, Flavio drove us home. He stayed at our mansion for hours chatting with the women of our Amigos group. Our aristocratic host, acting superior, frowned when interacting with my Mexican friend. I figured the owner looked down on Flavio because he wasn’t rich, had coffee-colored skin, and came from a lower class. I winced at the mansion owner’s coolness.


Flavio asked for my address in Mexico, which I gave him. Then he begged me to go on one more ride with him. Barbara and I met him around the corner from the rich people’s house so as not to incur our host’s further disapproval. For the next hour I listened to the sincerest outpouring of love I’d ever heard.


“I have never met a girl like you,” Flavio said to me, tears welling up in his eyes. “You are like Mexican people because you are generous and selfless.”


Barbara cried. I couldn’t say anything, overcome with embarrassment and pleasure at the same time. I liked Flavio, but his outpouring of emotion unsettled me. I’d heard such sweet words only in the movies. With my American dates, I usually went out three times then, bored, I dropped the guy, feeling I could wrap him around my little finger. I couldn’t recall them saying anything romantic to me. Flavio was different. He had a more expressive and emotional personality. Of the handful of American guys I’d dated, none had expressed even a fraction of the affection that Flavio conveyed. And this cute Mexican guy seemed sincere. I was discovering the warmth and caring of Latin men. Their tenderness excited me. Despite my enchantment with my Mexican friend, I was wary of what sexual favors he might be after.


“I like you,” I said. “But I’m confused by all this attention. I need time to sort out my feelings.”


“That’s because you are a woman,” he said, “I’m a man and must express what I feel.”


“You’ve done that,” I said. “More beautifully than anything I’ve ever heard.”


“I won’t let you go until you promise,” he said caressing my hand, “that you’ll return to Guadalajara.”


“I will,” I said, “and soon.”


Flavio’s analysis of how men expressed their feelings and women didn’t was the exact opposite of how I’d experienced the two sexes in the U.S. His warm Spanish words swept me away. At the same time, I viewed his motives with skepticism. Flavio must have noticed distrust in my voice.


“I want nothing from you,” he said, looking at me lovingly. “Just knowing you for the past few days and being with you has brought me much happiness.”


I felt like a woman in a romance novel. At the same time, my head filled with the warnings from our Newman Center trainers.


“Watch out,” Father O’Looney had said, “for those fastworking Mexican boys.”


I had to think about the reason I’d come to Mexico—to do the work that Apaseo needed done. It was time to be on my way.


Thursday morning Flavio, dressed in a gray suit, arrived at the bus station on his motor scooter. He wrote down each woman’s California home address and, after hugging each of us, wished us well on the remainder of our journey. Then we boarded the bus for Celaya, the next stop on the road to Apaseo. And Flavio followed our bus out of town—until a flat tire on his scooter stopped him.


The bus traveled east across central Mexico, where I drank in the beauty of the green, verdant, landscape and pondered my experience so far. My encounter with Flavio left me feeling special. He and the other friendly people I’d met made me forget the difficulties I’d first had when beginning my journey south of the border.


Getting lost had not resulted in disaster. In fact, never before had I experienced such intense emotions—both within myself and in those around me. I cherished these newfound feelings and looked forward to more experiences with the people of this strange new land.





Adventures in Apaseo
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The bus from Guadalajara headed toward Celaya, two hundred miles away, and ten miles from my summer home, Apaseo el Grande. I peered through the rain-streaked windows at the serene beauty of rolling green hills sprinkled with pine and oak trees. Lime-colored pastures dotted with brown bushes slid by. Singing inside the bus turned my attention from the scenery outside.


Everyone sang “Guadalajara, Guadalajara.” We nine American girls joined the others when we could remember the words. When the Mexicans asked us to sing one of our songs, we sang, “When Irish Eyes are Smiling.” Between songs we laughed and joked our way down the highway. The eight-hour trip felt like three. I warmed to the blending of known and unknown—companions and strangers laughing and singing together.


In a Celaya restaurant that evening, I was finishing dinner with three others from our group when four young men pulled their chairs up to our table. One of the black-haired youths, a bullfighter, offered to demonstrate how not to get hooked by a bull’s horns. One of my colleagues served as the bull. We laughed at the evasive antics of the toreador, graceful in his tight, tapered pants. He invited us to see him fight a real bull in Mexico City. We accepted his invitation but said we’d have to wait for a weekend free from our work. These handsome, dark-haired, dark-eyed, friendly young men had me hooked.
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Four more coeds from the States joined us the following morning, for a total of thirteen of us assigned to Apaseo el Grande. None of the guys I’d trained with over the past eight months had been assigned to work in Apaseo. For three years I’d attended Holy Names, an all-women’s college, and I’d looked forward to working in the Amigos program with men during the summer. No such luck. They’d all been assigned to other towns. The Señor Cura, head priest of Apaseo, didn’t want a mixed group of men and women in his town. Their young hormonal bodies might mingle in unholy ways.


Apaseo el Grande, turned out to be not grande but rather pequeño, small. Five dusty cobblestone thoroughfares flowed out from the hedge-bordered central plaza past wall-lined streets and ended in fertile fields a mile away. On three sides of the main square, tall stucco arches formed porticoes in front of businesses. On the fourth side, the town’s major church overlooked two small courtyards and a revolution era monument.


A change of color on the stuccoed walls bordering the long streets indicated where one family’s property ended and another’s began. The entry doors to each home varied in type, size, and ornamental knocker. Some had big, round brass fixtures, and others sported unpainted wooden handles. Giant entrances often had smaller human-sized doors set into them. Inside, past the front entry, the rooms of each house surrounded a patio. The homes felt private and secure inside their eight-foot-high walls. They didn’t look like the single-family dwellings back home, where fences, not walls, separated homes.


The local organizers for Amigos assigned me to live with Dr. Hernández, a physician, his wife, and their five dark-haired children ages one to six. The doctor spoke fluent English and asked me in which language I preferred to communicate, English or Spanish. “Spanish,” I responded, wanting to improve my fluency. From then on he spoke to me in his native language. I soon forgot I had the option of speaking English with him.


My new home bordered Apaseo’s main square and had indoor plumbing and heated water. I slept in the living room on a comfortable sofa, which I made into a bed each evening. When I visited others from my group, I saw that they had their own bedrooms. I didn’t mind. My home had fewer flies in the kitchen than theirs.


Señor Cura had requested that the Amigos develop a new library in his town. Father O’Looney assigned me to be director of the project. Back home I’d worked as a book shelver in the local public library. Apparently, that qualified me to set up a library in Apaseo, despite the fact that the town already had one. But Señor Cura said it was a communist one, and he wanted his own, less political reading room.


Father O’Looney had named me spiritual director for our group. He must have thought that because I attended a Catholic college I could lead our group in inspiration and prayers. Uncomfortable preaching aloud, I didn’t fulfill that role well. I preferred to concentrate on more tangible projects.


The town’s organizing couple sent us to work in La Villita, a poor area on the outskirts of Apaseo. Residents of the La Villita community lived in huts alongside a rutted dirt road that marched up the hill to a small Catholic church. The suburb had no school, running water, or sewage system. We couldn’t do much about the latter two deficits, but we could renovate a warehouse owned by the church and give the local children a school. The male Amigos’ muscles would have come in handy to help with the lifting, sawing, hauling and painting we had to do. Nevertheless, our group of young women managed fine.


Every morning we thirteen female volunteers gathered for breakfast in the dining room of two spinster sisters. The homeowners went elsewhere while we prepared scrambled eggs, black beans, and pan dulce sweet bread, in their kitchen. Between sips of orange juice, tea, or coffee, we made plans for the day, and then set about our work.


One group took the bus to Celaya to buy poster board and school-decorating materials. Another unit, alongside local girls, cleared the building’s backyard of discarded bricks and cement pieces. My duties changed from day to day. One day I made alphabet letters for a schoolroom, the next I laid stones for the school’s patio. We used the supplies we’d carried from the U.S., plus money and materials raised by local families, to turn the warehouse into an attractive elementary school.


With the assistance of young women from Apaseo, we opened a medical dispensary in the kitchen of the school. Together, we patched the gashed feet of residents injured from stepping on cacti in bare feet. Some of us gave smallpox and oral polio vaccines under the direction of a local doctor. The same physician gave weekly talks on nutrition and hygiene to the local women. Several members of our group set up a program through the Catholic Relief Services to distribute dry milk and flour to La Villita residents. Being so immersed in helping others gave me meaning in a way I’d only glimpsed at when volunteering the previous year working with farm workers in the Central Valley.


The teachers in our party began classes for the children at La Villita School using an elementary curriculum. I helped teach sewing to mothers in the area during the day. Some evenings I taught adult literacy. Pride filled my heart whenever an adult pupil recited the Spanish alphabet or sewed a child’s skirt the way I’d taught her. By the end of July, fifteen local women, previously illiterate, could read and write.


For several weeks, Señor Cura, who ran the town, couldn’t decide on a room where Barbara and I could establish the library he wanted. During that time, we visited the communist library. More flying insects perched on the shelves than books. I insisted we have window and door screens built for our room to keep flies out and readers in.


Several times the town held fiestas in the church courtyard. Lively mariachi music flowed through my body, urging my feet to move in time to the polka-like rhythms. I danced with Juan, then Sergio, both handsome and interesting dark-haired local college students. Señor Cura, or his appointees, reminded dancing couples to maintain a proper distance between one another. And there were other rules designed for young females.


The elderly head priest of Apaseo forbade girls from riding horses—unless they rode sidesaddle. Where I grew up in Montana I’d always straddled horses and sometimes rode bareback, without a saddle. I’d never heard of riding any way but astride a horse. Further instructions for female Amigos included that we wear dresses, never slacks. But I’d packed a pair of culottes. The split skirt came in handy when I encountered a horse I wanted to ride.


On a ranch outside Apaseo, away from the church and its watchers, I found a friendly pinto pony. With a leg on each side of the horse, I galloped across a hand-plowed field, delighted to feel the wind blowing through my hair. I’d broken two of Señor Cura’s rules. I didn’t believe I’d be damned to hell for enjoying myself.


[image: Image]


Most weekends Barbara and I took a local bus to the transportation hub in Querétaro. From there, we hopped onto other buses to visit different cities. We traveled to Mexico City, Acapulco, Oaxaca, San Miguel de Allende, Guanajuato, Morelia, and Guadalajara. In Mexico City we watched a bullfight, but we couldn’t find the toreador we’d met in Celaya. In Guadalajara we went by Flavio’s house, the boy I’d met on the Tres Estrellas bus from Tijuana to Guadalajara. He wasn’t home, so I left a note inviting him to visit Apaseo el Grande. In Acapulco, I met a young, slim engineering student named Inocente, who taught me to body surf in the warm waves of the Pacific Ocean. Before I returned to Apaseo, he and I agreed to correspond.
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In mid-July, Señor Cura finally gave Barbara and me a small, unfinished room off the main church in which to establish the new library. In the span of two weeks, we painted the bookshelves we’d ordered earlier and installed window and door screens. Then the two of us cataloged 150 books in Spanish that had been donated by friends, schools, libraries, and private homes in the U.S. and Mexico. At long last we’d established the noncommunist library.


On August 6 we invited everyone, including the mayor, to a ceremony for the library’s grand opening. The mayor said Señor Cura should officiate. In the end both the mayor and the priest said a few words, as did I. Recalling that Dr. Hernández spoke English, I asked him to help put my fractured Spanish into appropriate sentences. I was proud of the result.


“This is your library,” I waxed eloquent to those gathered before me. “Its existence depends upon your support. Its first purpose is for the children because it is most important to instill a love of books at an early age …”


I was proud of all that my Amigos Anonymous group had accomplished for the town. Local young people who’d worked with us would carry on what we’d begun. Apaseo’s residents had shared their lives. The Mexican culture embraced me and captured my heart and soul. Sergio danced with me most of the evening. Señor Cura made certain we maintained a proper distance between us.





Goodbyes
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On August 10, 1963, the time had come for me to leave Apaseo el Grande and head back to California for my senior year at Holy Names. The college had named me its representative to the National Federation of Catholic College Students, NFCCS, convention in Minneapolis, and I needed to be on my way. I’d worked with twelve other college women and would leave early, alone. The others would continue our work for another two weeks.


Juan, a premed student in the capitol, and Sergio, enrolled at a college in a nearby city, stayed by my side in the library to help put the books in order. I’d become fond of the two dark-haired young men, like I’d become attached to so many of Apaseo’s residents. We exchanged addresses with promises to stay in touch.


I didn’t want to take leave of my adopted, caring Mexican community. But after a summer of work and fun, I needed to return to my studies. So much had happened. It seemed like I’d left the States a lifetime ago.


Three of my American colleagues accompanied me out of town to the stick-and-mud hut home of my Mexican family’s servant. Poor as her home was, she insisted I pack pieces of the delicious-smelling bread she’d made for my two-day bus trip. My heart filled with gratitude at the generosity of the poorest people. I hated to leave this newfound culture that loved me and I loved back.


More hugs of farewell enveloped me after the 6:30 a.m. mass on Sunday. Then, I went off to visit special families. Mr. Mendoza the town photographer, his wife, and daughter had wet eyes as they gifted me a bag of photos of the town. I asked them where I could buy rope to tie around my now-bulging cardboard suitcase. Their twenty-year-old son ran off to buy more rope than I needed. I added a box to my baggage to hold the many gifts. Tears streamed down my face at the Hernández residence as I tied the donated rope around my yellow plaid pasteboard suitcase for the last time. Including two bags and a purse, I now had five pieces of luggage to manage.


The bus bound for Guadalajara arrived in Celaya at 11:45 a.m., over an hour late. By now I was accustomed to Mexico’s late buses. But I might miss my connection if the bus from Guadalajara to Tijuana left at its scheduled 8 p.m. time. I hugged each of the seven members of my Mexican family, boarded the bus, and waved goodbye. The trip back to the U.S. felt different than my trip down. Now, instead of taking charge of loading luggage, attendants took care of my box and suitcase. I sat in my seat and cried.


“Are you sick?” the bus driver asked, concerned, as he drove us out of town.


“No, I’m not,” I said through my tears. “I’m leaving Mexico.”


“You’ll be back,” he answered.


The bus made up time, until it came to a halt as we entered Tepotitlan. There had been a big rainstorm. Muddy red water five feet deep ran over the road. We waited half an hour for the storm water to subside. When it didn’t, the driver told his helpers to bring the luggage inside the bus from the bins underneath. With the luggage protected, the driver revved the engine and we plowed through the flood like a boat. The sludgy water-mud mix rose halfway up the side of our bus but didn’t come inside. A pickup we passed sat in the water where it had been abandoned. I marveled at the ingenuity of our driver.


The bus reached Guadalajara at 7:40 p.m. I must have looked nervous because the woman in the seat next to me asked if I needed assistance. I told her I’d be fine.


“Are you sure you don’t need any help?” she asked again as we filed out.


“If I can just catch the 8 p.m. bus to Tijuana,” I said trying with two hands to balance three bags, a box, and a suitcase, “I’ll be alright.”


I lugged my five pieces of luggage up to the Guadalajara–Tijuana bus window. My heart stopped racing. This time I’d arrived just in time, not three hours late. But when I went to pay for my ticket, the ticket agent refused to accept my traveler’s cheque. My body tightened. The ticket-seller said my bus would leave at 8:30 p.m. and suggested I try to cash the cheque at the restaurant next door. I bought a 7-Up and cashed the cheque minus an extra five pesos for the service. I didn’t like paying extra but thanked my lucky stars I’d obtained the cash needed to buy the bus ticket.


After signing my name on the passenger list, I read the names of those traveling with me. I squealed with delight when I spotted my friend Jackie’s name. She had spent the summer working at a different Amigos Anonymous worksite near Morelia. Now I wouldn’t have to make the two-night trip alone.


Jackie and I embraced one another at the bus station and compared notes about our summer experiences. Her placement in Zinapécuaro had been unorganized but as life-altering as mine had been. Two differences—she didn’t think she had contributed much to the people in her community, and Amigos guys had been assigned to her town. I knew we thirteen women had made a difference in Apaseo without the help of Amigos guys. And, a new world had opened to me because of my experience.


The only seats available together were across the aisle from one another. That didn’t last long. As soon as the lights went off in the bus, Jackie jumped out of her seat.


“That guy next to me,” she whispered as she headed toward a seat near the back, “has his hands all over me.”


I sympathized with her. On a weekend excursion to Acapulco a few weeks before, I had been in the same situation on a night bus. Movement from the young man seated next to me had awakened me from a deep sleep an hour out of Mexico City. His sneaky fingers climbed up my back like a spider. I froze. What should I do? I couldn’t scream and awaken the entire bus. I pushed his hands away. That didn’t help—he put them right back. I couldn’t say anything. Speaking to him would elevate our relationship. I did what I usually did in times of severe stress. I prayed. The guy’s hands moved to my front. I jerked his tentacles off my breasts with a violent tug. I could see no empty seats available. After an eternity the bus stopped for a break and the lights came on. I darted up and sat down between two girls in a two-person seat. We traveled uncomfortably the rest of the way to Acapulco with no complaints from the two girls. Maybe they understood.


Tuesday morning at the border, customs agents said they would confiscate Jackie’s Mexican liquor because she possessed three bottles over the limit. We sat down on a nearby curb and drank as much of it as we could, not wanting to waste the drink. A bit tipsy, we caught the 9:20 a.m. bus to Los Angeles.


The difference between the U.S. and Mexico struck me as soon as we crossed the border. The bus clerks who sold us tickets in L.A. were crabby, unlike the friendly, helpful attendants in Tijuana. We paid a whopping $3.15 for the American bus that would take us from Tijuana to Los Angeles. To travel the same distance in Mexico it cost less than a dollar. I had mixed feelings about reentering my country.


For the first time I noticed how our cities were laid out in neat blocks. Bus stations had signs directing us to the right terminal. No refuse or nasty smells filled the streets or bathrooms. And there were bathrooms—clean ones. Modern buildings clustered together without poor barrios in between or vendors hawking their merchandise. No bugs flew around. Everything in the States looked super organized. I didn’t know which I preferred, friendliness or order. Why couldn’t a country have both?
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At home my mother said I needed to get a move on. I had to unpack and be ready in three days to drive to North Dakota with them. We’d save money, the folks said, by camping on the way. From North Dakota, I could take buses to get to the NFCCS convention in Minneapolis. I washed my clothes and repacked my weathered, pasteboard suitcase.
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