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To my parents: Papi, who proved you can be an illegal immigrant

and still make something of yourself in this great land,

and Mami, who taught me the alphabet as a toddler despite

not knowing English. Los amo.




¡No contaban con mi astucia!

(“They didn’t count on my astuteness!”)

EL CHAPULÍN COLORADO (THE RED GRASSHOPPER)




¡Ask a Mexican!





Introduction

Cultural Understanding via Wetback Jokes




Mexicans! Spicy, wabby, drunk, dreamy. The downfall of the United States. Its salvation. Mexicans mow our lawns, graduate from college, fleece us dry. They’re people with family values—machismo, many kids, big trucks. Our neighbors south of the border. Our future. Tequila!

Who doesn’t love Mexicans? Whether they’re family, friends, or the gold-toothed wetbacks you (heart) to hate, Mexicans have been the focus of America’s obsession from the days of Sam Houston to today’s multinational corporations. We give them jobs, ridicule them, and devour Mexican food as quickly as they do our social services. But we never bothered to know Mexicans. There never was a safe zone for Americans to ask our amigos about their ways, mainly because we never bothered to learn Spanish. Besides, how exactly would you ask a Mexican in person why, say, so many of them steal or why they use accents without earning a kick in the cojones? A word, by the way, that no Mexican uses.

With this in mind, OC Weekly editor Will Swaim called me into his office in November 2004. OC Weekly is my home: an alternative newspaper based in Orange County, California, that’s the best damn rag outside of Weekly World News. Seems he saw a billboard on the drive to work that featured a picture of a cross-eyed Mexican DJ wearing a Viking helmet.

“That guy looks as if you could ask him any question about Mexicans and he’ll know the answer,” he excitedly told me. “Why don’t you do it? Why don’t you ask readers to send in questions about Mexicans, and you answer them?”

My editor is an urbane, tolerant boss, yet he obsesses over Mexicans like all other good gabachos. I had entertained many of his questions about Mexican culture in my five years at the Weekly, from why Mexican men live with their parents until marriage to the Mexican affinity for transvestites. Will turned to me not just because I was the only Latino on staff and trim his trees on the side, but because my background—child of Mexican immigrants (one illegal!), recipient of a master’s degree in Latin American studies, a truthful beaner—put me in a unique position to be an authority on all things Mexican.

I snorted in disbelief at Will’s request: while it was fun to answer his questions, I didn’t believe anyone else would care. My boss persisted. We were desperate to fill our news section the week he saw that Mexican DJ billboard. Besides, he promised, it was a onetime joke that we would scrap if no one sent in questions.

That afternoon, I slapped together the following question and answer:

Dear Mexican, Why do Mexicans call white people gringos?

Dear Gabacho, Mexicans do not call gringos gringos. Only gringos call gringos gringos. Mexicans call gringos gabachos.

We named the column ¡Ask a Mexican! and paired it with an illustration of the most stereotypical Mexican man imaginable—fat, wearing a sombrero and bandoliers, with a mustache, stubbly neck, and a shiny gold tooth. My dad in his younger days. We laughed.

Reaction was instantaneous. Liberal-minded people criticized the logo, the column’s name, its very existence. Conservatives didn’t like how I called white people gabachos, a derogatory term a tad softer than nigger. Latino activists called Will demanding my resignation and threatened to boycott the Weekly. But more people of all races thought ¡Ask a Mexican! was brilliant. And, more surprisingly, the questions poured in: Why do Mexican girls wear frilly dresses? What’s with Mexicans and gay-bashing? Is it true Mexicans make tamales for Christmas so their kids can have something to unwrap?

We still weren’t sold on the idea until about a month into the column’s existence, when we held ¡Ask a Mexican! one week because of space constraints. The questions swamped us anew: Where’s the Mexican? Why did you deport the Mexican? When will the Mexican sneak back?

The Weekly has run ¡Ask a Mexican! every week since, and the column smuggled itself across America. Universities invite me to speak about it. I expanded it to two questions per week in May 2005 and began answering questions live on radio. The column now comes out in more than twenty papers and has a weekly circulation of more than one million. More important, questions keep invading my mailbox: Are Mexicans into threesomes? What part of illegal don’t Mexicans understand? And what’s with their love of dwarves?

¡Ask a Mexican! has transformed in the two years since its first printing from a onetime joke column into the most important effort toward improving U.S.-Mexico relations since Ugly Betty. But there is much work to do. The continued migration of Mexicans into this country ensures they will remain an exotic species for decades to come. Conflicts are inevitable, but why resort to fists and fights when you can take out your frustrations on me? Come on, America: I’m your piñata. As the following pages will show, I welcome any and all questions. Shake me enough, and I’ll give you the goods on my glorious race. But be careful: this piñata hits back.

This book offers the fullest depiction of Mexicans in the land—not the same tired clichés of immigrants and mothers but a nuanced, disgusting, fabulous people. I answer not so much to inform but to debunk stereotypes, misconceptions, and myths about America’s spiciest minority in the hope that Americans can set aside their centuries-long suspicion of Pancho Villa’s sons and hijas and accept Mexicans for what they are: the hardest-working, hardest-partying group of new Americans since the Irish.

In this book are a couple of the best ¡Ask a Mexican! s I’ve published, along with serious essays and new preguntas so that fans of the column will buy this pinche book instead of finding them online. And for ustedes who have never read the column? Flip the page….








1

Language

Curse Words, Greasers,

and Lecherous Whistles




Dear Gabachos: Bienvenidos to ¡Ask a Mexican!, the world’s foremost authority on America’s spiciest minority! The Mexican can answer any and every question on his race, from why Mexicans stick the Virgin of Guadalupe everywhere to our obsession with tacos and green cards. In the course of his answers, the Mexican will use certain terms and phrases for better-rounded answers. Here are the most used, along with handy Spanglish sentence examples so you too can become a Mexican. A wright, cabrones: laugh and comprende!



¡: An upside-down exclamation point. Put in front of an exclamatory sentence. ¡Ohmidios, José brought his leaf blower into the living room!

¿: An upside-down question mark. Put in front of a question. ¿Who gave María my old dress?

˜: A tilde. Put over the letter n from time to time to produce a sound like “nyuck.” Candelario sure has a lot of niños.

Aztlán: The mythical birthplace of the Aztecs. Chicanos use this term to describe the southwest United States. Chicanos are idiots. Citlali says Aztlán is somewhere in Ohio.

Baboso: A slug or drooling person. Can also mean “asshole” or “idiot,” depending on context. Don’t be a baboso to your baboso son, Josefina.

Burrito: A flour tortilla wrapped around various goodies. Also a slur used against Mexicans. That burrito ate a big burrito last night.

Cabrón: Literally, a castrated goat. Mexicans understand it better as “asshole,” or badass.

Chica caliente: Hot chick. All Mexican ladies are chicas calientes. ¿Where can I meet some chicas calientes?

Chicano: The poorer, stupider, more assimilated cousins of Mexicans. Otherwise known as a Mexican-American. George López is such a Chicano with his unfunny jokes.

Chingar: To fuck up. Its various derivatives are used for a delightful array of insults, such as chingadera (fucked-up situation), chingazos (punches thrown), and Chinga tu madre, cabrón (Go fuck your mother, asshole). Chinga tu madre, cabrón—if you don’t stop this chingadera, I’m going to chingar you with chingazos.

Chino: Literally “Chinese,” but the catchall phrase Mexicans use for Asians regardless of nationality. Vietnamese food is my favorite chino cuisine.

Chúntaro: A Mexican redneck. Term used mostly by Mexicans against each other. Jeff Foxworthy is a white chúntaro.

Cinco de Mayo: Holiday celebrating an obscure battle between the French and Mexicans in the 1860s that everyone in the United States uses as an excuse to get plastered. Our St. Patrick’s Day.

Cochinadas: Disgusting things. Derived from the word cochino, which means “pig.” ¡Stop seeing those Playboy cochinadas!

Conquest, the: Refers to the Spanish conquest of the Americas during the 1500s. Centuries later, Mexicans still can’t get over it—but having about 100 million of your ancestors slaughtered will do that to you.

¡Cu-le-ro!: The Bronx cheer of Mexico. Means “Asshole!”

Culo: Every Mexican man’s obsession.

Estados Unidos, Los: “The United States” in Spanish. Come on—that one’s not that difficult to decipher, ¿qué no?

Familia: Guess. You’re right: family! If you believe the mainstream media, the most important thing in Mexican culture after tequila.

Frontera, la: The border—specifically, the United States–Mexico border. ¿Why are there so many geezers at la frontera? Because they’re Minutemen.

Gabacho: A gringo. But Mexicans don’t call gringos gringos. Only gringos call gringos gringos. Mexicans call gringos gabachos.

Gringo: Mexican slang for a white American. What gringos call gringos.

Guatemalan: The Germans had the Irish; the Irish had the Italians; the Italians had the Poles. Mexicans have the Guatemalans—our eternal punch line.

Güey: Derived from buey—an ox—but means “ass,” as in a hoofed ass, not an ass ass. That asshole is a güey.

Hombre: Mexico’s undisputed rulers.

Joto: Faggot. A preferred male slur.

Madre: Means “mother,” but is also one of the most vulgar words in Mexican Spanish. In its various forms, can mean anything from “kick your ass” (madrear) to “suck my dick” (mamámela).

Malinche: The name of the Indian woman who served as a translator for the Spaniards as they slaughtered their way to the Aztecs during the Conquest. Mexicans turn her name into a noun, malinchista— that’s a synonym for traitor. Typical Mexico—blames everything on women.

Mami: The diminutive of “mother,” but also a sexual term of endearment for one’s girlfriend. Ay, mami, give me some of that sweet culo.

MEChA: Acronym for Movimiento Estudiantil Chicano de Aztlán (Chicano Student Movement of Aztlán), a high school and college group that helps Mexican kids get to and stay in college. And that’s why conservatives slur this group and all its members like no organization since the Scientologists.

Mensa: Name of an organization for people with an IQ in the upper 2 percent of the general population. Also the feminine form of “dumb” in Spanish. Mensa members can’t be that smart given the snafu, no?

Mexicanidad: Mexican-ness. Ridiculous translation for a ridiculous concept.

Mexicano: The greatest race of people in the world—when they’re in the United States. In Mexico, they’re just Mexicans.

México: Country directly south of the United States with an estimated population of 105 million. America’s eternal Paris Hilton.

Migra, la: Nickname for immigration agents. The brownshirts of Mexican society.

Mujer: Mexican worker whose only purpose is to make sure fresh tortillas greet the familia daily.

Naco: Mexico City slang for a chúntaro.

Norte, El: The North. The United States.

Otro lado, el: The other side. Otherwise known as the United States.

Papi: The diminutive of “father,” but also a sexual term of endearment for one’s boyfriend. Ay, papi, give me your sweet green card.

Pendejo: Literally, a pubic hair. Means “asshole” in Mexican Spanish. So many synonyms for asshole, Mexican Spanish has! That pendejo should shave his pendejos.

Piñata: A toy that Mexicans beat so it will spill forth its goodies. Otherwise known as the United States.

Pinche: A short-order cook. Also an adjective meaning “fucking.” Give me a pinche break.

Pinche puto pendejo baboso: Literally means “fucking faggot pubic hair slug,” but understood by Mexicans as “fucking stupid-ass asshole.” The best Mexican cursing couplet of them all. Shut up, you pinche puto pendejo baboso.

Pocho: An Americanized Mexican.

Por favor: “Please” in Spanish. The judge said, “Pleas, por favor.”

Puro: Pure. Put it in front of any word to come off as a braggart—a Mexican! That chúntaro is puro mexicano.

Puto/puta: The former means “faggot,” the latter is “female whore.” One of the most popular Mexican-Spanish curse words.

¿Qué no?: Ending phrase used in Mexican-Spanish to denote “right?”

Raza cósmica, la: “The cosmic race.” Refers to a movement by Mexican intellectuals during the 1920s arguing Mexicans have the blood of all the world’s races—white, black, Indian, and Asian—and therefore transcend the world.

Reconquista: Theory espoused by Chicano and conservative kooks insisting that Mexico is trying to take over the southwest United States, the territory the Yankees took from Mexico as spoils after the 1846 Mexican-American War.

SanTana: Santa Ana, California, from where ¡Ask a Mexican! originates. The most Latino big city in the United States, according to the 2000 census. Please pronounce the city like the natives: “SanTana,” like the famous guitarist, not “Santa Ana,” like a combo of Claus and Karenina.

Señorita: A polite lady. Usually coupled with “spicy.” Salma Hayek is one spicy señorita.

Taco: A corn tortilla stuffed with goodies. Also a slur used against Mexicans. Tacos sure love tacos, ¿qué no?

Tapatío: A popular hot-sauce brand featuring a man with a mustache and a sombrero. Drunk by Mexicans from cradle to crypt.

Tejana: A Stetson felt cowboy hat. Refers to Texas, where the hat supposedly originated.

Tequila: Liquor distilled from the agave plant of central Mexico. Also flows in the blood of any real Mexican.

Tortilla: A thin disk of cornmeal eaten by Mexicans since time immemorial. Also great impromptu Frisbees.

Ustedes: A fancy way of saying “y’all.” I’ll be seeing ustedes tomorrow in Aztlán.

Virgin of Guadalupe: The patron saint of Mexico. Appears everywhere in Mexican society, from churches to silk shirts to hubcaps.

Wab: The Orange County version of wetback. Spread our hate wide and far, por favor.

Dear Mexican: Why do Mexicans call white people gringos?

THE GRINGO-NATOR

Dear Gabacho: Mexicans do not call gringos gringos. Only gringos call gringos gringos. Mexicans call gringos gabachos, which has its etymological roots in the Castilian slur for a French national and does not have anything to do with Don Gabacho, the main character in the classic 1960s Japanese puppet show Hyokkori Hyotan-Jima (Happenings on a Gourd-Shaped Island). So, next time you want to look cool in front of your Mexican friends, say, “I don’t want that gabacho Mexican food they make at Taco Bell—I want the real pinche deal!”

For decades, I’ve heardmexicanosrefer to one another as güey. For example, the other day I overheard onemexicanorefer to his amigo as“pinche güey,”and the amigo responded with“Ay, güey.”What’s up with güey?

ANSWER MY GÜESTION, POR FAVOR

Here’s my request: I would like to ask for translations of all the smutty street Spanglish put-downs my courtly maestros de español wouldn’t have dreamed of teaching me. Pendejo—I’ve long assumed it means “hanging one,” as in “can’t get it up”: a pansy, contemptible cake boy. Is that right? What doesgabachomean? What does cabrón mean? Something relating to a goat?

GRINNING GRINGA

Dear Pocho y Gabacha: Welcome to the wonderful world of Mexican-Spanish swearing, where words assume different meanings according to placement but ultimately reference gonads! Güey is derived from the word büey, which is an ox but signifies an ass—a hoofed ass, not an ass ass. It’s the Swiss Army knife of Mexican-Spanish cussing—we use it affectionately (¡No mames, güey! translates as “Don’t suck dick, ass!” but actually means “Don’t bullshit me, brother!”), in anger (¡Eres un pinche güey! is “You’re a fucking idiot”), or as a boast (¡No me haces güey!—“You won’t make an ass out of me”). Pendejo and cabrón, meanwhile, are synonyms for “idiot,” but their actual definitions are “pubic hair” and “castrated goat,” respectively.

But Mexicans rarely use güey, pendejo, or cabrón literally—instead, we forge them into some amazingly baroque insults. To wit, when a Mexican tells his friend, ¡Güey, no seas pendejo, cabrón! we’re saying, “Man, don’t be an idiot, jerk!” but it literally translates as “Ass, don’t be a pubic hair, ball-less goat!” So much better than the English equivalent “stupid-ass fucking faggot,” no? As for the meaning of gabacho, Gringa…to paraphrase Louis Armstrong, if you gotta ask, you’re one.

Whenever I hear people whistling at each other across the street to communicate, it always seems to be a Mexican. Is it illegal in Mexico to yell out words too loudly, and whistling is a loophole in the law? Or does the frequency of a whistle carry farther than voice frequencies across a ranch, the desert, or Mexico City traffic jams? Or is it learned behavior from living in an ambiguous environment (immigrant-friendly and-unfriendly) that whistling is somehow more discreet? Or is it cooler to whistle instead of yelling the other person’s name?

WHISTLING GÜERO

Dear Gabacho: All of the above. According to Whistled Languages, a 1976 book by René-Guy Busnel and A. Classe, which linguists consider the definitive study on the matter, whistled tongues arose in cultures that occupied areas where daunting terrain and distance prohibited easy conversations. Many such ethnic groups influenced the formation of the Mexican nation. Before the Conquest, major indigenous languages such as Nahuatl, Zapotec, and Totonac featured a whistled-only dialect. After the Conquest, migrants from the Canary Islands, home of the world’s most famous whistled language, Silbo Gomero, were among the first settlers of Texas. And since the past is ever present for Mexicans, it makes sociological sense to argue that the Mexican propensity to whistle-talk, like our obsession with death and Three Flowers brilliantine, is a (literally) breathing cultural artifact.

But don’t think there’s some gnostic mystery behind its use, Whistling Güero. There are really just four phrases to whistled Mexican Spanish: a sharp tweet to catch someone’s attention, a longer version for showing disgust during performances, and the lecherous, drawn-out double note that plagues so many gabachas. The most infamous Mexican-Spanish whistled phrase, however, is chinga tu madre (“go fuck your mother”): five successive, rapid trills that roughly sound like Woody Woodpecker’s infamous cackle. The last whistle is our favorite, especially because we can use it in front of unsuspecting gabachos without reproach. But don’t use it around Mexicans unless you want a brown fist in your eye and a mestizo foot square upon your t’aint.

Why do Mexicans have sixteen names? Gilberto Sánchez Ramírez De La Lobos Contreras García De La Concha Gutiérrez is a little too much.

NAMES ALWAYS COME OUT

Dear NACO: I tried to believe your assertion for a minute, but it’s simply false. In Mexico, we usually go by three names—first name, father’s surname, and mother’s surname. We shorten that to first and last name in los Estados Unidos. But by the time we’re scrimping and saving for a new house, we can only afford one name. Think of up-and-coming Mexican celebrities: Pedro, from Napoleon Dynamite. Lupe, the maid from Arrested Development. Rosie, the maid from The OC. The only tongue-twisting name out there right now among famous Mexicans belongs to Los Angeles mayor Antonio Villaraigosa, and Tony cheated: he combined his last name, Villar, with his wife’s, Raigosa. Again with the Freud: any Mexican who lengthens his name has father issues—or wants to infuriate gabachos worldwide for daring to have a surname longer than two syllables.

Why is it that when you enroll your non-English-speaking offspring in our school system and they get tested with all the other students, they bring down all the test scores of the school and my kids have to suffer because your kids don’t understand the language? So would you dumb-ass beaners PLEASE learn some goddamn English, for Christ’s sake?

PISSED-OFF WHITE MAN IN SAN CLEMENTE

Dear Gabacho: You’re one of those parents who hate their kids learning to count up to three in español, right? And instead of embracing this confluence of cultures, you’d rather call Mexican kids beaners?! Pissed-Off, stop with the gabacho rage and refry this: the world is shrinking, and people will have to know two languages in the near future just to survive (three if the Chinese continue to pull their act together). But if the many advantages of bilingualism aren’t your thing, Pissed-Off, then remember that lower-performing schools tend to get more federal funding and attention. So really, say gracias for the current wave of Mexicans moving to your town—they’re ensuring your charming town won’t become another Detroit.

Why do some Mexicans who speak fluent English without an accent insist on pronouncing their names and Spanish place names with the Spanish pronunciation? Especially reporters: “This is Julio Luís Sánchez reporting from Neek-a-ra-wa.” I get that the Southwest was once Spain and Mexico, that many Mexicans here can trace their roots back generations, and that many of the place names are Spanish, but I don’t use an Irish brogue to pronounce my last name, we don’t say Anaheim with a German accent, and it’s Des Moines, not “Day Mwahn.” It’s fine to say words correctly—La Hoy-a and not La Jol-la—but the overly dramatic accent comes off as annoying and pretentious (same with when someone speaking Spanish comes to an English word and drops the accent as if to say, “Look, I’m bilingual!”). On a related matter, does it piss Mexicans off when non-Latinos who happen to speak Spanish do this too?

A CUNNING YET CLUELESS LINGUIST

Dear Gabacho: Give me a pinche break. Everyone wants his last name pronounced correctly, whether you’re a Jauregui (“Yah-reh-gwee”), Nguyen (“Win”), Schou (“Skow,” not “Shoe”), or Limbaugh (“Run, reason!”). If you notice Mexican reporters do it more often than other ethnically surnamed scribes, it just means they’re not ashamed of actively correcting decades of mispronunciations. Really, Cunning, why don’t you lend a lilt to whatever your Irish moniker may be? Afraid the English might trample your potato crop?

“Why do I pronounce my name in Spanish? That’s the only way it feels right,” says Adolfo Guzmán López, a chingón reporter at KPCC-FM 89.3 in Pasadena, California. He frequently encounters strangers who can’t understand his name until he Anglicizes it for them (“Uh-dollphoe” instead of “Ah-dohl-foh”). “If you’re bilingual and bicultural, you know how to navigate in those two worlds,” Guzmán López told the Mexican. “But I grew up speaking Spanish, and it’s never sounded right to pronounce it any other way except in Spanish. Besides, my mom would probably get mad if I did it the other way.”

By the way, Mexicans love it when gabachos try to pronounce Spanish correctly. Oh, they usually butcher our rolling double r and n with the squiggly mark over it, but we respect their effort. Contrast that with my gabacho coworkers, who howl whenever I fumble words like gamut (I say “gah-moot,” not “gah-muht”) and harpsichord (I’ll spare you the cacophony of spittle and laryngeal scratches). Gabachos can profess all the progressive ideals they want, but put them within earshot of a Mexican gamely attempting to speak the King’s English and hear the snickers spread.

What the fucking fuck is up with you border bandit cholos and Old English fonts? They’re ugly, just like everything about your culture and people.

REALLY ABHORS CALIFORNIA-INVADING STUPID TOMATEROS

Dear RACIST: The popularity of Old English script is a prison phenomenon that transcends race—just check out some of the tats on your white-supremacist cousins the next time they show up at your family picnic, pit bull and all, or the signs in a town’s historic district. But what’s up with the gabachos who appropriate gangster fashion for their designer labels? It’s impossible to attend an indie-rock show nowadays without some pimply, unwashed gabacho sporting a JESUS IS MY HOME-BOY T-shirt with lettering that seems lifted from the Gutenberg Bible. On the opposite side of the hipster spectrum, princesses proudly tote L.A.M.B. bags from the Gwen Stefani (puro Anaheim, esa) collection. It’s a kind of role reversal, and it’s as old as mankind (check out the medieval upside-down celebration, charivari, in which whores dressed as priests and priests as…wait a sec, that’s the Catholic Church circa 2007). Can it be long before we see Mexicans dressing up as la migra?

What do you call a gabacho cholo wannabe like me?Wexicansounds pretty dumb.Wiener(white beaner) is a lot more insulting thanwigger.Since I’m the opposite of a pocho, I call myself achopo.Think it’ll catch on?

EL CHOPO

Dear Gabacho: No.

Why do Mexicans pronounceshoweras “chower” butchickenas “shicken”?

VIETNAMESE ABOUT TO ORATE

Dear VATO: My column has provided readers with many indicators of the differences between recently arrived Mexicans and los que have lived here for generations: skin tone, car purchases, whether the Mexican in question flushes his soiled toilet paper or tosses it in the trash can. Another surefire way is the ch/sh phonetic test. Proper Spanish doesn’t feature a sh sound (known among linguists as a linguapalatal fricative), so most Mexicans pronounce English words with a sh sound with the harsher ch (known as a lingualveolar affricate). However, many indigenous Mexican tongues use linguapalatal fricatives. The most famous example is in the original pronunciation of Mexico: as said in Nahuatl, the word sounds like “meh-shee-ko.” The Spaniards couldn’t pronounce the middle consonant, though, instead substituting a guttural j (as in “Meh-hee-ko”) early in the Conquest. They killed most of Mexico’s Indians in the ensuing decades, but the indigenous sh sound never wholly disappeared; if you do hear a Mexican using sh, he or she is probably a Mexican Indian. So next time you hear a Mexican ask for a “Shinese shicken sandwish with sheddar sheese,” VATO, por favor don’t shortle.

A friend of mine calls Mexicans “wabs,” but being a dumbshit doesn’t even know what it means—except that it’s not PC. What’s it mean?

THESAURUSAURUS MEX

Dear Gabacho: Wab is a slur that assimilated Mexicans use to describe and deride recently arrived Mexicans. It can be used as a noun (“Refugio is such a wab”), a verb (“Look how that idiot Refugio wabbed up his truck with a bull sticker!”), or even an adjective (“Refugio’s mustache is so wabby”). The etymology of wab is unknown—could be a mongrelization of either wetback or wop.

But what’s most fascinating about wab is that it seems to be a distinctly Orange County term. When I asked Oscar Garza, the longtime Los Angeles Times staffer who’s now editor of the fine glossy Tu Ciudad Los Angeles, if he knew the word’s meaning, Garza replied it “draws a blank.” Freelance journalist Ben Quiñones didn’t know what a wab was either. And Lalo Alcaraz, the dean of Chicano comedy and author of the nationally syndicated comic strip La Cucaracha, thought it meant “white-ass bitch.” Pinche racist pocho.

The final word on wab goes to Dr. Armin Schwegler, a professor in the University of California Irvine’s Department of Spanish and Portuguese who specializes in dialectology and Spanish in the United States. He’s taught at the school for twenty years and drops language trivia like some people default on their car payments—did you know, for instance, that the area from Denver to the Pacific Coast is the largest dialect continuum in the world, meaning Western American English is one boring tongue? But Schwegler has never heard of wab. He’s not surprised the epithet exists, though. “People always think naively that language is just for communication,” the good doctor told the Mexican. “But language is so important because it’s also an identifier. With wab, you can see this tied into the question of nationhood. It’s rooted in social discrimination. You coin a word, and it circulates around.” So rejoice, Thesaurusaurus Mex! Wab is all ours!

Dear Gabachos: After I offered my theory on wab—that wab is a mongrelization of either wetback or wop and that it’s a slur exclusive to Orange County—readers invaded my mailbox. Theories largely fell into two schools of thought: the Asian and the border.


Here’s the Asian:

Mexican, Mexican, Mexican…sometimes you really don’t need a cunning linguist to know from whence the ethnic slurs flow. It’s obvious as a matter of pronunciation, if not spelling: wab is a conflation of the classic pejorative wetback and the Asian fob (fresh off the boat). The OC angle is likely due to proximity of the respective populations, i.e., Garden Grove, Westminster, etc. So how come, you may ask, some white boy in Laguna Beach thinks he’s got the 411 on this shit? Let’s just say…vanilla breaks me out. See also kike—before its co-opting by anti-Semites, the epithet of choice for Jews to use on newer Jews. Mmm, Jews!

JESUS ISN’T A REAL NAME

As soon as you said wab applied to recent arrivals, I just assumed it was the Mexican version of fob, which is what my kids’ Asian friends call recent arrivals—it means “fresh off the boat.” I bet wab is really wob: wetback off the boat. Sure beats the dumb etymologies those intellectual types were trying to come up with. Why don’t you ask somebody in high school? They’ll know.

NO SLURS ALLOWED IN THE CAR POOL

Here’s the border approach:

I’ve always known a wab to be an acronym for “walk across the border.” [UC Irvine Spanish professor Armin] Schwegler now has something new to think about—maybe he should publish it so that people will be more edumacated. ¡¡Hasta la victoria!!

SLEEPS WITH FIVE MEN ON A COUCH

For twelve years, we lived on the west side of Costa Mesa, where the vast majority of residents are Latinos. My daughter heard wab from one of her Latino friends, who said it means “walked across the border.”

GIMME CHILE

Wab stands for “went across border.” Makes perfect sense with his explanation that it is used “to describe and deride recently arrived Mexicans.” So now you know.

GIMME NALGAS

One lady claimswabisn’t an Orange County phenomenon:

About ten years ago, I ran across a piece by William Finnegan in The New Yorker about a family in the Yakima Valley of Washington. The parents were Mexican immigrants and true-blue UFW types, and the kids were alienated Nirvana fans who thought all that was crap. And those kids and their pals bagged on wabs throughout the piece. One of their friends never left her daughter with her parents because they dressed her all wabby. Never heard of it before or after. No one ever ’splained the origins, but seems it did have to do with wetback.

WHO ASKED BOBBI

And then there’s this prison valentine:

I spent years working in a maximum-security facility and can tell you that, at least from the perspective of the incarcerated, wab is an acronym for “wannabe American boy.”

OPEN YOUR EYES, ESE

We’ve been keeping tabs on your wab-ology lessons and were wondering if you’ve ever heard the termchunti(pronounced “chewntee”). It’s what people from the Central Valley agricultural mecca in California call the newly crossed, yet-to-assimilate Mexicans or those who haven’t quite figured out how to. We’re talking a pimped-out ’96 Dodge Neon with mexi-chrome hubcaps whose driver wears an air-brushed T-shirt with the Virgin Mary overlooking three gangstas and their lowriders. We don’t know if it’s unique to the Central Valley, but we haven’t heard it since moving to So Cal, and none of our local friends is familiar with the term.

THE POCHO & HIS GÜERA WIFE

Dear Pocho and Gabacha: We Mexican-Americans in Orange County created wab to describe our wabby brothers and sisters, and all you Central Valley wabs could come up with to insult your unassimilated paisanos is chunti?! Chunti is shorthand for chúntaro, what Mexicans in Mexico call the poorer, rural Mexicans—what wabs call wabs. As a slur, chúntaro has never caught on with the children of Mexican immigrants like wab or Guatemalan. Mexican immigrants, however, toss around the term like tortillas over an open fire—my mom, a native of a poor Mexican village, always warns me not to go out with chúntaros since “they dress bad, are dark, and talk stupidly.” And ain’t that the truth?

Why are Mexicans known as greasers? Is it because they spread rancid lard from their dirty kitchens all over themselves after bathing instead of baby oil or cologne the way clean, civilized Anglos do?

GREASER GREG

Dear Gabacho: Mira, güey, the only grease we put on ourselves is the Three Flowers brilliantine Mexican men use to lacquer up their hair to a shine so intensely astronomers frequently mistake the reflection off our heads for the Andromeda Galaxy. That puts us in brotherhood with the 1950s gabacho rebels whom mainstream society also denigrated as greasers. But the reason greaser maintains such staying power as an epithet against Mexicans—etymologists date its origins to the 1830s—is because it refers to, as you correctly imply, our diet. Sociologist Irving Lewis Allen devotes a chapter in his 1990 compendium of linguistic essays, Unkind Words: Ethnic Labeling from Redskin to WASP, to the predominance of foodstuffs that double as ethnic slurs in American English. “All these slurs in American slang,” writes Allen, “indicate a great historical awareness of alien ethnic food, its preparation, and the eating of it—another case of dislike for the unlike.” Allen also notes gabachos have called Italians, Greeks, and Puerto Ricans greasers at other times during the American experience. But the food hate goes both ways, Greg—bolillos (French rolls) and mayonesa (mayonnaise) are what we call gabachos, and in the larger scheme of things, I’d rather people call me something tasteful such as grease or beans than a condiment that always smells like urine.

What’s with the Mexican use of the word mother?

YO MAMA

Dear Gabacho: While the phrase yo mama is used as an insult worldwide, Mexican Spanish is unique in its use of the word mother to create some truly vicious vulgarities. Instead of concentrating on traits such as weight and sexual proclivities, Mexican-Spanish syntax uses mother in various grammatical forms to mean everything from the threat of physical violence to parental revulsion—the all-encompassing aloha of Latino cursing.

As a noun, madre can mean anything from “shit,” as in No vale madre (It isn’t worth shit), to “ass,” in which Te voy a partir la madre translates into “I’m going to split for you the mother” but really means “I’m going to kick your fucking ass.”
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You can use madre as an adverb. Te voy a dar un chingazo en la madre translates to “I’m going to give you a fucking blow in the mother” but really means “I’m going to give you a fucking blow where it hurts the most.” Or you can tell your closest kith to Vete a la madre, which does not mean “Go to the mother” but rather “Go to hell.”

Add an -ar ending to madre and you have the verb madrear, which means “to fuck someone up.” For example, if you tell your mom Te voy a madrear, you’re not telling her that you’re going to mother her but are letting her know “I’m going to kick your fucking ass.” We advise against this.

And a mutation of madre, madrazo, denotes “harmful blow.” Te voy a dar un madrazo is “I’m going to give you a fucking punch.”

Saying how you are related to your giver of life is also fraught with swearing. Hijo/a de tu madre means “Son/daughter of your mother,” but the phrase is uttered by parents to their irresponsible children only when they are disgusted with them. If you try telling that to your mom, she will reward your biological insight with a madrazo to the face.

Even the most benign form of mother, mamá, can be turned into a crude insult if you don’t pay attention. Take off the accent, and you are left with mama, the present indicative form of mamar, which means “to suck.” And when you say that, you ain’t telling a baby how to get the milk out of the bottle.

Why don’t Mexicans have enough gratitude for America to learn to speak English? Are they too stupid? Too lazy? What—they can’t learn two or three words a day? Is this asking too much?

TOOK FOUR YEARS OF SPANISH IN HIGH SCHOOL

Dear Gabacho: The U.S. government shares your concerns, Took Four Years. Its Dillingham Commission released a forty-two-volume study on the waves of immigrants that concluded, “The new immigration as a class is far less intelligent than the old…. Generally speaking they are actuated in coming by different ideals, for the old immigration came to be a part of the country, while the new, in a large measure, comes with the intention of profiting, in a pecuniary way, by the superior advantages of the new world and then returning to the old country.” The Dillingham report went on to fault the new immigrants for their lack of assimilation and English skills, constantly contrasting them with earlier generations of immigrants, and urged clampdowns on immigration. Sounds familiar, no? That’s because the Dillingham report appeared in 1911, and the inassimilable masses at the time were Eastern and Southern Europeans. The Dillingham Commission proves that the time-honored conservative anecdote that earlier generations of immigrants walked off the boats, chopped down their multisyllabic surnames, and learned English immediately is bull-pinche-shit. American racism is a carousel—and here we go round again.

You California wetbacks are nothing but a bunch of wannabes. Aquí en Tejas, we have the Rio Grande, so mojado is a good description. But west of El Paso, there’s nothing to get a Mexican wet when he sneaks across the border except a little rain. And, as you keep pointing out, it never rains in Southern California. So ya no estén chingando—stop fucking around—and quit using the word wetback.

WET AND WILD

Dear Gabacho: Bone up on your racism dictionary, Wet and Wild. Few people call Mexicans wetbacks anymore, or beaners, spics, greasers, Mescans, border bandits, border hoppers, Mexi-can’ts, cockroaches, tacos, burritos, jumping beans, chili chokers, or any of the other derogatory terms gabachos used to smear Mexicans in the past. That wetback survives at all is because of American foreign policy. According to a 2003 article by College of New Jersey journalism professor Kim Pearson, wetback didn’t become nationally popular until 1954, when the Eisenhower administration launched a program to deport all illegal immigrants. But America being America, la migra rounded up Mexican-Americans, legal immigrants—anyone who was brown, really. The program’s name? Operation Wetback. The American experience is cyclical, of course, so expect Americans to soon begin calling Mexicans Sensenbeaners.

It seems many Mexicans understand a lot more English than they let on. Why do they do this?

NO ESPEAK ESPANISH

Dear Gabacha: Let’s start this answer by remembering that English and Spanish are second cousins, children of the Indo-European family of languages; English aligns itself with the Germanic clan, while Spanish sidles up with the Romance familia, where Latin is the main papi. But English also inherited Latin from the Romans and William the Conqueror, which should make learning English easy for Mexicans, right? But a smart Mexican comes into this country with the understanding gabachos will always dismiss them as idiots. To get ahead, then, many Mexicans pretend not to recognize English so their gabacho bosses can entrust them with all the company secrets—codes, financial figures, and the all-important personal telephone number of the secretary.

Why aren’t more migrant Mexicans taking advantage of the English classes made available instead of relying on their children to translate?

NO HABLAR ESPAÑOL BUENO

Dear Gabacho: Trust me, No Hablar, more Mexicans would take English classes if they weren’t already crammed with Mexicans. Besides, what’s wrong with using kids as translators? By enlisting their niños to translate everything from election ballots to dialing 911 to their homework for English-language classes, Mexican parents ensure that their children assimilate quicker and become mature, responsible adults. The first generation of immigrants commit themselves to a lifetime of labor, not assimilation—that’s the job of the children. Sure, it’s dangerous to entrust children with life-and-death responsibilities, and hilarity can ensue when you have an eight-year-old trying to describe a father’s diabetes to a doctor, but what better way to teach Mexican kiddies that life in America is brutal but rewarding if you have immigrant parents?

I used to work as a telephone fund-raiser for various charities, and I noticed that when I called someone who spoke Spanish (all Spanish-speaking people are Mexican, right?), theyalwaysanswered the phone by sayingBueno.Now, I’m not what you’d call fluent in Spanish, but I’m pretty surebuenomeans “good.” Andholameans “hello.” So why do Mexicans say “Good” when they answer the phone?

PACO BELL

Dear Gabacho: Bueno job with your rudimentary Spanish skills! But think outside America; each country has its own teléfono greeting. Sociologists have long documented the peculiarities of national telephone greetings—for instance, Germans usually answer the phone by repeating their last name, while Italians say Pronto (Ready), and Arabs reply with the wonderfully florid “May your morning be good.” Each greeting reflects the culture’s comportment—Germans are industrious, Italians are stupid, Arabs overly dramatic (check out Wahhabi Islam). Similarly, the Mexican Bueno greeting opens a window into our politeness. It originates from our daily salutations—buenos dias, buenas tarde, and buenas noche (good morning, afternoon, and evening, respectively), and thus the phone greeting Bueno is just a shortened version of the others. And remember that Mexicans are some of the happiest people on earth—and nothing radiates positive vibes like saying Bueno.

I was at a Del Taco the other night and noticed two customers speaking Spanish. As soon as they reached the counter, they spoke perfect English—to a Del Taco employee who was clearly a fluent speaker of Spanish. I’ve seen this before in other social situations. What’s the deal?

DAN THE DEL TACO GUY

Dear Gabacho: Thus is the linguistic conundrum of the Mexican in the United States: Speak Spanish, get accused of separatism. Speak English, get laughed at for thick accents and limited vocabularies. Many Mexicans speak English to Mexican workers out of gratitude—the fast-food counter is the only place Mexicans can feel like Americans by speaking the shared language of haggling with Mexican workers over the cost of fries.

When reading your articles and reviews I imagine the Ricky Ricardo voice (not Mexican, but really, what’s the difference to a white guy?). Sometimes I use the “We don’t need no steekeen badges” voice. Other times I read your writing in the Speedy Gonzales voice. Once in a while I read it in monotonous high school Spanish-teacher voice. Which do you prefer?

Sí, SEÑOR!

Dear Gabacho: As much as Mexicans love the old Warner Bros. cartoons, that studio can go to la chingada. It’s this studio’s fault that gabachos always try to imitate Mexicans with accents more refried than a Taco Bell special. Not only that, but Warner Bros. inflicted this linguistic plague upon the Mexican nation dos times. The first incident came courtesy of voice-over legend Mel Blanc: first as Sy the Mexican in The Jack Benny Show (where he popularized the elongated sí ), then with his fast-talking rendition of Speedy Gonzáles (which, let’s admit, was a documentary into Mexican life). The other notorious Warner Bros.–created Mexican accent came courtesy of a real-life Mexican, Alfonso Bedoya, the murderous bandido in the 1948 classic The Treasure of the Sierra Madre. He’s the pendejo who uttered the infamous “steekin’ badges” line. (Learn your racism, gabachos: the exact quote is “Badges!? We ain’t got no badges. We don’t need no badges! I don’t have to show you any stinking badges!”—a bowdlerization of the line from the original novel’s “Badges, to goddamned hell with badges! We have no badges. In fact, we don’t need badges. I don’t have to show you any stinking badges, you goddamned cabrón and chinga tu madre!”) What’s worst about the Warner Bros. accents is that there are real-life Mexican accents even funnier-sounding than those: the vulgar chilango singsong of Mexico City, for instance, or the elided sentences of the ranchos and the lisped Spanish of the elites. Warner Bros.—if you’re going to be racist, at least do it right.

What’s with Mexicans and their abuse of the car horn? Instead of getting out of the car and knocking on the door of someone’s house, they use it as a doorbell, as an alarm clock to wake up their car-pool buddy (and the neighborhood), as a toy for their kids who wait in the car while the driver runs in the storede volada. And last but certainly not least, instead of using the brakes.

WONDERING POCHO
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Dear Pocho: You’d honk like a goose too if you had cool horns like ours. Throughout the barrios of the United States, you can hear us beep with the opening notes of “La Cucaracha,” Beethoven’s “Für Elise,” Usher’s “Yeah!” and the overwrought seventies instrumental “Music Box Dancer.” My favorite is the melody gabachos know as “Shave and a haircut, two bits,” but which we Mexicans, in our infinite bawdiness, have transformed into Chinga tu madre, cabrón, “Go fuck your mother, asshole.” Such specialty horns allow Mexicans to distinguish between an angry commuter and a produce truck, between la migra and the morning car pool. They are our Navajo code. As for your doorbell complaints, Pocho, let me put it this way: Would you leave your car in the middle of a barrio—where parking is as rare as a mold-free apartment, where cholos skulk behind bumpers ready to pounce on the first available coche—just to knock on your friend’s door? Or would you punch out “The Mexican Hat Dance” on your pito?

Why do Mexicans name their boys Jesús and Guadalupe? Naming your boy after Christ is blasphemous, but calling him after the Virgin Mary is just gay.

CHICHIS CHRIST

Dear Gabacho: What’s wrong with calling yourself after your familia? Many gabachos name children after their parents—why not after the Son of God and the Holy Mother? But if you don’t like such name blasphemy, blame the Mexican’s topsy-turvy understanding of the Trinity. The Lamb of God is a minor figure in Mexican Catholic theology; it’s the Virgin of Guadalupe—a syncretism of the Aztec mother goddess Tonantzin and Mary of Bethlehem—that’s the focus of veneration in Mexican Catholicism. You can see this in many Mexican parishes, where the iconic portrait of la virgencita—a pregnant, brown-skinned Madonna shrouded in a green tunic and looking downward toward her children—dwarfs the crucifix, if it’s even there. Thus, calling your boy after the Nazarene isn’t anything special—it’s as common as Juan or Jorge. But, conversely, Marian worship is so ingrained in the Mexican psyche that many families name their niño after Guadalupe, much as many Muslim families name their boys Muhammad (pbuh). Mexican families shorten “Guadalupe” for boys to “Lupe” out of respect to Guadalupe and to spare their boys the tough life of “A Boy Named Sue.” And before you accuse Mexicans of faggish behavior, remember that gabachos name their boys with fey names like Taylor or Kelly, so there.

I like to speak Spanish, but it seems that if I do, I am committing a political act endorsing some Hispanic agenda, which I do not support. If I speak Spanish to an undocumented worker, does that mean I support his illegal presence? Is it all right for me to speak Spanish whenever I want to?

NEED TWO DAY LABORERS FOR TOMORROW

Dear Gabacho: First off, what’s with this “Hispanic” agenda you speak of? The right to become an American? The right to work? Our plot to fry gabacho brains with salsa? Speaking Spanish supports no agenda other than ensuring your future and getting your order right at the taquería. Spanish is no longer a subject juniors sleep through in high school; it’s the fourth most spoken language in the world. It’s the language of choice in the western hemisphere and an increasing necessity in our modern world of open borders and NAFTA. So better practice Spanish as mucho as possible to ensure your future. Besides, wanting to learn only one language is shared by one other culture on earth—the Taliban.

I caught your appearance onThe Colbert Report.I admire your insight and cultural references, but I noticed you mispronounced the Spanish wordpatience.You told Colbert that the word waspacencia,instead of the correct word,paciencia.Why do assimilated Mexicans lose their language and find Spanglish acceptable?

EL ERUDITO

Dear Wab: Indeed, I did appear on the pinche hilarious Colbert Report, and I did indeed pronounce patience as pacencia instead of the formal paciencia. But I’m not a pendejo; I merely practiced elision, the linguistic phenomenon where speakers drop consonants or vowels from words. Hispanic elites have long considered Mexicans the Eliza Doolittles of the Spanish-speaking world for their tendency to elide and epen the size (add vowels or consonants), much as gabachos ridicule the sons of the South for their Dixie dialects. Examples of elision in Mexican Spanish abound—pa’ instead of para (for), apá instead of papá (father), SanTana instead of Santa Ana, pos instead of pues (well), and my supposed gaffe. Elision is most common among the working class and poor, so any Mexicans who talk that way aren’t butchering the language of Cervantes; they’re probably of rural stock like my parents, natives of Zacatecan mountain ranchos. You might frown upon elision, Erudito, but that’s the beauty of language—it doesn’t give a shit what you and other self-appointed language guardians think. It doesn’t conform to ideas of purity or uniformity, and anyone who tries to squeeze languages into finite linguistic boxes is ignorant of the human condition—or is a member of the French Academy.

How come U.S. Mexicans get pissed when you assume they are Mexican and talk to them in Spanish?

SPANISH-SPEAKING MEXICAN FROM MEXICO

Dear Wab: They don’t want to be accused of being Mexicans.

Your English is great. Why do your compadres choose to not adapt to an American accent when speaking English?

NACHO MAMA

Dear Gabacha: What the hell is an American accent, anyway? The drawl of the South? The lazy uh s of beachside Southern California? It’s difficult enough to learn a second language, and now you want Mexicans to adopt a mythical “American” accent?! When a Mexican keeps his accent, he’s just continuing the proud American ethnic tradition of allowing one’s native tongue to influence a region’s cadence—examples include the Scandinavian singsong common to Minnesota and North Dakota, the Irish brogues of Boston, the hurried Italian of Philadelphia, the Jewish nasal inflections of New York City, and so on. Even the slow English of Mexican learners is just emulating the laziness of California—itself a by-product of stupid Okies. To lose your accents would be to turn your back on assimilation. So when Mexicans speak their bad English, they’re just following the American way—another gooey nacho in the melting pot.

Why don’t Mexicans ever drop their Spanish? Even third-and fourth-generation Mexican-Americans still speak the language to some degree or another. I speak Japanese, but I’m losing it quickly, and when my mother passes on, so will my language. The typical Asian-American kid may attend Chinese, Korean, or Japanese school on Saturdays, but guess what? They do it because their parents force them to attend, and I bet they speak English during recess.

FEELING ABIT NIPPY

Dear Chinita: Still haven’t assimilated into North America, eh? Spanish has kept a constant presence in the United States since even before English. The oldest city in the United States is St. Augustine, Florida, founded by Spaniards in 1565, twenty-one years before the English crown ever bothered to explore the Americas. The oldest American capital is Santa Fe, founded in 1609, over 150 years before the United States was even born and almost 250 before the United States eventually conquered what’s now the Southwest from Mexico. Spanish is the native language of this massive swath of land, encompassing California, Utah, Nevada, Arizona, Texas, Florida, and Colorado, has a presence in various geographical names, and has continuously been spoken all these centuries—and you want Mexicans to drop this language, Nippy? Chinita, Spanish is the most American language—English is just an intruder that Mexicans were gracious enough to allow to exist.

Okay, so I got it that the World Cup was a huge deal and everyone gets excited, and so I also get why whenever anyone hits a goal, the announcer drags out the¡¡¡¡¡Goooooolllllll!!!!!part for, like, five minutes. But what’s with ALL the drama? Because it never stops. Why do ALL Mexican radio and television announcers make even the simplest phrases likefive minutes (ciiiiinnnnncooooo minuuuuutooooossss) sound like the end of the world?

SHADDUP, SUCKERS!

Dear Gabacho: My theory regarding our overexcited locutores: it’s a habit borrowed from real life. Resourceful Mexicans already stretch out everything in their lives—under-the-table salaries, privacy in houses shared with seventeen other people, fake Social Security cards passed around dozens of friends—so why not vowels and consonants? Not only that, but Spanish is the most fun language outside tongue-click-heavy Xhosa to pronounce: full of fricatives, affricates, and diphthongs; palatal nasals (the infamous ñ sound) and lateral approximants (the ll that sounds like the gabacho letter y); deep oooooooooooo, high aaaaaaaaaaaas and iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiis; and the alveo slar trill, the double-r roll that sounds like a Harley rumbling through a suburban morning. English’s most enjoyable sound? The gnashing of teeth whenever a Mexican takes the job of another lazy gabacho.
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