
[image: It's All In The Frijoles: 100 Famous Latinos Share Real Life Stories Time Tested Dichos Favorite Folkta, by Yolanda Nava.]




A legacy of wisdom from and for Latinos

Do you wish you could remember all the words to the childhood songs your grandmother taught you, so you could sing them to your children? Have you ever found yourself repeating the dichos, or proverbs, your parents used to lecture you with? If you are looking for a way to get back in touch with your culture, It’s All in the Frijoles is the perfect start. A treasure trove of cherished folktales, lullabies, poems, and dichos, this rich collection of Latino wisdom includes inspiring recollections and anecdotes by well-known and beloved figures, both past and present—from actor Edward James Olmos and author Isabel Allende to Nobel laureate Octavio Paz and Saint Teresa de Avila. It’s All in the Frijoles is certain to evoke with fondness many a childhood memory of essential teachings learned from parents and grandparents, including:
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El hombre debe ser feo, fuerte, y formal.
A man should be homely, hardy, and honorable.

    El consejo de la mujer es poco y él que no lo agarra es loco.
The advice of a woman is very scarce and the person who does not heed it is crazy.

Pueblo dividido, pueblo vencido.
A people divided, a people conquered.
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It’s All in the Frijoles captures and perpetuates the essence of Latino tradition and is destined to become a family treasure that is passed down from generation to generation. This legacy of wisdom provides food for thought not only for Latinos but also for people of all other ethnic backgrounds.
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Yolanda Nava is an Emmy Award-winning television journalist, newspaper columnist, educator, consultant, and community leader. The daughter of Mexican immigrants, she has balanced family responsibilities with a career and broad-based community service. She lives in Southern California.
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Introduction
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To raise children with strong moral values in today’s topsy-turvy world, parents—not just Latino parents—need all the help they can get. “Blood is inherited,” Mamá used to say, “but virtue is acquired.” I really didn’t fully understand this as a child but, the older I get, the more Mamá’s words ring true. My own moral education at my mother’s hands was unambiguous and direct. Her lessons for life were delivered firmly but lovingly.

My mother was a woman of tremendous character and spiritual strength. She was graceful and dignified, opinionated yet softspoken. Her wisdom was uttered in both beautiful Spanish dichos, proverbs, and in English, which she worked very hard to perfect. She read widely in her free time, and especially enjoyed the biographies of great men and women. A woman of modest means and limited formal education, she demonstrated that character has nothing to do with titles or wealth.

Born in Chihuahua, Mexico in 1909, Consuelo Chavira Sepulveda grew up in San Buenaventura in the home of her maternal grandfather. Her father was a carpenter and draftsman, a progressive thinker who left the revolution-torn country in 1914 to make a new life for his family in Arizona. There, he built twenty schools in the southern part of the state before moving his growing family to Los Angeles. Mamá survived La Revolución and, on this side of the border, the Great Depression. She worked most of her life as a fine seamstress, became a naturalized United States citizen, and went back to attain her high-school diploma in the evenings at Hollywood High School while in her forties after her seventeen-year marriage to my father ended in divorce. This was a time when she realized my precocious questions outran her eighth-grade education. She was prudent with her money and, as a reward, was able to pay off the mortgage on her home by the time she retired.

Mamá radiated what all Latinos recognize as educación, “good breeding.” That quality of behaving in the world with good manners, dignity, and respeto, respect for others, ultimately begins within. Her parents had raised her well and, in turn, she saw it as her responsibility to pass these same teachings on to me, her only child. This she did with a good measure of discipline and love, all of it colored by her Mexican roots.

But it took her death to make me realize just how deeply she had influenced me, and how very important her lessons in living had been in shaping who I am. How appropriate it was that her last lesson should have been so simple on the surface, yet so profound; a final, offhand pronouncement whose real significance would initially elude me, while, at the same time, keeping me close to her even after she was gone.

What do you do when the one who gave you life, who soothed your fevers and dried your tears, who wept at your wedding, and helped welcome your children into the world, is diagnosed with a terminal illness? What do you do when the doctors give the petite woman you love and call Mamá only six weeks to live? I did what I instinctively knew to be the only thing I could do. Out of love and respect for her, I took her back to the home I grew up in and began a long, painful goodbye.

We spent many hours alone, the two of us, even though different family members and friends came and left, each paying their respects. I read her poetry, inspirational passages from the Bible, and the words of her spiritual guide, Mary Baker Eddy. From the moment I opened my eyes in the morning until they closed for what I hoped would be a good night’s rest, I felt a compelling need to soak up as much of her as she could give. And I asked her questions which had been with me from childhood. Questions, about her life before I knew her, about her difficult marriage and divorce, about things done and not done. What did she think would happen when she died? About God? And the question that seemed most important: What was the source of her fortitude?

“What makes you so strong?” I asked her one afternoon as she lay in the big bed, the skin of her face pale even against the white of the sheets and of her nightgown. The end was drawing near. Her frailty was obvious now, reminding me daily how our roles had shifted. It was my hand that held the water glass, tucked in the sheets, and, most important, conjured up words of comfort until her dark eyes closed and her thin chest rose and fell in the orderly rhythm of sleep.

“What makes you so strong?” I asked again.

“Beans,” she said. “Beans have made me strong.”

Beans! ¡Frijoles! Was I to take her words literally? I laughed at her brief response, but I was also somewhat disappointed that she didn’t leave me with a stronger message.

It wasn’t until several months after her death, as I stood at the kitchen sink preparing frijoles de la olla, beans from a clay pot, that these words came back to me: Mamá took great care in washing and sorting her beans. After running water over the frijoles several times, she would spread the beans on a tray or large dish, then pick out and discard any imperfectly shaped, shriveled, or discolored beans. Each bean for her pot had to be a perfectly flawless pinto.

As I set aside all those less than perfect pintos, just as I had been taught to do as a child, I heard my mother telling me, her finger wagging, “¡Ten cuidado, mija! Pay attention! One bad bean can spoil the pot.”

Frijoles de la olla is a simple dish: beans simmered with salt pork, onion, garlic, and bay leaf, seasoned with salt. But Mamá always prepared it with great care. As I prepared the beans in my own kitchen, with her beloved clay olla on the stove, I finally realized that her last lesson was not about the nutritional power of beans. It was about character.

“Character is everything,” she always told me, speaking of the moral, ethical, and religious qualities that mold and sculpt who we are. Character traits such as honesty, responsibility, respect, and courage were among the virtues she admired in others and insisted upon in her own daughter, virtues she herself encompassed. From the moment of my birth, she had seen her duty as nothing less than to shape my character, and the virtues she taught me very quickly set me apart from many of my peers. She was saying that the virtuous life is the product of constantly weeding out flaws and weaknesses, and choosing right over wrong, just like preparing a good pot of beans.

Mamá believed perfection was not out of our reach if only we would aim for it, taking a small step each day toward expressing our inherent goodness. “Remember, mijita, God is in the details. God is in the pots and pans. In every small thing we do or say.”

As I approach my middle years, with my two children growing into adulthood, I find that it is still my mother’s steadfast values, reshaped in part by my own life experience, that I have passed on to my children. It is my mother’s voice that I hear, her words that have framed solutions and provided healing during troubled times.

Throughout my working life, first as a teacher and youth counselor, then as a television news reporter/anchor, followed by several years as a communications and family-literacy consultant with the Los Angeles Unified School District, I have seen how the stresses of adjusting to life in this county affect many of the Latino families with whom I have come into contact. Most of these parents want nothing more than to give their children the same kind of moral, ethical, and religious direction they had growing up—something to anchor them as they seek a better life. Yet, with each generation, the cultural and moral traditions of their own Hispanic heritage have become more foreign, the stories of elders forgotten. Sometimes, even the language is lost. The emphasis upon the building blocks of character—las virtudes, the virtues—is often ignored in the struggle to achieve economic security, producing a decline in the civil character of society. What societal factors are responsible for all of this? How is it that we increasingly fail to acknowledge and reinforce the wise teachings that nourish character? For me, the solution is in the symbolism of the frijoles. What I now want to do for other Latino parents is pass on the beautiful gifts my Mamá gave me to help them do the same for their own children.

In 1996, I wrote about my mother’s deathbed wisdom in one of my weekly columns for the Eastern Group Publications. The column later became the basis for this book, as I realized that the virtues Mamá emphasized must be preserved as a precious part of our cultural heritage. I knew I needed to share this wisdom with others to nourish the best in all of us.

Like beans, which have been a staple of life for generations, giving nourishment throughout Europe and the Americas, I see las virtudes, the virtues, as part of the collective unconsciousness that has fueled great cultures, Indo-Hispanic and many others, for thousands of years. The riches and truths of this universal collective past are still with us today to give us strength and direction, if only we acknowledge, accept, and incorporate its wisdom into the conscious living of our present lives.

In the lore of our indigenous roots from the Olmecs, Incas, Mayans, Aztecs, and the mestizo peoples of the West and Southwest, I found the roots of our deep kinship with the earth, the ideals of stewardship and caretaking, an appreciation for education, and of a responsibility to something larger and more majestic than any single soul. From Spain came an exquisite language, a rich intellectual tradition, and the Christian religion, particularly Catholicism, which, out of necessity, adapted to and embraced the mysticism of the indigenous peoples of the Americas. Examples from the modern world, songs and poetry, childhood memories, and the words of contemporary leaders have all contributed to the teaching of virtues. This book contains all this and much more.

Perhaps my most comforting discovery in writing this book is that parents who share these concerns have been striving to teach their children to lead virtuous lives for as long as there have been parents and children!

It’s All in the Frijoles is part anthology and part first-person recollections from my own experiences, as well as those of such Hispanic luminaries as writers Isabel Allende and Pablo Neruda; actors Hector Elizondo, Edward James Olmos, and Ricardo Montalban; football superstar Joe Kapp; politicians Gloria Molina and Cruz Bustamante; and news anchors María Salinas and Soledad O’Brien.

Each of the fourteen chapters weaves together literature and recollections to explore the various aspects of a single virtue: responsibility, respect, hard work, loyalty, honesty, faith, courage, humility, temperance, prudence, justice, fortitude, charity, and chastity.

While you are reading It’s All in the Frijoles I hope you will discover the similarities among different Spanish-speaking countries and appreciate the nuances of uniqueness across geographical boundaries. Somewhere along the way, you may meet a childhood poem or tale your abuelita used to share with you, or “hear” familiar music as you read the words of a song your Mamá sang to you as a child. I believe this book will stimulate other memories as well. You can tell your own stories to your children as you make your way through the book.

It’s All in the Frijoles contains examples of those qualities that can sculpt us into more perfect beings, in the same way that Mamá’s recipe for the perfect pot of beans is also a lesson for life. It is a book with simple yet profound concepts that you and your children can explore and read together. I hope that you open its pages to look for inspiration when you’re demoralized or anxious, or when you’re seeking some dicho (saying) you heard as a child but cannot remember. These words—these stories, poems, myths, sayings, and recollections—spring from thousands of years of tradition. They have survived for the simple reason that they have proven across time and adverse conditions to exemplify the moral, ethical, and religious concepts our ancestors cherished enough to defend, write down, and pass on for future generations. Even what is new carries within it echoes of the old. They remind us of the good within, comfort us as they teach, and help us bring past and present together. I know, as I rediscover these pieces of my past and the virtues they evoke, I can hear my mother’s voice more clearly than ever.

Yolanda Nava

December 1999

South Pasadena, California


1

Responsibility

Responsabilidad

     


Political crises are moral crises.

—OCTAVIO PAZ, “Postscript,” 1970.
Mexican poet, writer, 1990 Nobel Prize Laureate in Literature.

Tell me thy company, and I’ll tell thee what thou art.

—MIGUEL DE CERVANTES,
Don Quixote, 1615



The virtue responsabilidad y obligación—responsibility and obligation—acts as the keystone that holds the expansive arch of our culture together. Obligation encompasses one’s duty to others, beginning with the responsibility of each parent to provide children with the necessities of life—food, clothing, shelter, and, of course, love, as well as taking care of one’s elderly family members. From these primary duties, responsibility spreads out in ever-larger concentric rings to embrace the wider community, of which family is a part. In one direction it leads to the ideas of respect and loyalty, in another to courage, humility, and hard work.

Mamá taught this important virtue in the same way in which she learned it in her youth. Hispanic culture teaches that one’s behavior is guided by its effect or impact on others, rather than by its sole effect on the individual. By thinking this way, we see our every action is considered a reflection on our parents, our good family name, our community, and our raza. As family members, we are bound by our obligations, our duty to one another. Often the agreement is an unwritten one, reinforced by the deep intimacy within Latino families where grandparents, aunts, uncles, compadres, and a host of other familiares form a network of responsible, caring adults that guide the young members of the household. Whether by words or actions, we learn very early on that we will be cared for, taught what behavior is expected of us, taught what roles we are to play in our family, and shown that we must care for those who are older, younger, or weaker than ourselves.

Responsibility, obligation, and duty are synonyms that seem almost anachronistic in these self-indulgent times in which commitments are often ignored but are, in reality, vital to human relationships. How can one person rely on another if we are not bound by our word, or if we have no sense of obligation to one another beyond what might be upheld in a court of law?

Just as Mamá’s duty to me was the driving force in her life, she let me know it was my responsibility to work hard at my studies, to be well behaved, and to obey her. Boundaries were clearly defined. So were right and wrong. She wisely allowed me to learn the consequences of my actions in both obvious and subtle ways, after setting out the guidelines of appropriate and expected behavior. You knew that if you violated the rules, or stepped out of bounds after initial warnings, you would be punished. Whack! No questions asked.

As I was an only child, Mamá encouraged my love of animals and allowed me pets of all varieties. She let me know I was completely responsible for them. The feed store was blocks and blocks away, and we had no car. I can still remember carrying fifteen-pound sacks of dog food and chicken and bird feed through the hot streets and up the long hill to our house above Sunset Boulevard, much as, I now realize, my mother carried home, by bus and on foot, shopping bags of food from Grand Central market in the center of downtown Los Angeles. She did this because the Central market had the freshest produce and best meat at reasonable prices, and because she could stop there after work.

One summer, I learned the hard way that not fulfilling your responsibilities can have serious consequences. Among my pets were seven parakeets of various striking colors, who lived in a cage on a shaded, enclosed porch. Mamá had told me that they needed fresh water and seed every day. That summer I discovered many new friends on the block, and we spent most of the long, hot days playing games and cavorting about the neighborhood with other children.

Several days running, I was so eager to go out in the morning that I forgot about the birds. On the third day, I returned home to find them all lying on the bottom of the cage, dead. I was miserable and guilty, and felt like a very bad person as my mother explained that they, like humans, need water more than anything else to live. It was a failure of fulfilling a responsibility that I would never make again.

Why is responsibility so important? Fulfilling obligations to family and others is essential to achieve harmonious relations. Assuming responsibility is a requisite of leadership.
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Katherine Ortega

Former United States Treasurer

My father was the one who taught us responsibility. If you were given a job you were responsible for doing it and, if you said you were going to do something, you’d better do it or have a very good reason for not doing it. To this day, I get very upset with people who say they are going to do something, then don’t do it. He also taught us to be on time. If you said you were going to be there at eight, you had to be there at eight, not eight-thirty. I think he was somewhat typical of that generation.

My father was a very proud person. Crippled as a young man, he developed himself and was very physically and mentally strong. He taught us that you were responsible for yourself and your family, that you should not depend on other people to take care of you. Nor did he believe in handouts, and refused to accept food or other support during the Great Depression.

I remember him working two or three jobs, whatever it took, and saying that his children may have had patched clothes, but they were clean.

His sense of responsibility and obligation also extended to the community where we lived. He was a member of the school board, helped at the church, and built a church in Bent, New Mexico.

My father emphasized the importance of being prepared. He wanted all of us to be independent—including the girls—to be self sufficient, not to depend on anyone for our well-being. He even said his agenda was for us to learn how to make a living, because “if you get married and if he doesn’t treat you right, I want you to pick up and walk out. If you’re not treated right, you don’t have to stay.”

We all had our responsibilities around the house, and we were expected to come straight home after school to complete them. We all had to work. The boys had to wash the windows and clean the yards, and the girls had to make the beds, help with the house, prepare meals, and do the dishes. We could not stand around. As we got older, he gave us responsibilities in his upholstery and furniture business. That’s how my sister and I learned accounting. To this day, I can’t be idle. I’m constantly doing something, and I always find something to do.

He encouraged us to share his interest in politics. Back in those days, he received the afternoon paper. He would read it from cover to cover, sometimes staying up until eleven o’clock at night, reading, and tell us “You have to be informed.” In order to change things, he said, “You have to be involved.” He even got involved at school. He would talk to our teachers, and find out from the principal how things were going. He wanted to be informed, so that he would be able to participate.

Being responsible to the community was important to my father. He told us that if things were going to be done right you had to keep an eye on them and be involved. My oldest sister and a couple of my brothers became involved by serving on state commissions.
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Manuel T. Pacheco, Ph.D.

President, University of Missouri System

I grew up in New Mexico as the oldest of eleven brothers and sisters in a farming family. In a large family, there were certain values that, of necessity, were inculcated in us right from the outset. We were responsible for each other and, because the resources we had were limited, they had to be shared. Our values were also shaped by my parents’ and grandparents’ strong religious beliefs. Religion was the driving force for our family.

As a child, I had responsibilities on the farm before I went to school. I had to feed the calves and do other chores. I remember very specifically that I neglected my responsibilities for a very short period. One of the calves that I was supposed to have fed died because I hadn’t taken care of it. So there were very, very real consequences, which didn’t only have an effect on me. I remember I got a really bad spanking because my parents had depended on me, and I hadn’t lived up to the responsibility. Not only was it bad for the animal, but it also meant that money that my family needed wasn’t going to be available because we weren’t going to be able to sell that calf, so that was a hard lesson.

How I was raised has influenced my role as president. I organize responsibilities in such a way that everybody is able to maximize their abilities. I don’t have to be in charge, for which I am criticized sometimes. However, I believe it important to give somebody else the authority and the responsibility to carry out the job. This approach happens to coincide with the new style of management, but that isn’t the reason I take this approach. I believe that better decisions are made when many people are involved, instead of pretending the only answer comes from the titular head.

I’ve always had the belief that the success of society depends on individual actions, and that those individual actions have to be coordinated with others’ in order to achieve group success. If a person has a strong talent, it’s part of my personal philosophy that the person has the responsibility to use it. It’s the conglomeration of those individual talents that move issues forward. All this comes from a basic belief in the goodness of people. I think I learned these things from my upbringing, because we knew we were dependent upon each other.
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Isabel Allende, an exiled Chilean writer now living in the United States, is well known for her magical, funny, uplifting novels, the best known of which is House of the Spirits. She remembers growing up in a Chile divided, where everything outside was danger and chaos, but where, inside her house, she was surrounded by her mother’s powerful love. When we talked, she recalled how aware she was of her obligations to her own family and all its members.
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Isabel Allende

Author

I grew up in a place where you couldn’t expect anything from the state. The first message I received as a child was, “If you are lost, never approach a policeman.” You didn’t expect anything from the government or from the state. There was no proper welfare, no medical insurance, no life insurance. Nothing worked. Things have changed and are today quite different in Chile but, at the time when I was growing up, whatever happened—old age, disability, pregnancy, unwanted pregnancy, you lost your job, whatever—you went back to your family. And your family had to provide. In the same way, you had to give when you were in a better position. So, if any member of your family would come to you and say, “I’m homeless,” you would have to take them in. There was no way you could refuse. You had the responsibility, but you also got back the support when you needed it. This sort of unconditional support from the family was the first rule that I learned.

You also keep in touch. Once a week, it was compulsory to have lunch at my grandfather’s house, the family mansion. If you failed once because you had something to do it was okay, but, if it happened two or three times in a row, some of the family elders would come by to talk to you.

I remember once I put highlights on my hair. I knew my grandfather was going to hate it, hate it absolutely, so I didn’t go to lunch for two weeks. The third week, I realized I had to choose between the highlights or my family. I got rid of the highlights!
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Say the word obligación to any Spanish-speaking person and the thoughts that come to mind will be cumplir and cuidar, “to fulfill” and “to take care of.” You will see these themes repeated over and over again, from the nursery song “Pin Pon,” which encourages children to learn obedience in the simplest ways, to the Aztec speech of the Elders, which stretches that sense of responsibility to touch the earth itself.
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“Pin Pon” is a children’s song from Mexico, which parents sing with their little ones, helping them to make the appropriate motions as they sing together. As in many cultures, such songs involve the children physically at the same time they teach simple lessons, starting from the first glimmers of an infant’s understanding, to passing on a picture of the world they will grow into.

“Pin Pon” reinforces the toddler’s understanding of his very first responsibilities—to wash, to be polite and friendly, and—the fondest wish of parents the world over—to go right to bed when the sun goes down.

 



     Pin Pon

Pin Pon es un muñeco,

muy guapo y de cartón.

Se lava sus manitas con agua y jabón.

 

Se desenreda el pelo con

peine de marfil,

y aunque se da estirones

no llora ni hace así.

 

Pin Pon toma la mano con

fuerte apretón que dice quiere ser tu amigo

Pin Pon, Pin Pon.

 

Y cuando las estrellas empiezan

a salir, Pin Pon se va a la

cama y se acuesta a dormir.

 

          Pin Pon

Pin Pon is a pretty doll, made of cardboard.

He washes his little hands with soap and water.

 

He untangles his hair with

an ivory comb, and even if it pulls too hard he doesn’t cry or go like this.

(Make an unhappy face.)

 

Pin Pon takes your hand

with a strong grip to say

he wants to be your friend.

 

And when the stars begin

to come out Pin Pon goes to

his bed and goes to sleep.



“¡No seas malcriado!” “Don’t misbehave!” Or, “¡Malcriada!” “You bad girl!” Every Latino child hears these phrases from time to time. The story “The Boy Who Wouldn’t Listen to His Parents” brings to mind my mother’s reaction to my testing the limits of appropriate behavior. Like the disobedient boy, I was often too curious for my own good, or wanted to impose my will on the situation even when it was not appropriate. This story reminds us that we must learn to be obedient and act responsibly at all times, not just when someone is watching us.

The appearance of the beans in this tale is no accident, either. Just as they are a staple of life in Latin America, frijoles are a feature of many stories and myths, both as a comforting symbol of the familiar and a reminder that, though the tale may be fantastic and the characters larger than life, the lesson applies to all of us. In this case, the boy learns that it’s a good idea to keep your eyes on the beans—the small things in life—and to fulfill your obligations.
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The Boy Who Wouldn’t Listen to His Parents

Many, many years ago there was a small boy who never listened to his parents. No matter what they tried to teach him, he refused to listen.

One sunny morning, the boy ran away from home. He hoped to find someone who wouldn’t tell him what to do. Far, far from the village he ran, past the houses and down the path into the forest. Wandering deeper and deeper, he at last came upon a small house in a clearing. On the porch sat a round old man. The boy went up to the man and stood there, staring.

“What do you want, boy?” asked the man.

“I want something to eat,” replied the boy.

The man, who had heard tales of the boy in the village, said, “You need to stop being so bad. No one will love you or take care of you unless you change your ways.”

The boy only laughed.

At that, the old man smiled. “Come in. I will feed you, and you can stay with me for a while.”

The little boy followed the old man into the house.

The next morning, the old man had to go to work. “Listen, mijo. While I am gone, you must stay inside. The only thing I ask is that you put the beans on to cook in the afternoon. But be careful. Do not put more than thirteen beans in the pot. Do you understand what I am telling you?”

The boy nodded, and the old man left. Later in the day, the boy filled the clay pot with water and put it on the fire. Carefully he counted out thirteen beans and tossed them in.

“That doesn’t seem like very much,” he said to himself. “There won’t be enough to eat unless I add more.” So, back and forth he went, throwing in several dozen more beans. When the water began to boil, the beans swelled up, first filling the pot, then overflowing into the fire. The boy was shocked. Quickly he found another pot and divided the beans. Soon both pots were overflowing. They tipped over and broke under the cascade of beans.

When the man returned home he found beans everywhere, and shards of pots.

“Why didn’t you do as I told you?” he angrily said to the boy. The boy studied his feet and said nothing. The old man got a broom and began to clean up the mess.

The next morning, the old man once again left for work. “Listen, boy. Tomorrow I want you to cook the beans exactly the way I told you. And, by the way, don’t open that little red door in the kitchen. Understand?”

Again the boy nodded to show he understood. The man took his leave.

Later that day, the boy carefully took out the pot, filled it with water, placed it on the fire, and counted exactly thirteen beans into it. After doing this, he went to sit at the table. The chair faced the little red door. He wondered what was behind that door. Surely, it couldn’t cause any harm just to take a peek. Finally, he got up and opened the door.

There was a small earthen room just beyond the red door, with three large ollas (pots) each covered with a plate. There was also a large bureau. When he opened the top drawer he found three capes—green, yellow, and red.

What was in the ollas? Curious, he lifted the plate on the first olla, and dark clouds poured out of the olla and out the open window, filling the sky. Frightened and cold, the boy grabbed the red cape and pulled it around his shoulders. Suddenly, a clap of thunder shook the skies. The boy was turned into thunder and rose into the skies, where he became part of a great storm.

The old man heard the thunder as the skies grew dark, and knew something had happened. Rushing home, he discovered the olla was open, still pouring out dark clouds. He quickly covered it, then noticed the bureau drawer was open and the red cape missing. Immediately he put on the green cape and rose into the skies, calming the storm. When he returned, the unconscious boy, still cloaked in the red cape, was in his arms.

The little boy regained consciousness some time later, lying on the bed. The room was warm and he was dry. The old man stood by his side. After some time, he spoke:

“You are lucky I heard the storm and came to look for you. You could have been lost forever among the clouds. I did not tell you to stay away from the red door for no reason. Your defiance has almost cost you your life.”

The boy was silent, pondering this, as the man continued to speak.

“I am Qich Mam, he who controls the rains and the skies. I forgive what you have done: I wish you no harm. When I gave you directions, it was for your own good. So it is with your parents. Promise me you will no longer disobey them.”

The boy smiled. “I promise.”

Qich Mam patted the boy tenderly. “I believe you.”

The little boy returned home to his parents, who were very glad to see him. From that day, he made himself useful to his parents and to those around him. He became very well known, and well loved. And he often thought, with gratitude, of the round old man who held the secrets of the skies in his hands.
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“Usted es el arquitecto de su propio destino.” You are the architect of your own destiny, my mother would say. She then would elaborate on how we build our lives each day, according to our thoughts and actions.

Her way of thinking, and the everyday tools she used to teach it—the dichos, the stories, the fables—belong to a great tradition, parts of which can be traced back to many pre-Columbian indigenous cultures that ruled Central and South America until the arrival of the Conquistadors. When Cortez arrived near what is now Mexico City, he met Moctezuma, ruler of a civilization that predated Christ, a civilization that had mastered irrigated agriculture and astronomy, and that had constructed towering monuments and pyramids in the jungle where the Aztecs worshiped their gods.

The ancient tlamatinime, the Aztec wisemen, believed that it was their duty to “to place a mirror before the people, that they might become wise and prudent; to endow with wisdom the countenances of others, so that a face [personality] might be assumed and developed . . . to humanize the will of the people.” This desire to “make wise the countenance of others” began at birth. Boys and girls were raised in a strict manner. Parents taught their children specific lessons by repeating stories and rhymes over and over again. One of the simplest lessons, and one in which we can hear a cross-cultural echo of the Ten Commandments, is “The Wisdom of the Aztec Elders.”

The Wisdom of the Aztec Elders

 


Obey and honor your parents.

Enter houses after your elders.

Respect the gods and do their bidding.

Do not steal or cheat.

Always give food to the hungry.

Learn good manners.

Tell the truth.
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Early historical documents tell us that life during the time of the Aztecs was very hard, and lived according to rigid rules. This was intended to strengthen the heart. By adhering to the prescribed practices and performing penances, the human will was given shape and directed toward self-control and discipline. As one ancient text explains:

 


The mature man

Is a heart solid as a rock,

Is a wise face.

He is able and understanding.

Possessor of a face, possessor of a heart.



All of this, as well as a greater responsibility to the natural world and everything and everyone it, is found in an Aztec Huehuetlalli, a speech of the elders.

Huehuetlalli

Aztec Poem

Act! Cut wood, work the land,

Plant the cactus, plant the maguey.

You will have drink, food, clothing.

With this you will stand straight.

With this you shall live.

For this you shall be spoken of, praised.

In this manner you will show yourself.

To your parents and relatives.

 

Someday you shall tie yourself to a skirt and blouse.

What will she drink? What will she eat?

Is she going to live off the air?

You are the support, the remedy;

You are the eagle, the tiger.
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Dichos are proverbs, a delightful part of the oral tradition of the Latin peoples, which can guide our lives. All of us who grew up with a grandparent or parent who spoke Spanish grew up hearing dichos, those short, plain, old-fashioned-sounding sayings, which carried us back to the old country, wherever it was. In a few words, these sayings carried a deep message. It sometimes takes a while, but ultimately we all get the message and wonder why we didn’t listen to our parents and abuelos more attentively years ago.

You will find dichos here and at the end of each chapter, and sometimes at the beginning, which bring to mind different aspects of each virtue. Dichos feel good on the tongue—they are, after all, a verbal shorthand which my elders used countless times to remind me to behave wisely. Say them aloud and talk about them together. You’ll find they make just as much sense today—and sound as good!—as when your great-grandmother first heard them. (For a very thorough listing, see José Antonio Burciaga’s In Few Words, published by Mercury House.)
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Dichos

Proverbs


Del dicho al hecho hay mucho trecho.

From saying it to doing it is a long way.

Dime con quién andas y te diré quién eres.

Tell me with whom you travel, and I will tell you who you are.

El árbol se conoce por su fruta.

The tree is known by its fruit.

El buen padre en la casa comienza.

The good parent begins at home.

El consejo de la mujer es poco y él que no lo agarra es loco.

The advice of a woman is very scarce, and the person who does not heed it is crazy.

El que entre los lobos anda, a aullar se enseña.

He who walks among the wolves learns to howl.

(Beware of the company you keep.)

Costumbres de mal maestro, sacan hijo siniestro.

A bad master’s habits make a sinister son.

Buena es la libertad pero no el libertinaje.

Liberty is good, but not the libertine.




2

Respect

Respeto

 


Obey and honor your parents,
respect and obey the gods,
be honest, tell the truth,
and don’t eat too quickly
at the table.

—AZTEC TEACHING

Amor de padre o madre, que lo demás es aire.
Love of father and mother, the rest is pure air.

—SPANISH SAYING

El respeto ajeno es la paz.
The respect for the rights of others is peace.

—BENITO JUÁREZ, President of Mexico



El respeto ajeno es la paz.” These often-quoted words, originally uttered by Benito Juárez, President of Mexico, capture the essence of the virtue respect. “The respect of others is peace.” They are simple words that convey a powerful meaning. Coupled with the Biblical Commandment “Honor thy father and thy mother,” and the fundamental teachings of the ancient pre-Columbian people of Meso-America, they form part of the foundation for desired behavior passed on by generations of Hispano parents.

When the Spaniards arrived in the valley of Mexico in the year 1519, the Aztecs were already a highly cultured and powerful nation. Their city of Tenochtitlán was one of the most beautiful in the world. It had temples, schools, hospitals, palaces, parks, and zoos. There were strict rules for youth. Children were taught to obey and honor their parents, to respect and obey the gods, to be honest, to tell the truth, and not to eat too quickly.

Respect for our elders, for our cultural traditions, and for the earth which sustains us, are themes that are stressed under the virtue respect. Appropriate behaviors are learned, which means they must first be modeled by parents and other significant adults. If there is inconsistency in a parent’s behavior, it is unproductive to tell a child to “Do as I say, not as I do.” Parents, themselves, must first behave with respect.

Because we are taught to respect our elders, young Latino children are open to learning from their elders’ wisdom. We respect los ancianos, our elders, because they are older, more experienced, wiser. And, when we grow wiser ourselves, we are fully able to appreciate their teachings. “Always treat grandma with respect, mijita,” Mamá would say. “You must not talk in a loud voice or whine, but must speak softly and politely. Always address adults as Mr. or Mrs. So and So, never by their first name.” She taught me to greet my elders, shake hands, give a kiss or hug, and quietly listen to the adult conversation around me without interrupting. Anyone who has experienced polite, well-spoken Spanish-speaking children is often charmed by their demeanor. I know I am.

It is the modeling of appropriate behavior by our elders and the use of proverbios and dichos that serve as our teachers. Uttered in a firm but thoughtful tone of voice, Mamá’s proverbios were lessons in morals, rules of etiquette, and personal conduct. She used every possible opportunity to teach me some aspect of behaving correctly, that is, in a manner that encouraged harmony between family members and others.

What some may see as a highly ritualized form of social interaction is actually a training ground for self-respect, along with respect for others whom we do not know or who are different from us. Respect also means to be open to people who have differing opinions, and being able to talk about these opinions and feel excited about these differences. Taking care in our use of the resources God has provided us is also part of this important virtue.
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