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Para el pueblo.


For the village.
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Cada dicho tiene su nicho.


Every adage has its day.
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Introduction





Bienvenidos and welcome to Dichos en Nichos—a collection of ten short stories and companion artwork set in a proverbial northern New Mexican village, an idyllic place in an ambiguous region and a bygone era. This book is the culmination of several collaborative endeavors I have undertaken with my parents, fine artists Jim and Christen Vogel. I authored the tales, my mother Christen crafted the one-of-a-kind, antique nicho frames, and my father Jim brought the stories to life with his paintings nestled within them. We worked in tandem, each of our artistic media complementing and enriching the others’ throughout Dichos en Nichos’ creative development. Time and again one of us would make a breakthrough that provided momentum for progress elsewhere, a synergistic, serendipitous process that we all feel incredibly fortunate to be a part of. The three of us take great pride in the final result, and we hope others will discover joy and inspiration within these pages.


I was raised in, and still call home, a village that directly inspired the picturesque locale of Dichos en Nichos’ stories and artwork. My home sits on the edge of an ancient, unpaved plaza surrounded by dirt roads and other adobe houses. Many of these homes were constructed by hand well over one hundred years ago, with a few still standing since the early 1800s. There is a system of functional acequias (community-maintained irrigation channels) in town as well as a small river that runs freely through the lowlands of our valley, its rocky banks lined with willow thickets and cottonwoods. There are far more crop fields and orchards than parking lots, and the community collectively intends to keep it that way. The people themselves, many with ancestral roots so deep they cannot be completely traced, are living testaments of an enduring but vulnerable cultural heritage.


While many aspects of historical New Mexican folklife persist here, they remain threatened by the looming backdrop of unrelenting gentrification and the oppressive, disfiguring weight of inequitable economic pressures. Though the openly suppressive efforts of governing bodies and educational systems of the past have been addressed and amended to some degree, their deleterious effects echo to this day, and more subtle discriminatory influences linger in their place. These thoughtless, intrusive forces have transformed not only the landscape but also the lives in our communities, testing the resilience of cherished, long-standing traditions.


I strive to play a part in preserving the strained and fragile but as yet unbroken threads of northern New Mexico’s cultural heritage by serving as both a lifelong student and an inquisitive, conscientious writer. I hope to honor the storytellers who came before me and foster space for those who will come after.


While there are clear parallels between the unnamed village in Dichos en Nichos and my hometown, it’s crucial for me to emphasize that my stories do not provide accurate portrayals of my community or any other like it in New Mexico. The tales of Dichos en Nichos are stylized and romanticized to heighten their nostalgic and whimsical qualities. My creative perspective is a personal, unique lens through which I interpret and reflect on New Mexican culture, and I recognize it is not representative of the culture as a whole.


For readers seeking a deeper understanding of New Mexico’s historical folkways, a wealth of resources awaits you. The Querencias Series from the University of New Mexico Press is an excellent place to start, as it offers a brilliant collection of titles that span the vibrant tapestry of our state’s culture, history, and folklore.


As you already have my book in hand, and because I don’t want you to put it down just yet, I’ll provide some essential information to ensure readers from all backgrounds are comfortable proceeding without studying external sources beforehand. Specifically, understanding the nuanced significance of dichos and nichos within the larger context of New Mexican folklore will enable you to better appreciate the artwork and stories in this collection. A dicho is a folk saying or proverb that preserves wisdom, gives practical advice, or upholds a communal value. Dichos are short, pithy, often epigrammatic sayings that possess poetic qualities such as rhyming and metaphor. These sayings encompass myriad themes, including labor and love, sins and virtues, and life and death.


Dichos are passed down from generation to generation and can be centuries old, but there is always room for contemporary, culturally aligned poets and storytellers to craft new ones. Dichos are used in everyday conversations and are often present in traditional cuentos (stories). Each of the stories I wrote for this collection contains dichos I created to fit within their respective narratives. Although I’ve learned dozens of dichos from friends, family, and teachers, I decided early on not to include any of them in this book. I have included only dichos that I authored and translated myself. The English translations of my dichos are approximate, and some have been manipulated to maintain a rhyme or rhythm.


For anyone who shares my fascination with dichos, there are numerous collections of traditional dichos available. Among them, I personally recommend Don Usner’s Chasing Dichos Through Chimayó, not only because it contains an impressive catalog, but also because Usner does a commendable job at providing context for their usage, which is equally as important as the dichos themselves.


While dichos exist in most if not all Spanish-speaking cultures, those found in New Mexico are unique to this region and its diverse, historic influences. Dichos are an intrinsic element of New Mexico’s oral traditions that continue to play a significant role in maintaining knowledge, language, and customs.


The term nicho as it is used in this collection refers to the time-worn cabinets, boxes, and lamps that my mother Christen created to serve as frames for my father Jim’s paintings. All the nichos in Dichos en Nichos were crafted from antique materials found here in New Mexico. Rather than attempting to renew them, my mother used her decades of experience working with antiques to embellish their cracks, blemishes, and patinas to elevate their authentic, timeless charm.


In a larger cultural context, nichos are ornate, decorated alcoves that serve as reverential altars in places of worship and veneration. Nichos are a prominent and enduring feature of spiritual and religious traditions in New Mexico and within the broader Hispanic and Native American communities. These sacred alcoves can be found in churches and cemeteries and are also common in private homes. Nichos can be carved into walls or exist as standalone furnishings that take many different forms, like those featured in this book.


Nichos serve as shrines for santos (folk art effigies of saints and religious idols) and may contain candles, flowers, and photos or tokens of loved ones who have passed away or are in need of spiritual aid. While some nichos are simple, others are decorated with intricate carvings and colorful paint, serving as conspicuous focal points of religious and spiritual practices. They are an integral facet of New Mexican art, folklore, and faith that have long held a special place in our hearts and homes.


I hope these definitions help orient you as you delve further into Dichos en Nichos, but you may still come across passages that you do not fully understand. Although every dicho in Dichos en Nichos has an English translation paired with it, there are many examples of New Mexican Spanish words and phrases in my stories that are left untranslated to maintain narrative flow. I have carefully tailored the context to help readers understand them, and certain external sources can provide additional assistance where needed. For example, many of these words can be found in A Dictionary of New Mexico and Southern Colorado Spanish by Rubén Cobos, a book that I find indispensable for anyone wanting to educate themselves about New Mexico’s unique vernacular. However, some words in Dichos en Nichos may not appear in this dictionary or any other. If the context around these terms is insufficient, I urge you to seek out native speakers of the language for help in understanding them, provided you do so in a considerate and respectful manner. No sean entremetidos.


With this in mind, I encourage all readers of Dichos en Nichos to continue exploring New Mexican folklore, literature, and poetry to enhance their appreciation of our enchanting state and its people. I would also like to urge anyone with influence or means in the publishing industry to seek out and support the many hard-working yet unpublished writers of New Mexico and the Southwest, especially Native American and Chicano writers. There are many talented, dedicated voices who deserve to have their stories and studies published but have not been given the opportunity. We have made significant progress in recent years toward increasing diverse representation in the publishing world, especially in academic and small-scale presses. However, there is a long way to go, especially in large-scale, commercial publishing.


I am deeply honored and grateful to have my own work included in the Querencias Series, and I would like to acknowledge what a great privilege it is to have my alma mater accept Dichos en Nichos into this outstanding catalog. I am also compelled to express my immense gratitude to my community, particularly the elders and mentors who took the time to share their stories, language, and wisdom with me. Without them and their invaluable efforts to preserve and impart their knowledge, language, and way of life, Dichos en Nichos would never have been created. I am eternally indebted to them.


Thank you as well to all my readers and supporters, I hope you enjoy reading Dichos en Nichos as much as my parents and I enjoyed creating it. Let us not wait any longer. I invite you to join us in gazing into these nichos to discover the dichos dwelling within.


SAGE VOGEL


EMBUDO, NEW MEXICO
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La urraca y el burro The Magpie and the Donkey







“YOU SPENT ALL THAT MONEY ON this sad, little burro? He’s a runt, his fur is patchy, parece empelilla’o, he’s a weakling. Take him back, no vale nada, get the money back, get a new stove instead, you said you’d fix the estufa, pero, I don’t know how you’d fix it, you don’t even fix the fences, están flojos, mira. When are you going to fix the fences? Huh? Maybe when this little donkey escapes out the fence and the coyotes eat him, then maybe you’ll learn, or no? Who has you buying a burro when you don’t even have good fences? Are you listening to me? You never do, all I do is talk to myself. Are you just going to stand there, or are you going to take that donkey and see if it can even work? ‘Unque, I don’t know how you will do that, seeing how you can’t even work anymore yourself, viejito, or can you? Well? Are you going?”


“Ahorita voy, mi dulce.”


“Well do it. No seas güevón. You’re just like your hermano, Premitivo el primitivo. I saw him in town just lying in the street, roncando. I swear I will divorce you if I ever find you like that, I don’t care how long we’ve been married. Now go on. Take that dirty little thing with you, it bothers me, it’s indecent, why’s it like that? Mira. Why’s it doing that? Huh? Look at it. Get it out of here, out of my sight.”


“‘Ueno. Come along, Pepino.”


“¿Cómo? What did you call it? You are a dirty old man, Secundino Baca, you get out of here too. God forgive you. God give me patience. Go on. You and that beast will make great friends, el garañón y el burro. Vete, before I get angry. I swear you act like this just to make me mad …”


The old man smiled a small smile and nodded as his wife spoke to him. After a while he turned and began to walk away, tugging on the reins that he’d tied to Pepino, the young donkey he had purchased early that morning. His wife continued talking to him as they walked away, advising and chastising him even after he was out of earshot and even after she had gone back into the house.


The old man and the young donkey stopped at the barn near the house first so the old man could lay an old pack saddle on Pepino’s back. He tied an axe, a handsaw, and a length of rope to the saddle, then he fed Pepino some hay and a couple sugar cubes. Once equipped for the day’s work, the old man led him out of the barn. They followed a well-beaten path through a small pasture surrounded by a fence that, admittedly, needed a few repairs. They stopped there for a few minutes so Pepino could graze on some alfalfa, then they continued out through the back gate and into the rocky hills behind the homestead.


They picked their way through the piñón trees and around the black boulders and outcroppings of sandstone that littered the landscape, moving slowly and carefully. Neither of them spoke, the old man because he quite liked the silence, and the burro because they speak only very, very rarely.


Eventually the old man stopped near an old dead tree and retrieved his tools from the saddle. He tied one end of the rope to Pepino’s reins and the other to a different tree, letting the donkey wander about while he began to chop and cut the dead tree into firewood.


Pepino explored as far as the rope would let him, for he, like many burros, happened to be blessed with a curious nature. He nibbled at some dry grass and sniffed the ground and the air. He was investigating a patch of yellow wildflowers, debating their potential as food, when he was interrupted by a hostile squawking sound.


Pepino looked up to see a magpie perched in the upper branches of a nearby piñón. It squawked at him again, drawing out its call into a shrill, warbling cackle, a sound which Pepino found quite irritating. He laid his long, sensitive ears down against his neck, though this helped very little, if at all. The bothersome bird continued, even jumping down onto a lower branch to better bully the burro.


Pepino eyed the bird warily as it continued its offensive chattering. He glanced several times at the old man, but he was still at work and had not even looked up to acknowledge the feathered nuisance. The bird went on, chiding Pepino in a language he would never come close to understanding and for reasons he would never divine.


When he could take it no longer, Pepino stomped his front hooves and brayed at the bird. Unfortunately, his hee-haw served only to motivate the magpie even further. It took to the air and began swooping and diving around the burro, cawing, screeching, chortling, and jabbering at him.


Pepino watched the bird as closely as he could, though it was difficult to keep it in sight because it moved so quickly. He became quite vexed and unhappy. His ears stayed pinned down and his tail whipped back and forth incessantly. His shoulder muscles twitched each time the magpie dive-bombed near him, and he began to huff and chuff and wheeze from discontent.


After what felt like an eternity of torture, Pepino felt the old man’s touch on his head.


“Shh, shh, shh, está bien, Pepino. Cálmate.”


The old man’s voice calmed Pepino a bit but did nothing to stop the bird from continuing its boisterous berating.


“It is angry because I have destroyed the nest it hatched in, even though it never uses it,” the old man said, his voice low and slow. “Ignóralo.”


The bird continued provoking Pepino while the old man loaded the cut wood onto the pack saddle. When they began walking back toward the homestead, the magpie followed them, flitting from tree to tree, hopping along the ground, swooping around Pepino, hassling him all the way home. The old man paid the bird no mind and seemed perfectly immune to the ongoing harassment. Pepino, however, could hardly tolerate it, and he grew very weary and agitated.


When they finally made it back to the barn, there was a moment of respite after they went inside, for the bird dared not enter the unfamiliar enclosure. The old man unloaded the wood, stored his tools, and removed the saddle. Once unburdened Pepino shook himself, dispelling some of his muscle aches and a bit of his anxiety. Still, the poor donkey was on edge. Every little creak and whisper of the wind in the barn disturbed him, for he imagined it was a signal of his tormentor’s return.


The old man laid out some more hay for him before leaving the barn, but Pepino did not eat for a while, his appetite spoiled from stress. Eventually he calmed down enough to eat a bit, and once the sun set the beleaguered burro fell asleep …


“Ma-a-a-g!”


The call pierced a hole in Pepino’s dream of his mother and his old home.


“Ma-a-g! Chuk-chuk-chuk-chuk-chuk!”


His dream became a nightmare, disfigured by the magpie’s staccato squawks.


“Rak-rak-rak-rak! Rak-rak-rak-rak!”


Visions of his vociferous avian villain came to antagonize Pepino in his slumber.


“Ree-ik! Ree-ik! REE-IK!”


Pepino kicked out his back legs in his sleep, cracking one of the planks of his stall in the barn and waking himself up with a start. He scrambled to his feet and scanned his still unfamiliar surroundings. Another call came.


“Huk-huk-huk.”


Pepino looked up to see that the magpie had found the barn’s open gable dormer. He could just make out its silhouette perched there in the weak light of the unbroken dawn. It was laughing at him.


Pepino sneezed in irritation and stomped about his stall, ears pinned down, throwing his head around, furious at the magpie for disturbing him and finding amusement in his suffering.


The donkey hee’d and haw’d a few times, and the magpie fluttered its wings at him, chortling all the while. Then it began cycling through its repertoire of irritating noises, quickly finding that a repetitive, high-pitched screech had the greatest effect on the donkey. Pepino, captive in his stall, tried with all his might to endure the barrage of abuse. He closed his eyes and tried to stand still, but anger and frustration began building in his naturally stoic soul.


When he could finally take it no longer, Pepino gave out a great, bellowing bray, loud and long, thrusting his neck out in the magpie’s direction, showing his strong teeth and spraying spit far into the air.


For a moment, the magpie was silent. It fluffed up its feathers and shivered. Pepino observed it carefully, wondering for a moment if he had won. Just when his ears had tentatively risen in the hope that he would be left in peace, the magpie dropped down from the dormer’s sill into the barn and dove straight at him.


“Heeeeeeee-HAAAAUUGH!” it screamed at Pepino as it came, terrifying him so greatly that he backed himself into the corner of his stall


“Hee-haugh! Hee-haugh! Hee-haugh!” it mocked tirelessly, hopping about the barn and perching on any surface where it could find purchase. Pepino cowered in his stall, ashamed and afraid.


“Oh, shoo! ¡Fuera de aquí! Go on!”


The old man came into the barn then, clapping his hands at the magpie, which flew up to and out of the dormer, croaking irritably.


The old man opened the stall and slowly approached Pepino, offering something in his outstretched hand. The donkey recognized the smell of a fresh apple and, traumatized though he was, could not resist the offering. The old man patted Pepino’s neck while he munched on the treat.


“Pobre Pepino,” the old man said in his soft voice. “I am sorry that urraca is bothering you.”


Pepino finished the apple and both he and the old man let out long, weary sighs. Then the old man spoke again.


“It will take time, but you will see:




Cuanto más canta la urraca,


menos oye el burro.


The louder the magpie,


the deafer the donkey.





Pepino did not understand the man, but the apple had made him feel better, and he was enjoying the silence that came with the magpie’s absence. It did not last long.


The old man led Pepino outside to graze in the pasture while he fixed gaps in the fence. Within minutes the magpie appeared again.


“Eh-eh-eh-eh-eh-eh-eh! Eh-eh-eh!”


All day it kept on, tirelessly tormenting poor Pepino. There were several brief hiatuses in the harpy’s harangue, whenever it went for a drink of water to wet its well-worked whistle or to find a quick meal to fuel its fluttering, and these short minutes were the best parts of Pepino’s day. But just when he started to enjoy his grazing or trot happily through the pasture, the bird would return, refreshed and ready to bedevil Pepino’s spirit again.


Once the day’s work was done and Pepino was placed back in his stall, the magpie would simply perch in the dormer and continue nagging him until the sun set, then it would finally disappear. The next morning it would come again, often interrupting Pepino’s sleep with a shrill shriek to start off each new day’s contentious cacophony.


Those first days were the most difficult for Pepino. There were times when the abuse began to drive him mad. On one particularly bad day, he became convinced that it was not just one magpie bothering him but a small gang. His eyes began to roll around in his head and he saw four or five of the feathered fiends flapping about him, all the hallucinations hassling, heckling, harping, and hounding him at once. When he was just about to completely lose his mind, Pepino was momentarily saved by another loud, aggressive voice.


“¡Cállate!”


The old man was leading the donkey toward the river, and he had been trying to sneak by the house when his wife came out to speak her mind, as she was so often compelled to do.


“Oh, just shut up!” she yelled at the bird.


The magpie did as she commanded, for the woman possessed a special quality that guaranteed such things from both man and animal alike.


“I told you that donkey was no good. Look at that bird, it hates him, look at that! Such strong hatred is natural only when animals see a darkness in one another. Es maligno. You’d know that if you ever listened to me. Well, I’m sick of both of them! Get them out of here. Where are you going anyway?”


“P’al río,” replied the old man.


“To the river? What for? There’s plenty of work to do here. This house is starting to look like the old Gallegos place, todo abaldona’o. Weren’t you going to clean the stovepipe? And when are you going to fix the table? It’s been rocking for months now, that’s why I won’t make you any of that stew you like, because you’ll spill it, because you’re always putting your elbows on the table like a common barfly—don’t you shake your head at me, old man! Things wouldn’t be like this if you had any sense or any decency, or even any sense of decency! Now get that vile, sinful creature out of here and take that stupid bird with you, and leave them both at the river. And don’t you bring back any truchas because I won’t cook any, I hate fish, you know that, or you ought to, I don’t know how many times I’ve told you …”


The old man began nodding, smiling, and walking away at the same time, leading Pepino with him. By the time they were out of earshot of his wife’s ceaseless counsel, the magpie had returned to fill the vocal void.


And so it went all year. Magpies don’t migrate in the winter, and so even when the world grew colder the bird was still available and able to fulfill its discordant duty. Day after day it came to plague Pepino with such devoted consistency that even the old man began to wonder at the source of its obnoxious obsession.


Gradually, however, Pepino began to notice the magpie’s noisome presence less and less. Its voice became a consistent feature of his life, as familiar as the whispers of the wind, as dependable as the sunrise and sunset. Over time Pepino’s ears grew accustomed to the raucous ruckus, and he no longer laid them back to try and shield himself from it. He stopped shying away from the magpie when it flew near him, and he even began to find it endearing when the bird mimicked his braying.


One day the magpie noticed Pepino’s newfound tolerance and redoubled its efforts by landing directly on his back to frighten him. It succeeded the first few times, for the surprise alone was enough to startle Pepino, but eventually even these attacks no longer generated any reaction. What’s more, once the magpie discovered that Pepino’s fur harbored delicious stowaway insects, this practice of pouncing on him actually preoccupied its beak, slowed its calls, and made Pepino feel pampered rather than pestered.


Months passed this way, and Pepino’s tolerance of his rambunctious companion became an abiding fondness. The magpie too seemed to find a certain comfort in the donkey’s presence, though its bickering never ceased, not for a single day. And so it was for a long time.


One late summer morning while he still lay sleeping, Pepino’s dream became a nightmare once again. He was wandering among rocks and piñón trees, looking for something but not finding it. The landscape seemed empty. The sky in his dream was dull, flat, and white. His dream world grew lighter and lighter, until its details began to wash away and all that was left was a blank, bright field of nothing. His distress reached a peak and his body woke with a start.


Pepino clambered to his feet and looked around the barn. Sunlight was pouring in through the dormer window. The day had already begun. Something was wrong. Pepino spent the morning pacing his stall, irritable and uneasy.


It was not until late morning that the old man came into the barn. He was moving slower than usual, and he’d been quite slow to begin with, so to Pepino it seemed to take forever for him to finally open the stall and let him into the pasture. Once loose, Pepino trotted outside and began to canter around the pasture’s perimeter, his eyes scanning the sky and treetops. The magpie was nowhere to be seen.


Nor did the bird appear the next day, the day after that, or any of the days that followed. The sudden absence of the magpie and its strange songs sent Pepino into a mournful state, affecting his mood and appetite just as strongly as the bird’s initial appearance had. His ears felt empty, his back was itchy, and his heart was heavy. He was miserable.


One morning about a week after the magpie’s disappearance, the old man did not come to let Pepino out of his stall. The donkey waited there all day, and that afternoon he heard unfamiliar voices coming from the house, but he could not see anyone from inside the barn.


Finally, as the sun began to set, the old man’s wife came into the barn, something she had never done before. What’s more, she was silent.


She laboriously pitched some hay into Pepino’s stall and then watched as he picked at it, his appetite still weak despite spending an entire day unfed. After a while, the woman began to weep very quietly.


Pepino stopped eating and sniffed at the air around her, curious and confused. She wept for a few minutes, leaning against the door to Pepino’s stall. Then she stopped, wiped her eyes with a handkerchief, and looked up at him.


“Oh, I never wanted a dirty little donkey. Look at me now, coming into this filthy barn to feed you. This is what that viejito leaves me, a no-good burro and a bunch of work,” she said, shaking her head at her predicament and shaking her finger at Pepino.
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