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Querencia, Mi patria chica
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RUDOLFO ANAYA


One of the fondest and most impressionable memories of my childhood was when my father bought two solares on which to construct our home. This was in Santa Rosa, New Mexico, in the early 1940s. The solares were across the river from the town. On that lomita, my father, my three older brothers, friends, and neighbors slowly raised our casita de adobes, built a two-sitter escusa’o, dug a cisterna, used dynamite to dig a well, constructed a windmill, and built a corral for the cow and a hutch where I raised rabbits and chickens.


This all took time; we didn’t have the money to raise the house all at once. One morning, the men gathered, drove stakes in the ground, tied a yellow string to mark the foundation, and started digging. We had no architect. Still, poco a poco, the house, a labor of love, rose to the sky on that lomita. I grew up in that humilde casita that, each day, rose to the sky to greet the sun. With my dog, Sporty, I explored the llano. I was king of tall yucca, junipers, mesquites, jackrabbits, lizards, chipmunks, gavilanes, mockingbirds, owls, and an occasional coyote. Down the gentle slope of the lomita lay the Pecos River, where I spent my summers playing with neighborhood kids. Across the river rose the town.


A solar has a different connotation than a lote. The name implies it is a place blessed by the sun. Solar is the beginning of home, where the sun shines, where family lives and thrives. The sun blessed our casita, giving birth to resolana.


Resolana: the bright morning sun that warms the east-facing adobe wall. For me, resolana implies the reasoning/planning part of the day, the brain activated for work. The men helping my father would take time to sit on bancos against the warm wall before starting to work. Tools were readied, plans for the day’s labor were discussed and perhaps a vecino would drop by to help. Or just to shoot the bull.


“Buenos días le dé Dios. ¿Cómo va la casa?” So began la plática, discussing the day’s work, talking, sharing experiences—“Cuando yo levanté mi casa . . .”—on and on, telling stories, cuentos—the oral tradition expanding from centuries past to the present, the wisdom of the ancestors alive, and I listening.


My uncle Pedro con sus adivinanzas: “Una mujer vieja con un diente, que llama a toda la gente. ¿Qué es?”


“¡La campana de la iglesia! ¡La campana!”


“Toma un nicle. Curre, cómprate un dulce.”


I gave the nickel to my sisters, Angie and Edwina, and they ran to the gas station by the bridge to buy candy.


Other concerns rose in la plática: “Pues, mis niños need shoes. Clothes for school.”


“Mi vieja keeps asking when I’m going to buy her a sewing machine. No hay dinero.”


“We have to teach the chamacos respeto, the correct way to greet tíos, tías, abuelos, older people. ’Ora hablan puro inglés.”


Then there was Don José, who drove in from town just to watch the progress and gossip. “Agarra la pala, José,” my father said, “vamos hacer adobes.”


“No, no tengo tiempo. Voy pal post office por mi cheque.” As he drove away, the men chuckled. Don José only liked to supervise.


I remember my brothers mixing the mud, the zoquete they poured into forms, two—sometimes four—adobes to each form. My job was to wash the inside of the form before the mud was poured. If it was nice and wet, the adobes would slide right off, leaving perfect adobes in place. After the top dried, I went down the row turning each adobe over, so the bottom side would dry. The hot New Mexico sun was at work, so our casita was made of mud and sun energy.


My mother didn’t have the luxury of a true resolana. Her work was constant—preparing meals, always piles of tortillas on the table, a pot of beans bubbling on the stove, the aroma of home, watching over us kids, dishes, washing clothes, ironing. She worked as hard as any man. Resolana belonged to the men; my mother’s work was continuous and hard. Her resolana was the prayers she offered to La Virgen to take care of her family.


After a hard day’s work, my father and his friends would sit in la sombra where resolana had now turned into shade. Tired and immensely proud of what they had accomplished that day, they gave thanks. “Gracias a Dios.” One of the men had brought home-brewed beer, which had cooled in the well all day. That and roll-your-own cigarettes were a treat at the end of the day. There is nothing tastier and more robust than home-brewed beer. I know: my father let me taste it.


Sombra is the sister of resolana. She sneaks in late in the afternoon. Both men and animals seek the shade on a hot New Mexico afternoon. My mother would arrive to look over the work done that day. She was especially interested in the kitchen, the sacristy of the home. Now she, too, rested and gave thanks. Time to let the working part of the brain rest.


For me, sombra is the intuitive part of the day, that in-between time that leads to supper, then sleep. A welcomed quietness would come over our lomita, with only the sounds of us kids playing hide-and-seek or kick-the-can well into darkness.


Querencia is love of home, love of place. That is the love I felt for our humble home. Querencia are those prayers I still hear echoing in our sala where, nightly, my mother led us in rosaries and prayers for her family. When World War II started, my three brothers enlisted. Gone to foreign places far from home. My mother’s prayers grew in length and intensity.


El soldado razo went not only to defend his country: he went to defend his querencia. His querida patria included family and neighbors. La querida patria is our querencia. We live in a big country, but we also live in the smaller patria chica that contains the villages of the vicinity, los vecinos. Every village or town is a city-state, a patria chica. Love for our querencia spreads out to the larger country. Our love is strong because it has its center at home, in our casita, en los solares, our neighbors, the land, the river, and the llano.


El maestro Cleofes Vigil from San Cristobal called the villages of northern New Mexico “las naciones de las montañas de la Sangre de Cristo.” Each village is a nation-state, like the city-states of ancient Greece. He taught us the history of la patria chica, which included all the Hispano villages and the Indian pueblos. La patria chica includes all the vecinos. What an honor and joy it was to hear him singing in that booming voice he possessed, playing his mandolin. He taught querencia to generations of New Mexicans. He taught us wisdom and heritage. I miss the maestro.


I remember once, at his home, he intoned in his deep voice, “When the españoles came from Mexico, they didn’t bring many women. They found the beautiful inditas.” With that simple statement, he described our Indo-Hispano heritage and history. For him, our love of querencia had led back to the Pueblos, our Native American vecinos. Their love of querencia is centuries old. From them, we learned a deep, enduring love for the sacredness of the earth, for the unity of life, for a harmony that brings peace and happiness. Querencia means vecinos.


Our villages and towns throughout the state, from the mountains of el norte to the southern desert, are the web of our querida patria, united in language, culture, and history. Our first love and loyalty are to our parents, la casa, el solar, but also to our neighbors. From the intimate rincones of home, love spreads out to encompass vecinos, villages, the state, the nation. Each village is a city-state, a querencia embodying the wisdom that our ancestors passed down to us. The history they created is our querencia, and we must know it and honor it.


Querer is to love, querencia is love. For me, it is more than sense of place: it is a special relationship to la madre tierra that produces our food. I learned about this relationship from the love we had for our solar, our casa, the extended family. I also learned from my abuelo and tíos who farmed in Puerto de Luna.


Acequias came into my life when, as a child, I visited my abuelo and saw how the village men diverted water from the river and passed it down the acequia madre to each parciante. They endured the hard work of survival in the summer sun, the loss of flowering trees to late spring freezes, grasshoppers, working through dust storms knee-deep in zoquete. This, too, is my querencia.


La tierra is inseminated by el Abuelo Sol, he who grants us solar, he who creates green, the energy of life. We greet the morning light, el amanecer, and give thanks to a Greater Power. Long ago, I heard a Native woman sing this song to the morning sun: “Grandfather, a song I am sending, a song I am sending. Come bless all of life, warm the earth so our crops will blossom, bless our home and family, our neighbors, bless the children and our old people, bless all forms of life, fish and fowl, the two-legged and the four-legged. Grandfather, a song of blessing I am sending you, warm Mother Earth, bring us rain, for el agua es vida.” This song still resonates with me and, so, each morning I give thanks for the amanecer, the first light of dawn. I ask a blessing from Dios Grande and all of my mother’s santitos. I ask Grandfather Sun to bless the earth and all life within and upon it.


What happens when two cultures meet, each with its own sensibility of querencia? Such was the case in 1598 when the españoles came from Mexico to settle in the Pueblo world of northern New Mexico. El norte. The Indigenous Pueblos long ago had established their sovereign knowledge and their identities, which included religion and oral tradition. In short, each Pueblo enjoyed a deep, abiding sense of querencia.


I believe the Pueblos influenced, in very meaningful ways, how the españoles came to view their new home in el norte. Two different worlds but each tied to a sense of place, la madre tierra, the water, farming techniques, chile and corn. The Pueblos assisted the españoles and, at the same time, they had to resist the power of colonial oppression. They had to resist part of the foreigner’s knowledge that was harmful to their own. Thus, we have 1680. My point is this: to understand querencia from our viewpoint today, we have to understand the history of querencia. If querencia is anything, it is respect for vecinos, love for the sacred earth, knowing that el agua es vida. Querencia love permeates our history.


Cleofes Vigil understood how much the Pueblos had shared with the españoles. They helped them survive those years after 1598. The Pueblo love of querencia was shared with the españoles through hard work, stories, songs, ceremonies, fiestas. I think it is fair to say that the Pueblo World’s subliminal knowledge of querencia became part of our birthright. In 1680, the love between vecinos broke down. The Pueblos resisted. After that revolution, querencia had to be reestablished and la querida patria made to thrive again. The lesson learned: all world views must be respected. This is part of our querencia, and we must teach it to the young.


Mi abuelo Liborio Mares and his sons took water from the Pecos River and farmed the Puerto de Luna Valley. The first bite of one of their apples always burst sweet in my mouth, spraying juices made in heaven. They harvested the best and most picante chile verde in the state. By October, dozens of ristras hung against houses and barns. People came from everywhere to buy ristras, apples, sweet corn, pumpkins, and other vegetables.


As a child visiting my tíos y tías, I first learned the knowledge of acequias. Now, I am a parciante on the West Side acequia in Jemez Springs. For the past thirty years, I have turned the water from the acequia to my arboleda de manzanas. I have become a green man. With a pala in hand, I turn the water to the trees to quench their New Mexico thirst.


Ay Dios, time caught up with me. I can no longer farm, cannot turn the water down to the trees. I am forever grateful to my vecino Melvin Maestas who makes sure the trees are getting irrigated. I am there in memory. The apples ripen in September, boxes of fruit for family, friends, vecinos. The apples from Puerto de Luna and Jemez Springs awaken querencia. I dream of empapá Liborio. I give thanks.


I learned how acequia culture developed and became a village that included the parciantes who built the compuerta at the river, dug the ditch a pura pala, elected mayordomos and commissioners to set rules, designated the days when each parciante could irrigate, called each parciante in the spring to clean the acequia on el Día de San Juan. With this water, they baptized. All these endeavors formed a village. Acequia culture is a village that has its own government, a patria chica. The vecinos take care of each other. All this is querencia, and it has a history.


If there is an acequia culture, I have come to believe there is also a pala culture, the culture of the shovel, a tool the españoles brought. Working la madre tierra is a spiritual endeavor; it is also hard work. To create a village is hard work but, in the end, the water flows down the rows and creates the magic of green. El agua es vida. Every querencia needs the spiritual water of life that sustains the soul. Ánima is querencia.


I asked my grandfather, “How did you dig this acequia?”


“A pura pala,” he answered. With shovel in hand.


A pura pala is a nuevomexicano chant, a mantra, a song sung on the way to work. Hard work. Miles of ditch dug with only shovels in hand.


A student asked me, “How did you write all those books?”


I answered, “A pura pala.”


These anecdotes I have shared describe what querencia means to me, starting with our casita in Santa Rosa. Although one moves from place to place, the querencia of childhood cannot be erased from memory. There were five houses in our neighborhood then, but many years later when I went back our lomita was dotted with homes. Someone else’s home now sits on our solar. The well is dry, the windmill only a memory. Todo se acabó. Sólo la memoria queda.


I have fond memories of our home in Alburquerque, a querencia in the barrio. Then, years later, my wife Patricia and I built a beautiful adobe home dedicated to peace and harmony on the West Mesa. The round room contains the sipapu. My journey as a Nuevomexicano Chicano has come full circle.


I share some of my personal journey with you fully realizing that each one of you has a different history of home and querencia, which leads me to believe that one can make querencia wherever one lives. Whether you live in a house or apartment in the city, an army tent in Iraq or a bunk in an aircraft carrier on the Sea of Japan, or in the loneliest of places—prison—love can make querencia. Your spiritual quest can make querencia.


Over the years I have received letters from prisoners serving time. I have files full of these letters and, recently, I read through them. The prisoners have one thing in common—the desire to reconnect with their culture and history. In other words, forced by discrimination and all its gross ramifications, these men have been separated from the teachings of our ancestors. One man wrote that he found a few answers in some of my books that had found their way into his hands. We need to send more of our literature into prisons. Books as teachers.


These men realize that la cultura cura, but where can they find the cultura they’ve lost? Where is their querencia and how can they recover it? Mario, a young man from Los Angeles, has written a play and many stories. Can his writings become his querencia? Some pintos have come out of prison with excellent, self-taught mastery in writing. Their stories are our querencia.


Carlos read my essay on Aztlán and that has become his focus and sanity while in prison. He calls me the Gran Aztlanero. Being Aztlaneros connects us. It connects him not only to the outside world, but also to the central concept of Chicanismo. Aztlán is querencia, and Carlos has made it his home. He promised to look me up when he got out. I hope one day he comes knocking at my door.


The terrible “three strikes, you’re out” California law sentenced Bruce to a very long time in prison. That law is incarcerating mostly Blacks and Chicanos. Bruce didn’t join the Chicano prison gangs, so he found himself isolated. And he certainly didn’t fit in with the skinheads. But while doing time, he attended a sweat lodge ceremony and found a family there. He found his Native American roots. Today, he is head drummer at ceremonies. The lodge and the drumming have become his querencia. He still writes me and always sends a blessing from the Great Spirit.


Just days ago, I received a request from a young man doing time at the Bernalillo County Metropolitan Detention Center here in town: “Send me books about Chicanos. Who are we? I feel lost.” There someone was again, seeking roots, seeking querencia.


Where do we go from here if we know there are so many without a home? Or who are in prisons, hospitals, nursing homes, suffering from abuse? Where can they find a home, a center that will sustain them? I am thankful that during my childhood I enjoyed the center of family and home, but what can I do now for others not so fortunate? What can we do, we who have enjoyed the love of querencia? I think we have to expand the meaning of querencia. This is what pintos searching for their roots have taught me. In their deepest memories, they know la cultura cura. Our culture cures. They know querencia can be that spiritual center that will sustain them.


There is an old nuevomexicano song, an indita, that is part of our folklore. Enrique Lamadrid turned me on to “Marcelina, la cautiva.” I have listened many times to this song, the saddest song ever composed in New Mexico. Quite often, I find myself singing verses from this indita, be it aloud or in my mind.


It goes like this. Many, many years ago a gang of Natives attacked the village where Marcelina lived with her family and neighbors. The Natives killed some and took others captive, including Marcelina. As she is being dragged away, Marcelina turns and, one by one, she tells the story of those who were killed.


Her heart is heavy with grief, her song plaintive. At the end of each verse, she says she will never love again. To have loved those who now lie dead is a great sorrow. She understands that to love is to feel pain when loss occurs. Each verse ends with a mournful cry, “Por eso ya en este mundo no quiero más amar. De mi quierida patria, me van a retirar.”


Even her children lie dead, those she loved the most. That is why she will never love again. She is overcome with the most tragic pain there is “en este mundo.” As she is being torn away from her home, her village, and her querencia, she sings, “de mi querida patria me van a retirar.” She will never see her patria chica again. This song expresses the greatest love for querencia I know.


If we pinpoint all our querencias on a map of New Mexico, they form a grid—millions of querencias connected to each other. This grid is our patria chica, our community, our village. This querencia grid identifies and describes our knowledge and cultura, and it is a great source of power. La cultura cura. This poetic grid contains the stories, songs, poetry, alabados, fiestas, the joy and suffering of our ancestors. The grid is the source and inspiration for the stories, songs, and poetry we write today.


Our poetic grid is infused with the creative spirit that fills our soul. This spirit is the duende, our New Mexico Cucui (Kookooee) that is part of our inheritance, our DNA. The flamenco dancer who reaches ecstatic moments in her dance and the guitarist suddenly hitting heavenly notes are filled with duende. In the movie Fiddler on the Roof, the old man fiddling on the roof is filled with duende. When Zorba dances in the movie Zorba the Greek, he, too, is filled with duende.


We call duende “locura,” the maddening creative spirit that takes hold of us when we sing, dance, recite poetry, or are filled with love for querencia. Faith in family and vecinos, a centuries-old faith that is the fé of our ancestors, moves us. It connects the entire patria chica and, when immersed in locura, we are connected to the profoundist depths of soul. Locura does not mean crazy or insane. Locura is being filled with the power and energy of our cultura. During those ecstatic moments when we are truly happy and filled with faith is when we give the world a view into our creative spirit.


I am writing a children’s story in which the grandma goes in search of her children who are in trouble. One is abusing alcohol, another meth, the third opioids and heroin. No amount of chastising or threatening is going to help the children break their habits. Instead, she leads the three to the plaza in front of the church, El Santuario de Chimayó. There, the Matachines are dancing. The music moves the dancers and la Malinche and el Monarca step lively to the guitar and violin melody. The dance drama is complete. The audience is filled with an exuberant feeling of completeness. The plaza where the dance takes place is our querencia. Faith is restored.


The grandma does not lecture her children: all she has done is to take them to the dance. The dance, the people, the music, and the sky overhead unite the people. The children understand, la cultura cura. They have become separated from their roots and history, forgotten the culture of their ancestors. Leading the children back to the dance allows them to participate in cultura. The healing way begins.


I understand problems in our society are not so easily solved. I am no Pollyanna. I do know that those prisoners who write me and want books about their cultura want to get back to the healing way, the way of querencia and roots. We know the problem: it’s all around us. Too many have become separated from the querencia of family and ancestors. The joy locura brings to the heart is no longer there. El duende has lost its way in a technological culture that separates us from querencia. The center is missing. Can we help our brothers and sisters who are suffering by doing something as simple as exposing them to the culture they left behind? Can we say that con el corazón abierto, la cultura cura?


We treasure our community, but communities are not supposed to remain isolated. We do not build walls around our village, we open doors. Throughout our history, the cultures of New Mexico have shared their mythopoetic core with one another. Languages and histories thrive and will continue to thrive as long as we respect the unique character of each group. We move in and out of different cultures, aware there is always a larger, accepting querencia that includes us all.


DEDICATED TO MY FATHER, MARTÍN ANAYA, AND MY MOTHER, RAFAELITA MARES ANAYA.
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Mi Querencia


A Connection between Place and Identity
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LEVI ROMERO
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—Dime dónde te creastes y te diré quién eres.


—Tell me where you were raised and I’ll tell you who you are.


What is the connection between place and identity? The story of human existence is one of movement and settlement. And people have pondered for millennia how these ways of being in the world influence who we are and who we might become. Origin stories the world over feature accounts of where a people came from as a way of telling how they came to be. Northern New Mexico cultural envoy Juan Estevan Arellano used the traditional northern New Mexico concept of querencia to define the relationship between place and identity. Querencia, he wrote, “is that which gives us a sense of place, that which anchors us to the land, that which makes us a unique people” (Arellano 2007, 50).


Although I grew up hearing the term used, it had no particular relevance for me beyond what I understood querencia to be: the place where one is born and raised. And then I began teaching my course Querencia: Place and Identity at the University of New Mexico. Through the classroom discussions and students’ papers, it became evident that a person’s sense of querencia is unique to them and that their experiences might differ from my and Arellano’s definition. One young woman ran away from home at fifteen years of age and found her nurturing and sense of belonging in all-night diners and homeless shelters. Many others’ meaning of querencia might express aspects of nurturing and belonging but lack a connection to the ideals of family, community, and place. It startles me when I encounter people who have no sense of querencia, no sense of home.


My worldview has been shaped by the place of my upbringing. Querencia, as Arellano wrote, is “a place where one feels safe, a place from which one’s strength of character is drawn, where one feels at home” (2007, 50). In my contemplations regarding the theme for this anthology, I began to consider where that place is for me. I speak of querencia from an experience embedded in an upbringing among close-knit relations. For me, querencia is not only personal; it is communal and deeply connected to the people and place where I was raised, mi gente, mi pueblito (my people, my hometown). ¿Quién soy? Soy yo. Yo soy. Y soy como soy porque soy de aquí, y no me parezco a nadien. (Who am I? I am myself. I am how I am because I am from here, unique and unlike anyone else).


I come from a unique people, the manito (Hispanic New Mexican) culture of northern New Mexico. Soy de esta querencia—mi querencia (I am from this querencia—my querencia). But more specifically, soy de El Puesto del Embudo de San Antonio, a small village nestled in the juniper-dotted foothills and terraced mesas along the Río Grande between Española and Taos, settled in 1725. As fate would have it, the town’s name was changed to Dixon after Collins Dixon—a resident school teacher and postmaster. I have been told that people would say “llévenle este correo a Dixon” and the “take this mail to Dixon” phrase stuck and his name was thus appropriated for the village. Although I have lived most of my adult life in Albuquerque, a two-hour drive away, Dixon, El Dique, the Little Dipper, Dixon-13, D-Town, El Barrio de Los Malditos is still the place I call home. The instant I get out of the car to open the gate, it is at that moment when I feel I am at home. The place that nurtures me, where I feel I belong, the place I retreat to like the bull in the bullring when he is wounded. Where I am understood by those who know me without explanations or footnotes for what I say, think, or feel. This is the land of my upbringing, mi querencia.


In Gabriel García Márquez’s novel One Hundred Years of Solitude, José Arcadio Buendía argues with his wife about wanting to move from their hometown of Macondo. José wishes to leave but Ursula insists on staying. “A person does not belong to a place until there is someone dead under the ground,” retorts José (García Márquez 1967, 13). When I visit or drive by the various camposantos (cemeteries) around the Embudo Valley, I contemplate the people whose names are scripted on the crosses and headstones. Many were friends and relatives I knew intimately—the warm cackle of their laughter, the heavy paleness of their sorrow. Other names belong to people I never met except through the stories I’ve heard relaying their idiosyncrasies, adventurous spirits, gifts and talents, kindness and generosity. If an account of a deceased person leans toward a negative portrayal, it is done with respect. No ill is spoken of the dead. Que en paz descansen, may they rest in peace. It is a form of conduct we should learn to apply to the living as well. For no one is truly dead until their name is no longer spoken or remembered. Mis familiares, amistades, y vecinos (My relatives, friends, and neighbors) are buried in these camposantos.


“When can I say that I am from here?” is a question that was posed to me at a book-signing I was doing at the local community library several years ago by an Anglo gentleman who had moved there at least thirty years before. Without much pause, I pointed toward the cemeteries in the cañada (narrow valley) behind the community library. “When the camposantos’ crosses are filled with the names of your loved ones, you can say you’re from here,” I replied. The audience applauded. While that may not be the definitive answer for when a person can claim a place as home, it is certainly one that emphasizes a binding connection to place and people. And even that, as Ursula argued, might not be enough to keep us from leaving. But it is something that can draw us back for periodic visits to the places where we were born and raised, our querencias. For some, it is also the location they choose as their final resting place, whether they’ve been gone for fifty years or never left. Cuando me muera, aquí es donde quiero que me entierren. Bury me here, this place that cradles the bones and memories of my antepasados (ancestors).


When I was younger, I yearned to see the world, but now that I have more opportunities to travel than ever before, I look forward most to the times I can go back to my grandmother Anita’s house, where she raised my sister and me during our summer breaks from school. Although the house was vacant for a good number of years after she passed away, whenever I walked inside, each room had a distinct smell that defies description, for I have never smelled anything else like it. It was not quite lavender, jasmine, rose, old wood, moist earth, or the geraniums growing in a coffee can on the window shelf. It smelled like no other place on earth. It smelled like Grandma’s house. It smelled like home.


In the evenings, we would gather out on the porch while she played harmonica and told stories. We would sit transfixed on the low-set windowsills or the porch edge hearing Mama Ane tell of a not-so-long-ago way of life while hummingbirds came to suckle on Las Varas de San José flowers growing between the heirloom grapevines along the portal. She recalled the Fiestas de Santa Rosa that converged on August 28th with out-of-town guests who came annually for the feast day celebrations and reacquaint with parentela, family, friends, and vecinos. People’s homes filled with good cheer and commotion as their visitors’ buckboards sat parked under the orchard trees through the several days of the town’s festivities. The bleating sounds of the feast lambs and goats could be heard across the village.


The salas (gathering halls) were bustling with music and dancing. La Sala Filantrópica, la sala de mana Jacinta, la sala Mutua, la sala aca Gimez Durán, Las Tres Palomas, la sala de La Plaza de los Rendones, and la sala de Georgito Rendón served as community centers where people gathered for various types of occasions such as wedding receptions. Some were informal community gathering places where people congregated to dance and celebrate the simple bounties of their daily lives. At La Sala Filantrópica, people gathered to watch the traveling acrobatic circuses held by the turcos, also known as los maromeros, traveling Turkish gypsies who performed throughout northern New Mexico’s towns and villages. In addition to being warned about La Llorona when we were kids, we were also told to keep away from the river at night because the turcos who camped under the bridge would abduct wandering children. By the time I was growing up, the turcos, like the festive sala events, were a thing of recuerdos (memories), but the stories and memories of a waning way of life were carried on not too far removed from the recent past. In the village of my upbringing, once-upon-a-very-long-time-ago stories are told as if they might have happened only yesterday morning. I was raised hearing about people who were deceased long before I was born. En mi Embudo todo cambia pero nada muere—everything changes but nothing dies.


“Curre, mi ’jito, trae agua” (go, my son, get water), my grandmother would instruct me, handing me the pail. I always looked forward to drawing water from the well. The splashing and banging of the pail against the river-rock-lined noria was as soothing and nourishing as the sweet water it contained. Her house was void of modern conveniences. No electricity, indoor plumbing, or propane heating. The scent of kerosene still conjures up memories of lantern-lit evenings as the wick’s flames danced mesmerizingly on the pastel pink, rose-patterned wallpaper. When I hear the San Antonio de Padua church bells ringing in the village, I remember the Sunday morning picnics we’d have in the hills behind her house. Grandma would pack a bag of whatever foods she had at hand—Beanee Weenees, Vienna sausages, sardines, tortillas, oranges, and a few other nonperishables—and off we’d go to gather under the shade of a juniper and listen for the tolling of the church bells. Occasionally, a cousin or two would accompany my sister and me on our summer stays at grandma’s. “Shhh! ¡Ya callen!” Grandma would yell to us—“Quiet, already”—after the lantern had been extinguished and we continued with our muffled, giggling racket in the darkness of the small bedroom where we all slept crammed into two beds.


We entertained ourselves trading schoolyard gossip of kids with interesting nicknames like la Pimpora and el Sapo, or embellishing stories of our encounters with local village personalities such as El Mary Jane and Gonito, or tales of Lalito riding through town on a Schwinn Panther bicycle with an American flag and bugle horn mounted on the handle bars and his transistor radio tuned to the local Spanish radio station. “¡Pita, Lalito, pita!,” we’d plead for him to honk his bike horn as he rode past the elementary-school grounds. Showing off the scabs on our knees or boasting of our daily escapades was always fodder for bedtime reflections. The landscape of northern New Mexico is adorned with abandoned houses that seem to be frozen in a muted utterance of untold stories and histories. These dilapidated structures, whose interiors evoke recuerdos of a once-thriving home life, sit abandoned in ruin. If these walls could talk, I ponder the old cliché, imagine what stories they would tell.


“¿Qué se mira pa’ Alcalde?” I once asked a cousin who lived in a neighboring town. He replied, “No sé. Yo no soy de Alcalde, soy de La Villita,” annoyed because I mistakenly asked how things were in Alcalde, when he actually lived in the subcommunity of La Villita. A person’s sense of allegiance and territorial affection toward their community will be quickly noted as a reminder in the event of a mistake made in identifying where a person is from. “Este es mi querencia, aquí, en la plaza donde nací y me creé. Tu querencia es allá ’bajo en el Arroyo de La Mina, donde te creastes tú,” my eighty-seven-year-old primo remarked to me recently. Even though in general terms we are both from the same village, share the same querencia, he distinguished between the area of town where I was raised, known as El Arroyo de La Mina, from the place of his upbringing, La Plaza del Embudo. In the same manner that my younger primo had corrected me, my elder primo also reminded me that my querencia and his were different even though we were from the same village.


Someone who is not from my pueblito might refer to it by one name—Dixon. But for those of us who grew up in the Embudo Valley, we are known and characterized among our vecinos by the various areas of the valley where we were raised—La Nasa, El Embudo, La Ciénega, La Bolsa, La Rinconcada, La Apodaca, El Cañoncito, El Montecito, El Bosque, La Plaza, La Otra Banda. There are also homes along the various arroyos where people reside—Arroyo de la Mina, Arroyo del Pino, Arroyo de la Baca, Arroyo de Lorenzo, Arroyo del Oso, Arroyo de los Pinos Reales, Arroyo Corcobado, Arroyo del Capulín, Arroyo de los Angeles, Arroyo del Plomo, Arroyo de la Apodaca. The arroyos are not named after an individual or family, but an animal, tree, fruit variety, or distinguishing feature in the topography. It can even be said that people are prone to exhibit certain traits and behavioral characteristics based on which part of town they are from. For everyone, as my primo pointed out, carries the DNA of their own querencia.


As a young girl, my mother learned to speak the Northern Tiwa language while working in her father’s gardens alongside a family from Picurís Pueblo who came annually to help harvest my grandfather’s crops in exchange for produce. My maternal grandfather, Silviares Durán, was one of the valley’s most successful fruit growers. He had a trade route that extended north from Embudo to Cimarrón, Dawson, and Ratón. Delivering his products on a horse-drawn wagon, he was known among his clientele as “El Verdulero.” My Tío Celestino, who left in the early 1950s for employment opportunities in California’s San José Valley, fondly recalls his travels with my grandfather into those towns to sell or barter fruit and vegetables. One of my uncle’s duties was to walk up to houses, knock on the door, and inquire if they would like to purchase something. “Mamá,” the young person at the door would inform their mother, “andan vendiendo fruta” (they are selling fruit). The usual reply from the kitchen would be, “Si es el Verdulero, sí queremos” (If it’s the vegetable vendor, we want some). People’s familiarity with the quality of his produce and the cultivation and nurturing of friendships over the years ensured he would have a successful trip. Whenever I drive by the ojito (spring) in the box canyon at Pilar where he stopped for a respite and to water the horses, I am reminded of the difficult trek my grandfather must have endured to sustain his family’s well-being. In addition, he must have felt an obligation to provide for the needs of the people who depended on him to deliver produce of such quality that the woman of the house preferred his fruit and vegetables to those of other vendors. My querencia is more than a cornucopia of memories. It has a geographical imprint with stories etched across its landscape.


Years ago, someone spray-painted a message on a boulder along the main highway in the Embudo Canyon that read, “NO VENDER LA TIERRA.” It was a plea reminding the local Hispano community to refrain from selling their lands—lands that had been in their families for centuries. By the early 1970s, many properties sat abandoned. Old adobe houses and farms were on the real estate market, placed on the county’s tax delinquent accounts list, or in such a state of neglect that almost any offered purchase price seemed a guaranteed sale. The local youths were beginning to move away and the ancianos (elders) could no longer tend to their farms. Agrarian traditions were being replaced by a western cultural lifestyle made more possible through employment at the Los Alamos National Labs, state and local government jobs, or other workplaces that lured people away from home.


With this evolving new form of self-reliance and financial independence, the pathways between people’s houses began to disappear. Gate openings in the fence lines were wired shut. Interactions and bartering between neighbors began to decline. The Bureau of Land Management (BLM) and the United States Forest Service closed off roads to areas that had once been communal lands and deprived people of access to natural resources they had relied on for centuries to sustain their querencias. “No Trespassing” signs began to appear, and the phrase cuando llegó el alambre, llegó el hambre (when the fences arrived, hunger arrived) became a reality. What might have once been a grandma’s, tía’s, tío’s, vecino’s, or pariente’s residence now belonged to an outsider, un de porfuera.


Juxtaposed against the ever-growing arrival of extranjeros (foreigners) were land rights activist groups and cultural preservationists such as Reies López Tijerina’s Alianza Federal de Mercedes and La Academia de La Nueva Raza. La Academia was a land-based organization dedicated to the preservation of cultural traditions through fully engaged community activism and the collecting of oral histories. It was spearheaded by a collective of young Chicano organic intellectuals, including Embudo nativos Tomás Atencio and Juan Estevan Arellano. The Academia’s headquarters had been established in my great-grandmother’s house in the old Plaza del Embudo. The group called for the maintenance of traditional ways of living nurtured by acts of mutualismo (mutualism) and an appreciation for familia, comunidad, y tradiciones (family, community, and traditions).


During my childhood, words like “sustainability” and “resiliency” were not part of the lexicon. Yet people lived in accordance with traditions that sustained their livelihood as they had been accustomed to do for centuries. The shelves of my grandmother Juanita’s suterrano (storm cellar) were always lined with a colorful array of jars filled with preserves of various fruits and vegetables. From the storm cellar’s vigas hung ristras of cueritos (porkskins) and carne seca (beef jerky). And from the rafters in the sotella, strings with strips of dried green chili and red chile ristras dangled in the attic dust. Sometimes I would accompany her out to the fields to look for a specific grass that she used to make her brooms. Although she had a cold-water hookup for the kitchen sink, she preferred to draw water for drinking from the ojito in the veguita (marsh), where footpaths along the Río Embudo extended from one end of the village to the other. This pastoral and idyllic life greeted the counterculture refugees fleeing the social turbulence of the 1960s. When a new pet has been introduced into a household, the fear that its first inclination is to leave or wander off is always imminent. After a short period during which it becomes accustomed to its surroundings, it is said, “ya no se va, ya se aquerenció” (He won’t leave, he feels at home). It is during this time when it begins to recognize its new settings as home and the potential for it to stray is diminished. The same was said of the counterculture “new settlers” after their arrival in the villages throughout northern New Mexico became a common occurrence. “Ya se aquerenciaron” was a phrase used to describe their acclimatization to what, for many of them, would become their querencia.


To leave or not to leave one’s querencia is the ultimate dilemma. El que se va se va suspirando, y él que se queda se queda llorando (He who leaves does so sighing, and he who stays, mourns). Sometimes the conflict between staying or leaving gives birth to an equal regret. When I was still quite young, I saw the phrase Sal si puedes (Leave if you can) brushed on the wall of a dilapidated building in a neighboring town. For many people, moving away was not by choice. The pursuit of employment or education, enlistment in the military, or a desire for a better quality of life were some of the most common reasons people left their villages. As time went on, people’s desire to leave was replaced by a yearning to stay. Quédate si puedes (Stay if you can) became the overriding cultural mantra. One evening, my cousin and I were sitting on the bridge of one of the village’s lower roads reflecting on the changes that had occurred since he was in his teens and living in an area of Dixon known as La Otra Banda before his family relocated to Albuquerque in the mid-1960s. It seemed that every person who went by was a nonnative resident. “What do you think about all the changes that have happened since you lived here?” I asked. “They can change Dixon all they want,” he said, moving his hand over his heart, “pero, aquí, en mi corazón nunca lo van a cambiar” (but here, in my heart, they will never change it). As I drive through the village, I notice that many yards along the highway have been enclosed with high walls or coyote fences. Many people who move here bring with them the lifestyles they are seeking to get away from. “The first thing that goes up,” said another primo to me once, “is the wall.” The wave of ’mano Ignacio sitting under his porch and the smile from ’mana Rufina tending her flower beds have been replaced by walls that prevent people from greeting each other. Buenos días (Good morning) has been replaced with no me molestes (Don’t bother me!). That is not querencia. That is a life lived in isolation among one’s neighbors.


Years ago, as a young man, I was hitchhiking out of town. I recognized the car approaching me and quickly decided as an act of respect that I would not extend my hand and gesture for a ride. For the person driving the car was elderly and known to never pick up hitchhikers. As the car approached, I waved but kept my gaze on the road for the next oncoming vehicle. A few seconds passed, and I heard the honk of a car. I turned, and the elderly gentleman had pulled over. I ran toward the car and peered in. Inside were the gentleman, his mother, and an elderly woman sitting in the back seat. “¡Súbete!” (Get in!), said the driver, and motioned toward the back. As we began to drive away, he turned back toward me and said, “¿Romero, qué no?” “Sí, hijo de Elías y Carolina,” I replied. He smiled, adjusted his fedora, and said, “Pues, te conocimos. Sabemos quien es tu familia.” The gentleman who was known to never offer a ride to anyone had pulled over for me because his family knew mine. My family’s name, going back generations and generations, was honorable and reputable. When they saw me standing on the side of the road, who they observed was not me, but my parents, grandparents, mi familia, mis antepasados. As a child, I wondered why people who were no relation to the family referred to my grandmother as Tía Juanita. She was everyone’s aunt because she was also every mother’s sister, ’mana Juanita. That is also querencia.


With the inevitable changes that come with time, as my primo said at the bridge, what we knew lives on in our hearts. Lo que nos llevamos al pozo cuando muremos es nada más que un puño de tierra. Pero lo que dejamos son recuerdos e historias de quien fuimos y como caminamos entre la gente. Por feos, bonitos, ricos, pobres, buenos o malos, inteligentes, medio zafa’os, generosos o cuscos, si no van a decir “tan bueno que fue” o “pobrecita, tan buen corazón que tenía,” pues tan siquiera que digan, “tanto que peleó por su pueblo, aunque nada se llevó.” (All we take to the grave when we die is a handful of dirt. But what we leave behind are memories and histories of who we were and how we walked among people. Whether we are ugly, pretty, rich, poor, nice or mean, intelligent, kind of slow, generous or greedy, if they are not going to say “he was such a good person” or “poor thing, she had such a big heart,” well, at least they should say, “he fought so hard for his community, although he took nothing with him”).


In 1957 my father, a comisionado (commissioner) on the Acequia de la Plaza, along with the mayordomo (ditch boss) and the other comisionados on the acequia’s governing body, were successful in registering the parciantes’ (ditch members’) water rights. At that time, few people were concerned with matters pertaining to acequias outside of their seasonal and daily operations. The maps, oral history testimonials, and carbon copies of my father’s original typed letters I found at the state engineer’s office are a startling record and reminder of the contributions made by a group of men whose efforts have never been recognized nor celebrated. Unos cargan la lana y otros ganan la fama (some carry the wool, others gain the fame).


Other letters I have found are from an ongoing correspondence by my father, representing a group of cattlemen from the Embudo Valley, who aimed to reacquire the grazing rights to what were once ejidos (communal lands) that had been claimed by the Bureau of Land Management. Upon my father’s untimely passing in 1977, these efforts came to a halt. But I remember one of the gentlemen from the group years later telling me, “Con la ayuda de tu papá, fuéramos agarrando los ejidos pa ’tras.” I also believe that, had my father not passed away, they would have been successful in reacquiring the grazing rights. It would be inconceivable for me to write about my querencia and not remember my father, who was an educator by profession, but whose real passion was as a Notary Public and helping people with their property deeds and land titles.


In the early 1970s, the BLM filed suit against people in the valley who had constructed homes on what had once been recognized as herencia (heritage) or communal lands but that had become BLM lands after the government resurveyed its holding claims. It was my father who helped them acquire their land titles from the government. He also helped many of the men from the villages who had worked as sheepherders, in agriculture, or on the railroad to acquire the pensions they had been denied. My childhood years were spent at the courthouses in Tierra Amarilla, Santa Fe, and Taos while my father researched property deeds on behalf of his clients’ interests, most often doing it doing it pro bono. In the early ’60s, after he had grown frustrated with seeing the arroyos, back roads, and hillsides littered with trash, through his efforts the BLM dedicated a portion of property to be used as a landfill site.


Community adoration for my father in his lifetime did not come with the dedication of a building in his name, nor was he given an award for his service. But on the funeral procession to the Veterans Memorial Cemetery in Santa Fe, where he was interred, I looked back from the top of the hill and the line of cars was several miles long. Many men and women who dedicated their lives to the well-being of their querencia have gone unrecognized for their unselfish servitude or any measure of recognition by which we have come to honor some of our maestros y maestras (teachers) in more recent times. Or the madrecitas (mothers) who raised families and maintained the querencia while our abuelos (grandfathers) were on the manito trail working away from home en la borrega, el betabel, el fierro carril, las minas, o las pizcas (in sheepherding, the sugar-beet field, the railroad, the mines, or the fields) throughout the southwest. Las mujeres, ellas también merecen reconocimiento (The women, they also deserve recognition). So do the young local men who toil in the acequias during the annual spring cleanings to ensure that parciantes will have water for irrigating. Those same men, uncelebrated stewards of the land, neither acknowledged nor recognized for sustaining traditions that enable others to live an agrarian lifestyle, are instead viewed suspiciously when they enter the local tiendita (general store).


Are people obligated to participate in the maintenance of their querencia? Sometimes when I am driving into the village, I will notice a tall, older Anglo man alongside the road picking up the trash that people toss out of their cars. And I wonder if he loves this querencia more than those whose ancestors labored with undying determination to clear the virgin fields of rocks, trees, and shrubs. What would nuestros antepasados think if they saw what has become of their querencia? We owe our gratitude to the men and women who toiled unceremoniously to level the land for agriculture and constructed acequias with mules and burros and crude wooden implements, and who con la pala y la mano (with a shovel and their bare hands) built a home for their families and their descendants. It is not enough to speak of one’s love for querencia without participating in the maintenance that ensures its health and well-being. La querencia es de él quien la mantiene (the homeland belongs to those who care for it).


No matter where I find myself, the arrow of my internal compass always points toward my ancestral home, where my cultural and spiritual point of reference originates. My strengths and weaknesses, my biggest insecurities and strongest self-assurances were shaped and formed there. Essentially, it shaped my locura, my worldview. Where a person is raised can tell a lot about who they are. Dime dónde te creastes y te diré quién eres. As was stated earlier, origin stories the world over feature accounts of where a people came from as a way of telling how they came to be. Who I am, like a tightly woven trenza, is braided to the landscape, the people, the culture, the place where I was raised.


Recently, I met a woman who considers her querencia to be a small town in northern New Mexico where her family lived before moving to another state. Although she was born and raised in Wyoming, she considers the family’s home origins as her querencia. Some may ask, “Can I have more than one querencia?” Others may emphatically proclaim, “I don’t feel like I have a querencia.” Within the pages of this anthology are stories that tell, ask, ponder, and examine querencia in its various manifestations. Ultimately, the goal is to inspire the reader to embark on a journey toward his or her own querencia. ¿Dónde está tu querencia? (Where is your querencia?).
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In Community Querencias, readers are asked to reflect on the claiming of querencia through contestatory communal practices related to identity formation within different geographic spaces. The three chapters contained in this section illuminate the need for storytelling and active listening as a necessary process for agency and claiming homespace. Specifically, the authors demonstrate that community legacies—what we inherit and what we choose to pass on—are an important aspect of the ever-evolving nature of querencia for new generations of Indigenous tribes and Nuevomexicanos.


In chapter one, “The Long, Wondrous Life of Ventura Chávez, 1926–2013,” Simón Ventura Trujillo engages in questions of land-grant tenure and dispossession through the eulogy of his grandfather, Ventura Chávez, also referred to as El Viejo. For Trujillo, El Viejo’s life connects the individual to the communal through an extensive network of Indigenous memory. The military veteran returned to his homeland in northern New Mexico and became active in La Alianza Federal de Mercedes in the late 1960s. Trujillo reflects on the wisdom of his grandfather as a social critic and an important storyteller not only in his family, but for the rest of the Indo-Hispano pueblo. Trujillo’s commitment to El Viejo’s stories came through an active listening process, coupled with his own research on Reies López Tijerina, a land-grant activist. Tijerina’s decolonial desire for land, as Trujillo states, merged what seemed like two dissimilar paths of knowledge into one that left him reckoning with the forms of settler forgetting that animate US policies in New Mexico and the broken promises of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo. Unfortunately, as many of us have experienced, our desire to see grandparents as keepers of subjugated knowledge often comes late. In 2011, El Viejo was diagnosed with dementia and lost the ability to hear and tell stories. In this context, Trujillo uncovers El Viejo’s written journals and reveals the decolonial emotion and passion still evident in the last two years of his life. He ends his chapter by reinforcing El Viejo’s claim to an Indo-Hispano identity under the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo—“an occupied territory under alien landlords.” For Trujillo, El Viejo embodies the querencia for a homeland as an “ongoing and active formation of rebellious storytelling.” Stories are integral to sustaining a holistic sense of self, as they connect us to our querencias and to the people with whom we share our love for the land. Through the eulogy form, Trujillo activates storytelling through the land. The land gives us our stories and the stories sustain our place in the land.


In chapter two, “Remapping Patriotic Practices: The Case of the Las Vegas 4th of July Fiestas,” Lillian Gorman analyzes cultural materials during a three-year period of the 4th of July Fiestas in Las Vegas, New Mexico, as a way to examine how self-identified Hispanics from this area contribute to larger conversations on nationhood. She looks at the Plaza de Las Vegas and affirms it as a home space for locals and for parientes (relatives) who make an annual pilgrimage to the fiestas to reunite with familia and see old friends. Many “Diasporic Hispanos” from Las Vegas and surrounding communities who were forced by economic conditions to move elsewhere return each year, reacquaint themselves with their culture and traditions, and partake in the celebrations around food, music, the parade, and the crowning of la reina (the queen). This notion of homecoming, writes Gorman, “is key to understanding the ways in which returning for fiestas contests dominant narratives around the 4th of July and re-semantifies the celebration.” While these fiestas are celebrated during a patriotic national holiday, cultural markers associated with the 4th of July are often not present. Gorman shows how, instead, New Mexican Hispanics engage in a transposition of local stories as a way to demonstrate how tradition works as a contestatory practice. For her, this site embodies both grounded and disrupted querencia: it sparks memory and remembering for Hispanic New Mexicans who reside in Las Vegas, allowing them to gather as longstanding communities and to participate in storytelling, while people who have left and returned must go through the painful process of collapsing past memories with present traditions. Nonetheless, as Gorman argues, Las Vegas serves as a homespace that resists patriotic memory and instead celebrates the ways in which Nuevomexicanos reinsert querencia and local histories into larger national narratives.


Chapter three, “Critical Conversations on Chicanx and Indigenous Scholarship and Activism,” is organized around four central questions prompted by Vanessa Fonseca-Chávez. The discussants, Kevin Brown, Tey Marianna Nunn, Irene Vásquez, and Myla Vicenti Carpio, begin by situating the conversation in relation to their own senses of place across New Mexico and the southwest United States. By doing so, they recognize where they are coming from and how this has informed their social and political commitments in New Mexico and elsewhere. Each participant reflects on the practices of commemoration, memory, and placemaking and, more specifically, how Chicanx and Indigenous communities can work together to build bridges and solidarity for decolonization. For Nunn, it is not enough to say we are working with community: we must always look beyond the façade of words and think about how we enact and embody community in our work. Vicenti Carpio and Vásquez highlight responsibility and obligation as necessary mechanisms to work with the community through an understanding of Indigenous methodologies and Chicana and Chicano studies critical frameworks. Brown emphasizes the need to speak out against colonial representations such as the Three Peoples mural at the University of New Mexico. In doing so, he notes that student organizations like the UNM’s Kiva Club have been pivotal to breaking down boundaries and creating community on college campuses. Each of the participants looks with a critical eye at claiming space and is cognizant of the need for Chicanx and Indigenous communities to work together to tell stories that transcend colonial narratives. They end their conversation by offering suggestions on how to heal from colonial trauma.


As each of these authors demonstrates, active engagement with the community is necessary to define querencia through contestatory practices. As we encounter dominant systems of erasure and attempts to limit New Mexico Indigenous, Hispanic, Indo-Hispano, and borderlands agency, we do so with a heightened awareness of our querencia. La comunidad aquerenciada (the querencia community) resists the imposition of identity and history and, instead, elevates local voices and stories and considers homeplace as an important site of resistance and identity formation.





CHAPTER ONE
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The Long, Wondrous Life of Ventura Chávez, 1926–2013
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SIMÓN VENTURA TRUJILLO
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Corncobs and husks, the rinds and stalks of animal bones were not regarded by the ancient people as filth or garbage. The remains were merely resting at a midpoint in their journey back to dust. Human remains are not so different.


LESLIE MARMON SILKO | “Interior and Exterior Landscapes: The Pueblo Migration Stories”


Makers pose a danger to those who fear. Because revolutions begin with love. Campesino wars begin with love. Art begins with love. Love is inspired by art. We makers have nothing to lose and nothing to hide. We are fearless, fearless. We are born, we love, we die, and there is not much more that really matters in the end. And so we pass the rope, not thinking about what will happen to us once we collide with the earth, force the ash to rise. And trust you can withstand the fire in your hands.


HELENA MARÍA VIRAMONTES | “The Writes Ofrenda”


Family, friends, and all of our relatives.1


Hello, bienvenidos (welcome), and good evening.


Thank you for meeting here to read this eulogy on the life and work of my grandfather, Ventura Chávez.


I used to call him El Viejo.


At the age of eighty-six, after a three-year struggle with Alzheimer’s disease, El Viejo returned to the land at his home in Albuquerque, surrounded by family, on March 11, 2013.


The Oxford English Dictionary defines a eulogy as “a set oration in honour of a deceased person.” As this is an oration dedicated to El Viejo’s long and wondrous life, however, I want to put the eulogy form to a different kind of use to explore connections between genealogies of land-grant tenure and dispossession, the colonial legacies of racialized and gendered labor, and the politics of land and organic radicalism in New Mexico. This means violating certain narrative precepts of the eulogy form. Rather than stressing the exceptional trajectory of El Viejo’s life in individual terms, I’m telling his story to constellate a broader network of Indigenous memory and endurance within occupied New Mexico. Rather than equating his death with finitude, this eulogy is about coming to terms with the fact that the dead never stay still—that, as Raymond Williams (2009) writes, “the dead may be reduced to fixed forms, though their surviving records are against it” (129).


As some of you may know, in the 1960s and early 1970s El Viejo and my grandmother, Cruzita Chávez, were active members of the New Mexican land-grant movement La Alianza Federal de Mercedes (The Federal Alliance of Land Grants). For the past decade, I have been researching and writing about La Alianza’s cultural politics as a way of rethinking the questions of land, race, and indigeneity in the formation and dispossession of Spanish and Mexican land grants in the Americas. El Viejo’s eulogy, then, is also a story of how I came to this work. Or rather, it is a story of how this work came to me—how I came to inherit this work from my grandparents, and what it means to remake it in our present moment.


In addition to being a grandfather, parent, husband, son, and brother, El Viejo was one of the sharpest social critics I’ve ever met. For someone who only attended school until the age of thirteen, he possessed a wisdom that came from way before his time. He found lifelong inspiration from the stories of our Indigenous and settler ancestors. Despite his limited formal schooling, he was an avid reader of New Mexican history and culture. His personal library, in a single bookcase in his room, was an eclectic mix of Spanish and Mexican land-grant historiography, Chicana/o borderland history, Native American philosophy, Christian mystical literature, and Western fiction. Titles such as David Weber’s Foreigners in Their Native Land and Vine Deloria Jr.’s Behind the Trail of Broken Treaties sat next to a vast collection of Louis L’Amour novels. Frank Waters’ Book of the Hopi, Fabiola Cabeza de Baca’s We Fed Them Cactus, and Fray Angélico Chávez’s My Penitente Land resided alongside works on prophecy and interplanetary influence by Edgar Cayce. As an organic radical intellectual, his embrace of the power of storytelling upended the social and disciplinary boundaries among myth, history, and fiction. He knew that stories are the way we make this life meaningful in the face of death. He knew that without our stories, we have nothing. In short, among being a cowboy, a railroad worker, a sailor, an aircraft painter, and a radical civil rights activist, El Viejo was a storyteller.


Here is a story about the storyteller.


El Viejo was born on October 30, 1926 on a small ranch a few miles outside of Cuervo, New Mexico—a small village east of Santa Rosa that was reduced to a virtual ghost town by the construction of Interstate 40 in the middle of the twentieth century. He was the youngest of thirteen children born to Mariana Maestas and Manuel Chávez. Mariana was the granddaughter of a woman of Cherokee descent who was adopted to be a servant for the Lucero family in New Mexico.2 Manuel was a sheepherder who worked for the Bond and Weist Company on land that was formerly the Anton Chico and Pablo Montoya Land Grants, which itself was terrain that hosted a complex network of Kiowa, Comanche, and Apache tribes before that.


With instruction from his father, tíos (uncles), and older siblings, El Viejo learned how to ride horses, herd sheep, and work as a cowboy. When he was thirteen, his father froze to death after getting caught in a blizzard while returning home one night from Anton Chico. Three years later, El Viejo lied about his age and joined the Navy. After training in San Diego, he was stationed in Okinawa, Japan, and served as a gunner on a battleship during World War II. While in the Navy, he met a professional fighter from New Orleans named Earhardt who taught him how to box, a skill that would serve him well in subsequent years.


After the war, El Viejo returned to New Mexico for a while, picked up work as a cowboy, and helped at a gas station that he and his brother, Procopio, had built. Later, with assistance from the GI Bill, he moved to Kansas City, Missouri and attended a trade school for paint and body work on cars and airplanes. When he completed school, he returned to New Mexico and met Cruzita Baros, or, as her grandchildren call her, Nana. They married in 1957, and together had five children.


Sometime in the early 1960s, El Viejo attended a meeting of a newly formed organization in New Mexico called La Alianza Federal de Mercedes. While there, he met its president, Reies López Tijerina. For a long time, the United States government and the media told Native and mestiza/o peoples who were poor and landless that their poverty came from being culturally backward, from not being able to speak English, from not knowing how to “develop” the land properly, and from being a degenerate mixture of American Indian and Spanish. Many people continue to believe that story to this day. Yet with members like Nana and El Viejo, La Alianza provided a way of speaking back to the lies and misrepresentations proffered by the US government and our national culture. The group challenged the idea that being mixed American Indian and Spanish was a marker of shame. They challenged the idea that the poverty endured by Pueblo and Indohispano peoples was a result of our so-called backward nature. Rather, they linked poverty to centuries of land theft by the US government, the US Forest Service, and a number of cattle, mining, and timber corporations.


As a descendant of American Indian servants living on land-grant land that would ultimately be taken from his family, El Viejo had a memory that resonated with La Alianza’s work in a powerful way. He was part of a pivotal generation of people of Mexican, Indigenous, and mestiza/o descent who went abroad to fight for the United States, only to return and discover ongoing exclusion from the basic rights and protections of US citizenship.


This realization would prompt his participation in one of the most renowned events in New Mexican history: the armed raid of the Tierra Amarilla courthouse on June 5, 1967. Along with twenty other Aliancistas, El Viejo attempted to place then–New Mexico District Attorney Alfonso Sánchez under citizen’s arrest for violating La Alianza’s right to peaceful assembly. The courthouse raid was one of El Viejo’s favorite and most guarded stories.


We were scouring the place
looking for Sánchez and anyone else
who was hiding out.
When we got upstairs, we found a door that was closed
locked from the inside.
I knocked once and
gunshots tore through the door.
They just barely missed my head.
Now that pissed me off.
Reies and I were carrying machine guns.
Together we blasted the door open.
The jailer just stood there
holding his gun, looking scared.
He dropped it right away.


I walked over to him
punched him right in the face
split his cheek open.


I was lucky enough to know El Viejo not only as a grandparent, but as a father figure who worked to feed, shelter, care for, and educate me and my sister, Michelle. Indeed, the memories I have of El Viejo as a storyteller are coupled with memories of him picking us up from school, of him taking me to buy toys when I was little, of sharing meals, of road trips, of him working in his garden, of him cleaning beans for supper. His courthouse raid story was tied to a bundle of other stories, jokes, and observations he would tell over the years that existed atmospherically in our Albuquerque home. Because they were El Viejo’s stories, they surrounded everything. Yet I knew nothing about from where they came, nor even what it could mean to listen.


One evening El Viejo is chopping onions for dinner. He stops and looks at me.


Our People, the Indohispano,
need to become educated
because an education is
the one thing
they cannot take away from you.


El Viejo pulls his hand back quickly.
I nicked my finger
he says.
Blood trickles down his hand.
He gets up to wash his hands.
Over the sound of running water
he jokes
There goes the Iberian part of me.


In 2002, a worker from the US Census Bureau visited our home on the west side of Albuquerque. I was twenty-two and completing my last year of undergraduate study at the University of New Mexico. The census worker began his interview with El Viejo by asking questions about his work and recent retirement. He then asked about El Viejo’s racial status.


Are you Hispanic, sir?
Hispanic?


El Viejo laughed as if
he was hearing
the punchline of a joke.
No.
We are Indohispanos.
We are mixed
Half Native American and half Iberian
mostly Jewish.
We are not Hispanic.


The census worker smiled
with confusion
and looked at me.
He didn’t know what to do.
Neither did I.
El Viejo did not relent.


Our people are Indohispano.
We are not “Spanish.”
“Spain” was not a sovereign country when Columbus came here.
And we are not only Iberian.
My great-great grandmother was half Apache and half Cherokee.
She became a slave to the Spaniards
and was named Dolores Lucero.
We are mixed.


The census worker sits up,
adjusts his glasses, and says,
Sir, that is fascinating.
Under race, you may want to fill in
the “other” box.


I had heard this narrative many times before without knowing where it came from. I did not know how to listen to his stories. I was always called “Hispanic” in school. I heard it everywhere on the news. I had seen it on applications for schools and on doctor’s forms. I had even heard of “Chicano” from some faculty and Movimiento Estudiantil Chicano de Aztlán programs in high school. But Indohispano? I had only heard El Viejo talk that way. No other member of my immediate or distant family had ever really talked that way. Without an ear for his stories, I took the encounter as yet another example of his “eccentric” historical worldview. But nothing more.


I moved to Seattle in 2005 to begin the PhD program in the Department of English at the University of Washington (UW). During my second year, I became interested in Black cultural politics and the ways in which Black radical intellectuals critiqued the racist underpinnings of liberal forms of emancipation and capitalist modes of production. In graduate seminars and reading groups, I encountered work by W. E. B. DuBois, Cedric Robinson, Robin Kelly, Angela Davis, and C. L. R. James. Together, they taught me that contemporary iterations of capitalism, nationalism, state power, and citizenship—i.e., the hallmarks of Euroamerican modernity—were not self-originating and self-perfecting concepts and political structures born out of the grandeur of European civilization. Rather, I learned how the political, cultural, and economic structures of modernity remain financed and organized through antiblackness and the captivity of black life in forms that ranged from chattel slavery to segregation and into our contemporary nightmare of mass incarceration.


DuBois’s Darkwater (1920) importantly connects the US racial doctrines of White patriarchal supremacy to a global structure of European capitalist imperialism: “The World War,” he writes, “was primarily the jealous and avaricious struggle for the largest share in exploiting darker races” (29). Cedric Robinson’s Black Marxism and his theory of racial capitalism in particular exposed how antiblack racism structures capitalist and nationalist social formations, yet remains irreducible to Marxist conceptions of class struggle. Reading Robinson showed me the powerful and perennially challenged role that the Black Radical tradition played in formulating a materialist theory of race that enabled “opposition to the alienation of labor and the ordering of social life according to the dictates of private property” (Robinson 1983, 45). By virtue of these critiques, I was starting to consider the ways that Black writers and cultural workers manifested acts of what Fred Moten and Stefano Harney call “fugitive enlightenment”—that is, a “ruptural and enraptured disclosure of the commons” enacted by “the life stolen by enlightenment and stolen back” (Robinson 1983, 28).
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