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To Magnolia




The Americans of all nations at any time upon the earth, have probably the fullest poetical nature. The United States themselves are essentially the greatest poem. In the history of the earth hitherto the largest and most stirring appear tame and orderly to their ampler largeness and stir. Here at last is something in the doings of man that corresponds with the broadcast doings of the day and night. Here is not merely a nation but a teeming nation of nations.


Walt Whitman


Preface to Leaves of Grass





PROLOGUE


The family farm sat on the edge of a pristine glacial lake in Norway’s fjord country, in a sparsely settled district known as Årdal, which was therefore the family name. Behind the barn, a dirt trail led up a valley into the mountains. The hillsides were steep and rocky, but the soil was fertile and well watered by glacial runoff. In the summer, cattle and sheep grazed on the verdant slopes. The Årdal family named it Søgnhildtunet—Søgnhild’s Place—after one of the early Årdal women. The property had been in the family as far back as 1759, passing from father to firstborn son according to the ancient primogeniture law that guaranteed continued family ownership of Norway’s farmland.


By 1864, Søgnhildtunet should rightfully have passed to Johannes. But he was just twenty-two and restless, and the prospect of following the familiar path of his father, grandfather, and great-grandfather left little to his imagination. In Norway, he faced a predictable future, and not an easy one. For all its natural beauty, Søgnhildtunet would never be a farm that yielded abundance. The winter was long and dark and cold. To stay there would be to settle for the narrow nineteenth-century world of the Norwegian peasantry. His forefathers had no choice, but Johannes did.


The talk in Årdal in those days was of going to America, a country wide open to Norwegian immigrants. From towns on the west coast, ships were sailing daily to Bergen or Liverpool or other transatlantic embarkation points. For the equivalent of about thirty dollars, companies offered special “America” packages, covering steamship travel across the ocean plus rail transport into the U.S. interior. Large tracts of tillable land, so scarce in Norway, stood empty in Wisconsin and Minnesota and the Dakota Territory. Dreaming of new lives in a different land, Johannes and his twenty-year-old wife, Brite, said good-bye to their families and headed across the Atlantic.


With Johannes abandoning his claim, the farm in Årdal passed to the next oldest son, Ole. There were two other sons in the family, however—Samuel and a second Ole—and when they reached adulthood a few years later, they had no land of their own and nowhere to find work. Norway in the nineteenth century had one of the highest rates of population growth in Europe, but it still had a preindustrial agrarian economy that offered few employment opportunities. More than two thirds of the population lived in rural areas, the majority of them landless. The Årdal brothers knew what they needed to do, and in the spring of 1875, they sailed to Liverpool. From there, they booked passage to America on the Allan Steamship Line, a route favored in those years by tens of thousands of Norwegians.


In each decade from 1860 to 1910, the country lost about 5 percent (and sometimes more) of its population to emigration. Only Italy and Ireland lost proportionally more. The vast majority left rural Norway and made their way to the rural United States. The Norwegian American writer Ole Rölvaag called it “The Great Settling,” and in his novel Giants in the Earth he painted a vivid portrait of the Norwegian immigrants’ experience as they fanned across the upper Midwest. They traversed the plains in covered wagons, towed by oxen that would later be put to use plowing fields or hauling timber. The wagons were packed with the things they would need to start a frontier life—household utensils, farm implements, clothing, bedding.


Samuel and Ole made their way to western Minnesota, where their brother Johannes had homesteaded a decade earlier. By the time his younger brothers showed up in June of 1875, Johannes had an established farming operation, and he immediately put Samuel and Ole to work. After the harvest season, Samuel and Ole found work in the area as laborers, hiring out to whoever needed help. During the winter, when farmwork was scarce, they attended public school—grown men sitting alongside nine- and ten-year-olds—in order to learn English. Once they had saved enough money to buy some livestock and a wagon, Samuel and Ole moved on to look for land of their own. They headed first toward the Red River Valley in the northeast corner of Dakota Territory. It was a slow journey. The cattle they brought with them were constantly hungry and kept stopping to graze along the way. Nearing the Red River, they found the plain almost entirely flooded and had to wade through the water and muck. Mosquitoes tormented them.


Most of the land they crossed had already been settled, so they pressed on to the west, where there was still acreage free for the taking. The southern part of Dakota featured abundant grassland, but the Årdal brothers, having grown up among fjords and mountains, were not drawn to wide open spaces, so they stayed to the north. As they plodded on, they encountered fewer and fewer sod shacks, until at last they reached territory no one else had claimed. The land had not been surveyed yet, and Samuel and Ole could take it simply by driving stakes into the ground and declaring it theirs.


The terrain was somewhat reminiscent of rural Norway, but this was virgin land. Everything Samuel and Ole built, they built by hand. Most of the work they did, they did for the first time. Ingenuity and enterprise were key. For their first shelter, they turned their wagon box upside down and mounted it on four posts, laying the canvas over the top. Next, they built rudimentary log cabins. After stripping the logs, they stacked them one atop another, filling the spaces between with clay from the riverbed. The roof was made of bark and sod, laid carefully across pole rafters. In Norway, the farm life had been ritualized, consisting of chores done the same way, generation after generation. In America, the sod Samuel and Ole opened with their plows had never been broken before. The land had never been planted, the fields never fenced. The whole venture was exhilarating. This was the Norwegian immigrant experience that inspired Rölvaag: As Per Hansa lay there dreaming of the future it seemed to him that hidden springs of energy, hitherto unsuspected even by himself, were welling up in his heart. He felt as if his strength were inexhaustible.


Success in America for immigrants required looking ahead and focusing on what had been gained, not what was left behind. The Årdal brothers would never see Norway again. They had year-round farming responsibilities and soon were raising families. The “old country” was impossibly far away. Inevitably, the immigrant experience included periods of loneliness, especially acute there on the Great Plains. But Norwegians were known for their stoicism. Pious Lutherans and not given to frivolity, the brothers worked hard and skillfully and prospered in their new farming lives, cultivating wheat, oats, and potatoes. They dutifully came to see themselves as Americans, but it was not hard. No one marginalized them as newcomers, challenged their presence on the land, or questioned their loyalty, identity, or religion. With other local immigrants, they built schools and churches. As pioneers, they took that part of America as their own, and no one questioned their claim.


Back in Norway, the emigration continued. In 1883, Samuel and Ole’s sister Brita left with her husband, Tollef, and joined her brothers in North Dakota. In 1900, their nephew Nicolai followed, thirty-six years after his Uncle Johannes had blazed the trail. He had also lost the Søgnhildtunet inheritance to an older brother. Like the others, he headed to North Dakota and worked for his relatives, attending a one-room country school to learn English. But the farming life was not a good fit, and Nicolai opted for business school, eventually finding work at a bank in the town of Milton. There, he met and wed a young schoolteacher named Bessie, the daughter of an immigrant from England. Their marriage produced five children, among them my mother.


•  •  •


The country my ancestors chose as their new home had a political culture that grew largely from the pattern of its settlement. In Europe, the people came with the territory, but in America, the territory came first, and those arriving from other lands became American citizens by swearing allegiance to the new nation and the individualist ideology on which it was founded. “They must look forward to their posterity rather than backward to their ancestors,” John Quincy Adams said of the immigrants. By coming to America, they could assume a new national identity based on their adherence to a creed and a set of values.


To outsiders, the American character was shaped on the frontier, where rewards came in return for effort and enterprise. The French travel writer and historian Alexis de Tocqueville, having visited the United States in 1831, was struck by the egalitarianism of American life, which he largely attributed to the country being a “new and unbounded” place where people coming from foreign lands could start over, all on the same basis. It was a country “where the inhabitants arrived but as yesterday upon the soil which they now occupy, and brought neither customs nor traditions with them there.” As Adams had noted a decade earlier, the separate genealogies that had channeled people in the Old World into one or another future were irrelevant in America. Class differences mattered little, because the abundance of opportunity produced a degree of social mobility in America unmatched anywhere else in the world. Instead of deferring to authority, Americans learned to be self-reliant. “As no signs of incontestable greatness or superiority are perceived in anyone of them, they are constantly brought back to their own reason as the most obvious and proximate source of truth,” Tocqueville wrote. Comparing America to other countries he knew, he found it unique in almost every way. “The position of the Americans is quite exceptional,” he concluded.


Thus arose the American myth that would inspire people around the world desperate for a chance to prove themselves in a new land. “The bosom of America is open to receive not only the Opulent and respectable Stranger,” George Washington had famously declared, “but the oppressed and persecuted of all Nations and Religions, whom we shall welcome to a participation of all our rights and privileges, if by decency and propriety of conduct they appear to merit the enjoyment.” No country on the planet would be as associated ideologically with immigration as the United States. The foreigners who broke ties with their old countries, pursued new opportunities in this different land, and were willing to be judged on their own merits and achievement personified the model American. This was said to be the nation of new beginnings, where people could be defined, in the words of immigration historian Oscar Handlin, “not by virtue of common descent but rather of common destiny.”


The experience of my own Norwegian relatives matched the idealized version of the immigrant story. America was indeed the place where their ambitions were limited only by their own talents, will, and discipline. After becoming a bank officer, my grandfather Nicolai lost almost everything in the 1930s, but his faith in his adopted nation and his pride in what he had become were unbroken. To the very end of his life, he wore a white shirt and necktie seven days a week, every day of the year. It was not some carryover of an Old World custom; in Norway, he was raised on a farm. If anything, his dress served to highlight his break from his own rural background. On a return visit to Søgnhildtunet at the age of eighty-four, his relatives took a picture of him sitting on a hay rake behind a horse, dressed even there in a shirt and tie. It was as if to show he belonged at a desk in his North Dakota bank, not in a hay field in Norway.


For most of the world’s population, however, the American immigrant promise was hollow. In reality, it was limited to people of the same skin color as my Scandinavian ancestors. Despite George Washington’s lofty declaration, the first immigration law passed by Congress in 1790 offered U.S. citizenship only to “free white persons.” The foreigners who settled in the United States over the first two hundred years of its history were from Europe and almost nowhere else, except for those Africans who came as slaves or were born into slave families, and they had to struggle mightily to gain membership in the nation. Almost everyone else was limited by poverty or circumstance from moving to the United States, or they were barred under U.S. law from coming at all. Thousands of Chinese, almost entirely men, were admitted in the middle years of the nineteenth century, but only as contract laborers, and with the passage of the Chinese Exclusion Act in 1882, Chinese immigration was officially prohibited. The more people wanted to move to America, the more difficult it became to obtain American citizenship. Even those coming from southern and eastern Europe found they were unwelcome. The Harvard-trained lawyer Prescott Hall, cofounder of the influential Immigration Restriction League, posed the critical question in 1897: “Do we want this country to be peopled by British, German, and Scandinavian stock, historically free, energetic, progressive, or by Slav, Latin, and Asiatic races, historically downtrodden, atavistic, and stagnant?”


So much for the Tocquevillean idea that America’s immigrant history promoted an egalitarian and individualist political culture, supported creativity and enterprise, and produced this new nation where one’s ancestry did not matter. In the view of the immigration restrictionists, it was not the liberating and energizing experience of venturing across the ocean and into an unfamiliar environment that led my North Dakota forebears to prosper. Rather, they achieved what they did simply because they were Norwegian. That view was reflected in a 1924 law that allocated immigration slots on the basis of the candidates’ national origins and effectively excluded most Asians from citizenship. The thrust of the legislation was reinforced with the passage of the McCarran-Walter Act in 1952. Each of the Asian, African, and Middle Eastern countries was allocated barely a hundred immigrant visas per year, while Germany, the United Kingdom, and other countries of northern and western Europe each received thousands of reserved slots. The evident premise of U.S. immigration law was that the explanation for America’s success in the world actually lay in its European heritage, not in its history as a country shaped by enterprising newcomers.


It was only after 1965 that the United States unconditionally embraced its immigrant character, and it did so unintentionally. The 1965 amendments to existing law effectively ended the allocation of immigrant visas on the basis of national origin, putting applicants from around the world on a mostly equal basis. The reforms coincided with dramatic changes in the global order. In newly prospering Europe, economic and social pressures were no longer pushing people to seek new opportunities abroad. At the same time, the developing countries were experiencing population growth, rising aspirations, and heightened conflict. In those regions, more and more people wanted to leave, and improved communication and transportation—across the whole world and not just the Atlantic Ocean—facilitated their migration.


So they came, in far greater numbers than the legislators of 1965 had anticipated. In the next fifty years, the percentage of the U.S. population born outside the country tripled and shifted dramatically in composition, with immigrants arriving from Vietnam, Korea, India, Pakistan, Egypt, Mexico, Central America, Ethiopia, Nigeria, and many other places previously unrepresented. Their experiences were not so different from those of my Norwegian ancestors. They came because opportunities were lacking in their own countries, and they were attracted by what America offered. Like the immigrants of a century earlier, they took risks and were rewarded for their perseverance and initiative. The obstacles they faced, on the other hand, were bigger than anything their predecessors encountered. These new immigrants could not disappear easily into a white Euro-American society, no matter how hard they tried. Language barriers sometimes kept them isolated; even their ideas about God, family, and work could set them apart. Devout Muslims stood out in particular. In this alien environment, some immigrants would experience rejection and a disappointment that cut even deeper than the pain that drove them to leave home in the first place; others discovered that hard work and ambition could actually lead somewhere in this country.


The immigrant influx set up a belated test of America’s character and identity. Was its strength and resilience a result of its formation as “not merely a nation but a teeming nation of nations,” as Walt Whitman said? Or were its achievements actually due to its Anglo-Saxon heritage? That aspect of American society was fast diminishing in relative importance, replaced by unprecedented racial and ethnic diversity. The country had not yet dared to see whether it could live up to its motto, E pluribus unum, “Out of many, one” (an expression that referred originally to the thirteen colonies coming together as one state). At last, America could find out whether it was truly an exceptional nation and what it really meant to be American.


The story unfolded with particular drama in some communities, like one suburban county in northern Virginia that experienced a lifetime of change in a few short years, as immigrants arrived from all sides of the world, with experiences the local old-timers never could have imagined. Some were poor. Some came from professional families. All were enterprising, and together their lives represented the experience of a diversifying nation.





PART ONE
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TWO FAMILIES FROM KOREA


The second time Jung Jae fled Seoul, she left her son Pong Suk behind. They had escaped together when North Korean forces captured the city six months earlier and then returned as soon as U.S. and South Korean forces took it back, but in January 1951 the North Koreans crossed the Han River again, and this time was far more frightening. Jung Jae was certain that Pong Suk would be grabbed, if not by the Communists then by the South Korean troops who were conscripting every able-bodied man they could get their hands on. Her husband had died in 1936, and Jung Jae depended on her twenty-two-year-old son too much to risk losing him. An elder in her church who had vowed to remain in Seoul despite the Communist advance said he would protect Pong Suk by hiding him in the basement of the pharmacy he owned, and Jung Jae felt she had no choice but to trust him.


“Don’t move,” she told Pong Suk on the day she left Seoul, accompanied only by her fourteen-year-old daughter, Nam Soo. An older daughter was with relatives in another province. “We’ll be back,” she said. “Just wait here for us.”


It was the last time she saw Pong Suk.


By then, the only way out of Seoul was on a single freight train headed to Busan, the port city about three hundred miles to the southeast, at the tip of the Korean Peninsula. There would be no more trains after this one, and desperate residents were fighting to get aboard. Jung Jae, fifty years old, and Nam Soo managed to climb on top of a boxcar and claim a small space open to the elements. They stayed there all the way to Busan, huddled with others in the January cold, buffeted by wind and rain and snow, with only a single blanket for the two of them. Some of the people crowded around them developed frostbite or hypothermia; some fell off the train; some froze to death. Jung Jae and Nam Soo, clinging tightly to each other for three days and two nights, somehow survived the trip, and in Busan, they found relatives willing to take them in. But the trip had taken its toll. Five months later, weakened by her ordeal on the train and sickened by guilt and anxiety over her decision to leave Pong Suk to his fate in Seoul, Jung Jae suffered a heart attack and died, not knowing what had become of her son.


The pharmacist had hidden Pong Suk well. The North Koreans did not find him during their three-month reoccupation of Seoul, and he was not detected till the day U.S. forces showed up at the pharmacy looking for medicine. Not understanding English and unable to determine what the Americans wanted, the pharmacist reluctantly called Pong Suk out from his hiding place to help him communicate. Pong Suk had studied English in school and was somewhat able to interpret. Impressed by his language ability and much in need of Korean speakers to assist in the war effort, the Americans conscripted him on the spot and took him away with them to work as an interpreter at a U.S. base in Daegu, about seventy miles northwest of Busan. Several months later, on a weekend leave, Pong Suk went to Busan to locate his mother and sister. It fell to Nam Soo, now fifteen years old and alone, to tell her brother that their mother had died. Recalling the moment more than sixty years later, she could not stop crying.


Heartsick, Pong Suk returned to Daegu to work with the U.S. military for the duration of the war, but he vowed to leave Korea the first chance he got. “I hate this country,” he told Nam Soo the next time he saw her. “Everything I loved is gone. I never want to see Korea again.”


With his fluency in English and his experience working with the American military, Pong Suk qualified for a scholarship to study in the United States and received a student visa. He left Korea on a boat in 1954, with no intention of ever going back. His scholarship took him to Simpson College, a four-year institution in the small town of Indianola, Iowa. It was hardly a place where he could feel at home, but Pong Suk was thrilled by the opportunity. With his visa to enter the United States in the 1950s, he was in a select Korean group of senior government officials, students, war brides, and some Korean military personnel who had been associated with U.S. forces during the war or were pursuing additional military training in the United States. Outside those special categories, it was nearly impossible for Koreans to immigrate. Before leaving, Pong Suk told Nam Soo and his other sister, Soon Sung, that he wanted them to join him. “As soon as I get to America and get settled down, I will find a way for you to come,” he promised, but they knew it was unlikely. Pong Suk did eventually manage to line up a Simpson College scholarship for Nam Soo, but getting her a visa was likely to be a challenge and in any case there was no money for her to make the trip.


After the war, Nam Soo returned to Seoul and reunited with Soon Sung, who was fifteen years older and had an eight-year-old daughter of her own. Soon Sung’s husband had died before the war, and she and Nam Soo were both penniless, a condition they shared with many others in Seoul. Much of the housing had been destroyed, and after three years of war, a quarter of the population was homeless. The two sisters and Soon Sung’s daughter found space in a shelter run by their church and lived there with other women. It could have been much worse. Of the 300,000 South Korean women who lost their husbands during the war, many were left with their children to wander the streets of Seoul or across the Korean countryside, scrounging for food. Such conditions lingered for years. By 1960, the annual per capita income in South Korea was still below $100, comparable to the poorest countries in Africa. Nam Soo was able to get a low-paying job as a clerk in a government office but her older sister, having to care for her daughter, was able only to do some work at the church where the women had taken shelter. When the three of them left the church, it was only to share a single room they had rented in someone else’s house.


Their brother, Pong Suk, meanwhile, was thriving. A student of economics, he was able to continue his education at Yale University, and he successfully petitioned the U.S. government to have his immigrant status adjusted to that of a permanent resident, qualifying him later for citizenship. He married a fellow student, also Korean, and in a rare letter to his sisters in Seoul Pong Suk enclosed a picture of himself and his young bride. They kept it and looked at it often to remind themselves that dreams sometimes come true. “We have a brother in America,” Nam Soo would tell her friends. “That could be my life, too.”


•  •  •


Arranged marriages were common in rural Korea at the time, but the union of Lee Jeom Chul and Seong Nak ManI in 1957 was nevertheless notable for the way it was thrust upon the young couple without any consideration of their wishes. The father of the groom and the father of the bride, occasional drinking buddies in the village of Jimshil, were both practical men. “Hey, you have a daughter, don’t you?” Nak Man’s father asked his friend one day. The man’s wife had health problems, and though their son was just seventeen, the wife had lately been complaining that she wanted their boy married, so she could get a daughter-in-law to take over her household chores. The girl, Jeom Chul, was already twenty and suitable for the role. When Nak Man’s father suggested that the two young people wed, Jeom Chul’s father readily agreed, not bothering to consult either his daughter or his wife. The deal was done. Though they had been raised in the same village, Jeom Chul and Nak Man were essentially strangers, and the day of their marriage was one of the first times they had set eyes on each other.


Overnight, Jeom Chul’s life turned miserable. As was expected, she moved in with Nak Man, his parents, and his four younger siblings, the youngest of whom was just seven years old. Nak Man’s mother informed Jeom Chul that from that day on she would be responsible for all the cooking in the house plus the family laundry, which had to be done in a nearby river. Thus began nearly twenty years of abuse under the roof of her-in-laws. Though it was not a life she had chosen, Jeom Chul accepted it, at least in the beginning, guided by her sense of duty to elders and family. In the winter, when she sat by the river pounding the family laundry against the stones in the icy water, Jeom Chul’s hands would turn numb. In the fall, she had to help with the wheat and potato harvest, and during the spring planting season she spent hours bent over in the rice paddies, placing the rice seedlings one by one in the water bed. At the end of the day, she had to pick the leeches off her legs.


The extended Seong family lived in a traditional Korean farmhouse, built around a central courtyard. There was no electricity or plumbing. The water was drawn from a well in the courtyard, and the cooking was done over wood fires. South Korea had yet to escape poverty, and life in rural villages like Jimshil was especially hard. In early 1960, shortly after the birth of her first son, Jeom Chul decided she could no longer tolerate her mother-in-law’s treatment, and she got up one night and left the house, heading to her parents’ home in the same village. She arrived in tears, knowing that under Korean law and tradition, leaving her husband would mean giving up her child, but she was nevertheless hoping for some sympathy from her own mother and father.


“I can’t do this anymore,” she cried. “They are so mean to me.” Her father, the man responsible for her predicament, was unmoved by her plea and slapped her hard across the face.


“What are you doing here?” he said. “You don’t belong here. You belong there. You are married now!” and he shoved her out the door. From that night on, with her parents refusing to offer support at her most vulnerable moment, Jeom Chul knew she had nowhere else to turn. She went back to live with the Seong family, resigned to her fate.


Over the next ten years, Jeom Chul and Nak Man had three more children, two more boys and then a girl. As the oldest son, Nak Man was obligated to support his younger siblings and his parents in addition to his own children. With no employment opportunities in the Jimshil area, he sought work elsewhere, and in the spring of 1970 he had a job in Busan, the city at the bottom of the Korean Peninsula, where he lived in a single rented room. Jeom Chul by then was pregnant with her fourth child, and as her delivery date drew near she joined him in Busan. She gave birth in that rented room without assistance, holding on to a doorknob for support and cutting the umbilical cord by herself.


They named the girl Gyeong, meaning precious. In traditional Korean families, girls are often less valued than boys, because they do not carry on the family name, but Gyeong was an exception. With three older brothers able to maintain the Seong line, Gyeong’s parents were overjoyed to have a girl at last, and they treated her like a princess. Indeed, Gyeong’s early childhood was largely carefree. She knew little of the way her grandmother had treated her mother, because Jeom Chul would not complain, nor did Jeom Chul burden Gyeong with chores. She played in the dirt with friends and roamed the nearby hillsides with her brothers looking for chestnuts. When she was a bit older, she was responsible for grazing the family cow, but even that task was an easy one. She did lose track of the cow one day when she was playing in the pasture with friends and failed to notice it getting dark, but no harm was done. The cow, knowing it was time to be fed, had walked home on its own and was eating contentedly in its stall when Gyeong came rushing back in tears, ready to confess her negligence.


As Nak Man’s mother grew older and more infirm, she became all the more demanding of her son and daughter-in-law, and their life in Jimshil was increasingly intolerable. Jeom Chul no longer had to work in the fields, but she still had to care for Nak Man’s parents, and his mother’s criticism was ever sharper and meaner. Jeom Chul could not even give her children a weekly bath without being told she was wasting water. For Nak Man, the moment he had dreaded for nearly twenty years was finally arriving: He would have to choose between the interests of his wife and children and his duty as a son to support his parents. For a Korean man, it was an excruciating dilemma, but Nak Man knew what he had to do.





I. Koreans use their surname first, followed by their given names. “Lee” and “Seong” are family names. In America, Korean immigrants generally adopt the English form and reverse the order, putting their surnames last.
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A FAMILY FROM BOLIVIA


The urge to move, a drive that would eventually bring the whole Alarcón family to America, went back to Grandma Edu and her childhood in the hinterlands of Bolivia. Until the day two girls who had been away from the village came back with new dresses and barrettes in their hair, Edu had been content with her simple rural life. Each morning she rose at dawn with her dog to fetch water from the river, take the cows to the pampa to graze, and tend to the bulls. Though she had four brothers, it was Edu who helped her father most with the chores. Some days she would go off with him to his orchard to pick peaches and apples. Other days she would stay in the pasture with her dog, singing to him or snoozing in the sun. At midday her father would ride up on his horse to check on her and bring lunch, usually a little pail of choclo soup, a tasty corn chowder that her mother made with peppers and potatoes. There was no school in her village, and at the age of fourteen she had not yet learned to read or write, but the idea of schooling never appealed much to Edu anyway. Nor did she care that her clothes were worn and tattered or that she had no decent shoes to wear—not, that is, until the day her two friends showed up in their new outfits, looking so pretty. Edu decided then and there to follow their example.


The girls had gone off to the nearest big city, Cochabamba, about sixty miles to the north, to work as domestic servants. Edu had never seen Cochabamba, but her older sister Benigna had been there to visit some cousins, and once Edu got it into her head to go there and earn money, she pestered Benigna relentlessly to make the journey with her. Their father would never agree to it, so they would have to make the arrangements on their own. They left early one morning while their father’s attention was elsewhere, heading on foot to a village where their father’s sister lived. She was surprised to see them and admonished them for having left home without telling their parents, but she let them spend the night. After another day walking along dirt roads and then taking a bus, they made it to Cochabamba. Benigna led the way to their cousins’ house, and a day later the girls found work as servants. Their father showed up two weeks later, determined to bring the girls home. Benigna agreed, but the woman who employed Edu was so impressed by her work habits and maturity that she persuaded Edu’s father to let the girl stay. The days of going barefoot, grazing the cows, and picking peaches were over for Edu. She returned to her village on occasion after that to visit her family, but never again to stay.


With her venture, Edu was establishing the principles that would guide her life and set an example for her future family. One was that the experience of poverty motivates people to self-improvement. “When you start out poor,” she said, “you are better than others at rising up.” Another was to be enterprising and smart in confronting obstacles, no matter your level of education. Edu would be illiterate all her life, even in America, but she believed that intelligence was not measured only by the studying one does or the status one attains. “You have to think carefully about where you’re going to go and how you’re going to get there,” she told her four daughters. It was that instinct for looking ahead and finding a path that took Edu from her village to Cochabamba and then from Cochabamba to La Paz, Bolivia’s capital. It was why she later supported her daughters and her son-in-law when they wanted to move to America, and it was why she eventually followed them there herself.


Inevitably, there were times when her progress slowed, such as the years after she met and married her husband, Lucho, and began raising a family in La Paz. During that period, Edu was not earning money of her own, and Lucho had only a meager income from his work in a restaurant. She thought he drank too much and did not give her enough to care for her girls properly. For the first time in her life, Edu felt helpless. Sometimes she went without eating in order to be sure there was food for her four daughters. “You have to have faith at a time like that,” she said. “I prayed, ‘Dear God, Show me what to do. Why is it that other women are earning money and having things, and I cannot? What is it that I have to do? Show me a way.’ ”


An answer came through her oldest daughter, Rhina. While visiting a friend one afternoon, Rhina saw the girl’s mother making carrot juice in her kitchen. The woman peeled and grated the carrots, then wrapped the shavings tightly in cheesecloth and twisted it until juice dripped out. When Rhina related what she had seen, Edu was inspired. Street vendors in La Paz at the time were selling juice from oranges and other fruits, but she knew of no one who was selling fresh carrot juice. Edu promptly went out and bought a basket of carrots, and with the help of ten-year-old Rhina, she grated them and produced a small container of juice. By mixing the juice with water, Edu made some carrot punch, which she brought to her local market the next morning to see whether anyone would buy it. She sold out quickly, and the next day Edu returned with two more buckets, and then three. At last, she had found a potential moneymaking enterprise.


For good reason. It took far more labor to squeeze juice from carrots than from oranges or other fruit. The business took off only after Edu’s husband, Lucho, managed to acquire a German-made electric juicer like one that was used in the restaurant where he worked. The carrots still needed to be peeled before they could be fed into the juicer, but it was no longer necessary to grate the carrots and wring out the juice by hand. Over the coming years, her product proved hugely popular, and the money rolled in. Before long, Edu was going through two hundred or more pounds of carrots in a single day. Rhina, her assistant since the first day, continued working for her, even after meeting and marrying a handsome young Argentine by the name of Victor Alarcón.


Not surprisingly, Edu’s daughters soon had dreams of their own, bigger than anything Edu herself had imagined. The two middle girls, Aída and Marilu, had a school friend who visited Miami every year with her family, and in 1980 the girl was set to move to America to attend college in the Washington, D.C., area. She wanted Aída and Marilu to come with her, and the girls were eager to go. Their request took Edu by surprise. “I knew the United States existed,” she recalled, “but that was all. I really knew nothing about the country.” She was not alone in that regard. Only about sixty Bolivians visited the United States on an average day that year, and almost all of them were businessmen, government officials, or wealthy Bolivian tourists traveling for pleasure. Just three countries in South America—Guyana, Paraguay, and Uruguay—sent fewer visitors to the United States. But Edu could hardly say no to her daughters, having set out on her own at such an early age and believing as she did in the importance of taking one’s destiny in one’s own hands. She took out a loan using her juice business as collateral and sent the girls on their way.


The venture was a disaster from the start. The friend who was to accompany Aída and Marilu could not leave Bolivia because of a last-minute paperwork problem. The man who had arranged the girls’ schooling had defrauded them, taking their money but never registering them for school. Aída and Marilu managed to find jobs in the area as nannies, but they were in different homes. With no friends, minimal English, and no idea how to get around the area, the girls were lonely and miserable. On their one day off each week, they would try to see each other, but they spent much of the time crying. As soon as they had saved enough money to pay back the money their mother had borrowed, the girls returned to Bolivia.


Aída was willing to return to her old life in La Paz, but Marilu, a year younger, soon regretted her decision to give up on America. The only job she could find paid a pittance. At night, she dreamed she was back in the United States. “I could see a future there,” she said. “In Bolivia, I couldn’t. I decided that I would rather live the way I had been living in the U.S. and try to make something of it than struggle in Bolivia with no hope of ever getting ahead.” The girls’ student visas were still valid, and Marilu convinced Aída they should give America another chance. They flew back to Washington and found work again as baby-sitters. Aída ultimately decided to go back to Bolivia, but Marilu resolved to stay. By then, she had a better sense of how to get around, and she enrolled in school to learn English. She made some friends, and through family connections, she eventually met a Bolivian man, Raúl Plata, who owned his own dental lab in northern Virginia and had naturalized status as a U.S. citizen. Seeing him as stable and reliable, Marilu married him, which qualified her for legal residency in the United States and a path to citizenship.


Marilu’s successful experience in America caught the attention of her brother-in-law, Victor Alarcón, the handsome Argentine. Victor was bright, energetic, and enterprising, but like his mother-in-law he sometimes felt vulnerable to forces beyond his control. Though born in Argentina, he grew up in La Paz, where his father had owned a hotel. When business setbacks sent his father back to Argentina, Victor stayed in Bolivia with his mother and younger brothers. Because his mother worked all day, Victor had adult responsibilities from an early age, from shopping and cooking meals to accompanying his brothers to school. He and Rhina married young, and they soon had two little boys of their own, Victor Jr. and Álvaro, born in 1982 and 1983.


Bolivia by then was facing a serious economic crisis. High interest rates and low commodity prices were pushing the country into depression, but the government was incapable of dealing with the challenges. The annual inflation rate in 1980 was 300 percent, with the country’s economic output shrinking by 7 percent. By 1984, hyperinflation had set in. Edu’s juice stand was still bringing in loads of Bolivian pesos, enough that she and Rhina had to carry the money home each day in bags, but the currency was so devalued as to be almost worthless. Victor came to Edu’s house one afternoon to find heaps of money piled on a bed and Rhina and Edu trying to count what they had. He had told them many times they needed to exchange the Bolivian currency each day into dollars to gain some protection from inflation, but the lines at the banks were so long that people were literally sleeping on the sidewalk in order to keep their place. Private money traders were more accessible, but they sold dollars at more than twice the official exchange rate. At its peak in the spring of 1985, the inflation rate reached an annual rate of 60,000 percent, at which point prices were doubling about every two weeks. Shortages of basic consumer goods meant that Rhina or Victor had to get up at four in the morning to stand in line to buy bread or milk, and even then they often went home empty-handed.


Under the circumstances, Victor saw no option but to follow his sister-in-law’s example and go to America, where Marilu insisted there was economic opportunity for anyone willing to work. He had a friend at the U.S. embassy in La Paz who had helped Marilu and Aída get their student visas, and Victor turned to him again for help in getting a visitor’s visa for himself, one that entitled him to multiple U.S. entries over a ten-year period. He left for America with what little money he could scrape together. Marilu and her husband, Raúl, lived in Fairfax County, Virginia, on the far western side of the D.C. metropolitan area, and they offered Victor a corner in their basement in exchange for modest rent. Marilu directed him to a Mexican restaurant where he might find work, and he was hired as a dishwasher on the night shift. His tourist visa did not permit him to work, but at least Victor was in the country legally, and the enforcement of immigration regulations was more lenient in 1986 than it would be in later years. He was far from alone in his work and living situation. Foreigners like himself were arriving every day in Fairfax County, finding jobs in the booming service economy, and fast diversifying what just a few years earlier had been a largely white and rural population.


The experience was nevertheless discouraging. There was no convenient public transportation between Marilu’s house and the Mexican restaurant, so Victor had to walk the three miles each way. The work in the restaurant was hard and dirty and did not pay as much as he had hoped. Never in his life had he felt so dependent on others as he now was on Marilu and Raúl, and it made him uncomfortable. When Rhina reached him with news that his mother had died, Victor decided to return home.


Back in La Paz, life for a while seemed better. Prices were stabilizing. Victor found a job with Caritas, a Catholic relief organization, and went back to school to complete his college education. Before long, however, Victor came to the same conclusion his sister-in-law had reached: that his future lay in America. “I was not happy,” he recalled later. “Always, in the back of my mind, I was thinking, ‘I can do better than this.’ ” Like Marilu, he had learned some lessons from his first experience in America. If he were to return, he needed to be better prepared. He needed to improve his English and save some money. He needed to secure visas for his entire family. After two years in Bolivia, he returned to the United States, this time with a better idea of what he faced. He went back to the same Mexican restaurant where he had gotten a job earlier, this time determined to learn everything he could about the business. He rented a room in a nearby house where other restaurant workers were living, enabling him to work longer hours. He impressed the owner with his intelligence and discipline, and after just two months washing dishes, he was promoted to cook. A month later, he sent for Rhina, and once she was convinced that living in America made sense, she went back to Bolivia to fetch their two boys.


Edu, whose lifelong spirit of optimism and enterprise had inspired her whole family, mortgaged her house to help finance the Alarcóns’ move, and a few years later she and her youngest daughter, Gloria, joined them in northern Virginia, leaving the juice business in La Paz to her daughter Aída. Not one to slow down, however, Edu promptly found a job at a Fuddruckers restaurant franchise, where she spent eleven years doing various chores on the swing shift, arriving at four in the afternoon and working until midnight. Next she moved to a Wendy’s. At the age of seventy-seven, she was still working and still going strong, undeterred by her own illiteracy. Her mostly Hispanic co-workers at Wendy’s affectionately called her la dueña—the landlady. Her own daughters and their children called her Rambo, for her strength and independence and for her unrelenting pressure on them to make the most of their opportunities, advice that proved important as her family confronted one obstacle after another in their adaptation to life as Americans.


“You have two jobs, right?” Edu once asked her grandson Álvaro, as he drove her to a family gathering. “Don’t ever let me find out you only have one job.” She was no easier on her daughters. “They are always whining about something,” she told a friend. “If I were like them, speaking English like they do and being able to read and write, I can’t imagine how far I would have gone. I’ll tell you one thing,” she said. “I wouldn’t be working at Wendy’s.”
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OUT OF KOREA


Seong Nak Man decided he could no longer allow his mother to abuse his wife, but with no money of his own, he had no idea where he could take his family if he abandoned the household in Jimshil. Help finally came from his older sister, Jeom Joo, who was living in nearby Daegu with her husband. Over the years, she had grown ashamed of the way her mother treated her brother and especially his wife. She told Nak Man that her husband’s brother, who had moved to America, was helping Koreans to immigrate. The key was to get a special EB-3 employment visa, a subcategory of which included an offer of permanent residency to immigrants who were able and willing to take jobs that U.S. workers scorned.


The program had been in existence since the 1952 McCarran-Walter Act, but as long as Korea was limited to just a few visas per year, almost no Korean could take advantage. When the national origins quota system was finally abolished in 1965, Korean workers had the same right to pursue a visa under the EB-3 program as workers from other countries. For a fee, Jeom Joo’s brother-in-law, who lived in Baltimore, could do the immigration paperwork and arrange for Nak Man and his family to move permanently to the United States, on the condition that he and his wife agree to work in a chicken processing plant in southern Maryland. The jobs were hard to fill because the work was dangerous, difficult, and low-paying. Nak Man would need several thousand U.S. dollars to pay the fee and buy airline tickets for himself and his family, but his sister, who was moderately well off, said she would help him. He could pay her back in installments. Nak Man broke the news to his parents in early 1976, and it was not easy. “You’re leaving us here to die,” they told him. “You are a disgrace.” His decision was an act of vision and bravery. Nak Man would have to abandon all he had in Korea, but he knew there was no future for his family there. They would be stuck in Jimshil as long as his parents were alive. They would always be poor, and his children would never be well educated.


Jeom Chul dressed her children in their best clothes, and the family headed to Seoul and flew to the United States. The three boys were 17, 13, and ten years old. Gyeong, who was six, had her first taste of American food on the flight across the ocean and threw up all over her seat. The family was met at the airport in Baltimore by Jeom Joo’s brother-in-law. He knew they would be eager for some Korean treats upon their arrival, and he brought bean paste with him to the airport, much to Gyeong’s delight. The Seong family stayed in Baltimore for a month, while the final arrangements were made for their work permits, and they then moved to Berlin, Maryland, to work for Showell Farms in a plant where chickens were slaughtered, cleaned, and packaged for sale. The company assigned the family a two-room housing unit in a cinder block barracks along with a dozen other families, with whom they shared a communal bathroom at the end of the hall.


The Seong family stayed in the Showell “motel” for two years. Nak Man and Jeom Chul worked the maximum overtime hours their employer allowed, including nights, and they saved almost all their earnings. The only shopping they did was at the nearby Family Dollar. In future years, immigration brokers would bring hundreds of Koreans to toil in the area chicken plants, and journalists would uncover corruption in the arrangement of the labor contracts (Perdue Farms, which acquired Showell Farms, terminated the program), but the Seong family was one of the first to benefit, and their achievements were exemplary. After two years, they had saved enough money to move out of the cinder block barracks and make a down payment on a small brick ranch house in the nearby city of Salisbury, where the public schools were better. Jeom Chul, who lacked marketable job skills, continued to work at the Showell chicken plant for another eight years, but Nak Man soon got a loan to purchase and operate a gas station/convenience store in the town of Pittsville, halfway between Salisbury and the Showell plant.


Having come so far from Korea, and at such a cost, Nak Man and Jeom Chul made clear to their children that they expected them to take advantage of their educational opportunities in America. Gyeong, raised by loving parents and sheltered by three older brothers, flourished in school, mastered English quickly, and made friends. She did not entirely understand what her mother had experienced back in Jimshil until several years later, when Nak Man’s mother came for her one and only visit. With living conditions cramped, Gyeong shared her bed with her grandmother. As they lay next to each other one night, her grandmother turned to Gyeong and told her that her mother was “a terrible person.” Gyeong had no idea what she meant and began to cry, but her grandmother persisted, saying Jeom Chul was “one of the worst people in the whole world.” Gyeong, who was ten years old at the time, had never heard her mother speak ill of her grandparents and could not understand why her grandmother would say such a thing. The next day she told her brothers, who finally explained to Gyeong how their grandmother had abused their mother. Gyeong, who until that day had nothing but affection for her grandmother, could barely stand to look at her afterward and felt closer than ever to her mother.


In 1986, Nak Man and Jeom Chul bought a liquor store and pool hall in the suburbs of Baltimore. Jeom Chul left the chicken plant where she had been working for ten long years and along with their three sons helped her husband with the new business. Seven years later, after their sons had left home and were no longer available to help, Nak Man and Jeom Chul sold the Baltimore operation and bought a small liquor store in Washington, which they could manage by themselves. They kept that store until their retirement, working long days like so many other Korean immigrant shopkeepers.


From the day they began work for Showell Farms until the day they retired, Nak Man and Jeom Chul saved every penny they could, forgoing all luxuries. Their annual incomes were modest at best, but they never accepted government welfare, and they made sure their children all went to college. Their devotion to each other did not conform to a conventional Western notion of love, with its connotations of romance and passion and sentimentality. Nak Man and Jeom Chul had not chosen to be with each other, and what they shared was not so much mutual attraction as mutual loyalty and a deep sense of duty and partnership. Gyeong, who took the name Alex, told her friends that her parents’ attachment to each other was best described by the Korean word jeong, which implies a connection that is less ego-centered than a relationship based on love, but arguably more durable. A couple with jeong does not depend on either partner’s fleeting emotional investment, nor does the relationship require constant validation to be sustained. The attachment is almost involuntary, approaching mutual bondage.


Gyeong/Alex admired her father and mother in the way that many immigrant children do, knowing what the parents have endured and sacrificed to give their offspring the opportunities they never had. She was impressed by her mother in particular, who insisted that she pursue as much schooling in America as she could. When her father said she should look for a husband as soon as she finished college, saying her attractiveness to a potential mate would diminish each year she didn’t marry, her mother told her to ignore his advice. “You don’t need a man,” she said. Having experienced the drawbacks of depending on someone else, Jeom Chul wanted to be sure her daughter had options, and Alex followed her counsel. After graduating from high school with high honors and completing college on a full scholarship, she went to law school, passed the Maryland bar, and became an attorney. In a few years, Alex Seong would end up in Fairfax County, Virginia, one of the jurisdictions in the United States most transformed by immigrants. She would marry another young Korean lawyer whose life story was almost as dramatic as hers.


•  •  •


Nam Soo’s harrowing escape from Seoul on top of a freight train followed by the loss of her mother and then the postwar years of poverty left her traumatized and dreaming of a life somewhere else. Though only a few Koreans in the 1950s had family members in the United States, the knowledge of what her brother, Pong Suk, had achieved by emigrating left her determined to follow in his footsteps. Little did she know it would take twenty-five years, first because of U.S. immigration restrictions and later because of her personal circumstances. In 1960, she married a Presbyterian minister by the name of Kim Sang Woo, who like her and many other Koreans had lost both his parents during the war years. No sooner had they begun planning their future than Sang Woo was drafted by the South Korean military and sent to Saigon to serve as a chaplain for South Korean forces stationed there in support of the Vietnam war effort. He was permitted to visit Seoul once every two years, but his deployment in Saigon extended until 1969. Nam Soo remained behind, raising a girl and then two boys. When Sang Woo was finally released from military service and returned to Seoul, he found a country that still had not recovered from its postwar devastation. With few attractive options, he decided the family should return with him to South Vietnam, where he spoke the language and had extensive contacts in the expatriate Korean community.


In Saigon, Sang Woo established a Korean church and community center for the roughly five thousand Koreans who lived there. With its colonial heritage and hundreds of thousands of U.S. government and military personnel, the South Vietnamese capital provided a multicultural setting, and the Kim children learned French and English. But the war came ever closer, and when Saigon fell to the Vietnamese Communist forces in April 1975, Nam Soo and her three children were forced to flee. Sang Woo stayed to oversee the evacuation of his congregation members and was stranded on a rooftop when the last helicopter left without him. As a former officer in the South Korean military, he was soon arrested by the Communist forces and imprisoned. Back in Seoul, Nam Soo was left to care for her children on her own. She moved with them into a small apartment and worked when she could, but depended on charity and welfare payments and some support from Sang Woo’s military friends. Her youngest son, Sun Yeop, was just four years old when he last lived in South Korea, and in school he had difficulty with his reading and writing assignments in the Korean language.


With no news of Sang Woo’s situation, the family was prepared to believe he would stay in prison indefinitely or even be executed, and it was a surprise when he suddenly returned to Seoul in May 1975, having been released in response to international pressure. Not having lived in South Korea for fifteen years, however, Sang Woo once again wanted his family to move. The new legislation in the United States would permit Nam Soo, as the sister of a naturalized U.S. citizen, Pong Suk, to immigrate with her family, but there would be a waiting period, and in the meantime Sang Woo suggested they move to Australia, where he could establish another Korean church and where the children could get good-quality Western schooling. The Kim family spent the next five years in Sydney. Ten-year-old Sun Yeop flourished in his new environment, becoming fluent in English. He decided on his own to change his name to Mark, in part because it sounded like Mahg, the Korean nickname his family had always used for him, from the words “Mahg-Dong-Yi,” meaning the youngest child.


In 1980, twenty-six years after her brother had left for America, Nam Soo finally got her turn, along with her husband and Mark. The two older children joined them after finishing their schooling in Australia. They settled in Los Angeles. Mark had lived already as a foreigner in Vietnam and Australia, but never had he experienced a place of such human diversity as he encountered in southern California. He enrolled at Rancho Alamitos High School in Orange County, where the student body was divided between whites, Latinos, Asians, and African Americans. His father took over the ministry of a small Korean Presbyterian congregation in Orange County, and his mother went to work on a factory assembly line, alongside other Asian and Latino immigrant women. Their family income was meager, and Mark himself started working as soon as he turned sixteen to bring in a little more money.


At school, Mark took an early interest in current affairs and U.S. politics, inspired by the American promise of a system open to all. He was moved in particular by the Reverend Jesse Jackson, who spoke directly to a young immigrant’s idealized notion of what the United States represented. “Our flag is red, white, and blue,” Jackson told the 1984 Democratic National Convention, “but our nation is a rainbow—red, yellow, brown, black, and white.” To Mark, no other politician laid out a civic vision that so clearly included people like himself and made them feel welcome. The United States, Jackson said, was less a blanket of unbroken cloth than a quilt, with “many patches, many pieces, many colors, many sizes, all woven and held together by a common thread. The white, the Hispanic, the black, the Arab, the Jew, the woman, the Native American, the small farmer, the businessperson, the environmentalist, the peace activist, the young, the old, the lesbian, the gay and the disabled make up the American people.”


Jackson competed for the Democratic presidential nomination that year and again in 1988, by which time Mark was a political science major at the University of California at Irvine and an enthusiastic follower of Jackson’s Rainbow Coalition. By then, he had changed the spelling of his surname to “Keam” in order to distinguish himself from the multitude of Korean immigrants named Kim. He quite literally intended to make a name for himself in the political world. He was awarded an internship in the nation’s capital in the spring of 1988 and chose to spend it at the Democratic National Committee (DNC), where he performed impressively enough that he was hired to work that summer at the national convention in Atlanta. Politics had infected him. During his three months in Washington, he stayed in an apartment across the river in suburban Fairfax County, Virginia, where the political landscape was rapidly being reshaped by immigrants like himself. He would return to Washington seven years later as a young lawyer and political activist and would eventually run for office with Fairfax County as his political base.
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BOLIVIA TO AMERICA


Rent is often the biggest expense for new immigrants, which is why so many start out living with relatives or friends or anyone they meet who wants to share a living space. Victor Alarcón, who had followed his sister-in-law to America, was standing on the platform at a Metro station in northern Virginia one day in early 1989 when he heard someone shout his name. It was Juan Encinas, a childhood friend from La Paz who had left for the United States seven years earlier. Victor knew he had moved to the D.C. area, but he didn’t have his contacts and hadn’t made an effort to track him down. Juan and his wife were cleaning houses for a living, and he told Victor they were struggling. Victor said he was, too. Rhina had just come from La Paz, and they had gone back to living with Rhina’s sister Marilu and her husband. Juan suggested they move in with him and his wife, who was also from Bolivia. Both couples could save on rent. Such crowding was not unusual in immigrant communities in northern Virginia, though the practice violated zoning laws and drove property managers crazy.


It would be a squeeze. Juan’s apartment, in a low-income part of Fairfax County known as Seven Corners, had just one bedroom. His plan was to divide the living room with a partition and give half to Victor and Rhina as their private area. He and his wife would keep the bedroom, and the two couples would share the kitchen and bathroom. It wasn’t much, and the arrangement got a lot more difficult a few months later, when Rhina brought their boys, Victor Jr. and Álvaro, to live with them in America. Now the tiny space had to accommodate a family of four. There was just enough room for a bed for Victor and Rhina and bunks for the boys, plus a small TV. The Alarcóns lived and ate separately from Juan and his wife, taking turns in the kitchen. With no table, Victor and Rhina and the boys sat on the edge of their beds at mealtimes, eating off TV trays. The atmosphere in the apartment was tense, especially between Juan’s wife and Victor. While he and Rhina valued cleanliness, Juan’s wife often left clothes lying on the floor and dirty dishes in the sink. Cockroaches ran freely around the apartment, driving Victor crazy. He kept a bottle of disinfectant handy and was constantly spraying along the walls and in the corners, but to no avail.


It was August when Rhina arrived with the boys, and the Fairfax County schools opened just a few weeks later. Victor was working long hours then—he had a new job as an assistant manager at a 7-Eleven—and it would be up to Rhina to register the boys for classes. Victor told her the closest school was Sleepy Hollow Elementary, and he claimed it was within easy walking distance from Seven Corners, not far from their apartment complex. On the first day of classes, Rhina set out with Victor Jr. and Álvaro at her side, following her husband’s instructions. The boys had attended a private Catholic school back in La Paz, and she dressed them just as she would have in Bolivia, with white shirts, neckties, and dress pants. After walking nearly an hour along Sleepy Hollow Road, however, she still hadn’t seen any school, and the boys were now grumpy and sweaty and thirsty. “It’s here somewhere,” she said. They tried some side streets but found nothing. Rhina spoke almost no English and was not yet comfortable asking for directions. Finally, she gave up and headed home.


“So, how did it go?” Victor asked the boys that evening. “Your first day of school in America!”


“What do you mean, how did it go?” Rhina snapped. “There’s no school there!” The school was much farther down the road than Victor had said. He didn’t know his way around the neighborhood as well as he claimed.


Rhina found the school the next day and had the boys enrolled, but it was just one of many stressful days she had as a stranger in America. She got some part-time work at a Burger King, but without English her opportunities were limited, and she worried constantly—about money, about neighborhood crime, and especially about her boys. She would get upset about little things, like the day six-year-old Álvaro came home from school and told her that ice cream cups had been available at lunch and that he had taken some, only to have to give it back. Not yet understanding English, he didn’t realize he had to pay for the ice cream, and he had no money. The thought of her boy being humiliated like that sent her into the bathroom to cry, as she did almost every day. The tension around the apartment only made everything worse.


After six difficult months with Juan and his wife, Victor learned that another one-bedroom apartment had come open in the same housing complex. He had exhausted his savings on immigration lawyers and airline tickets, and an apartment of their own would be a stretch financially, but Victor and Rhina felt they had no choice and grabbed it immediately. With no furniture except for their bunk beds and no money to spend, they settled for what other people were throwing out. They kept an eye on the neighborhood dumpsters and the trash piles along the street and hauled off any usable items that were to left to be picked up by garbage trucks or charity organizations. Piece by piece, they furnished their apartment. It didn’t take much. The bedroom was crammed with a double bed for Victor and Rhina and the bunk beds for the boys, and when a baby came along in 1991, space had to be cleared for a crib. They named the little boy Miguel, but because they were in America, they called him Mikey.


The Alarcón family spent four years in the Seven Corners apartment. Victor and Rhina both struggled to acquire English, but their boys were resilient and fast learners, and their school was accustomed to dealing with immigrant children. Álvaro was the more outgoing of the two and made friends easily. Years later, as a social worker, he would credit his ability to pick up nonverbal cues in a social setting to his early determination to understand his English-speaking classmates when he didn’t quite know what they were saying. By the end of their first year at Sleepy Hollow, he and Victor Jr. were comfortable enough with English that they would fight with their mother over which programs to watch on television, preferring sitcoms like Three’s Company to the Spanish-language soap operas that Rhina wanted to watch.


Outside their building, they had to deal with the gangs. The earliest in the neighborhood were Vietnamese and African American, but by the time the Alarcón family settled in the Seven Corners area, immigrants from El Salvador dominated the criminal scene. Like the Vietnamese, many of the Salvadorans had fled a brutal civil war in their home country, and they were hardened to violence. In the United States, the Salvadoran youth felt marginalized, and their families had often been fragmented by the migration experience. Gang membership offered a sense of identity and kinship. The highest profile belonged to Mara Salvatrucha, a name derived from Salvadoran slang roughly meaning tough Salvadoran fighters and often shortened to MS-13 (the letter “M” being the thirteenth in the alphabet). Many dumpsters, trash cans, and park benches around the Alarcón apartment complex were spray painted with “MS” graffiti, marking the area as their territory.


MS members could be identified by their bandannas, their tattoos, and even by their New Balance 503 sneakers, 503 being the telephone code for El Salvador. Álvaro and Victor Jr. both had MS acquaintances and encountered gang members regularly, walking home from school or heading to the park to play soccer. “What’s going on?” the gangsters would ask, with intimidating looks. “Who are you rolling with?” No answer would satisfy them, even when the boys were barely ten years old. One day, when Álvaro and two friends were proudly wearing some new Nike headbands they had bought with money they’d saved, some MS members stopped them and told them to take the headbands off or they’d be beaten up. They were apparently too suggestive of rival gang sympathies. On another occasion, Álvaro and a friend were fooling around on a neighborhood playground with a friend when two MS members came by and began teasing them. “Let’s tie them to the monkey bars,” one said, and they did just that, leaving them hanging helplessly with their shoes tied together until Victor Jr. showed up and untied them. No harm was done; the humiliation was enough to send a message.


Despite the harassment, the criminal activity, and the associated violence, Álvaro and Victor Jr. and their friends came to see the gangs as a natural outgrowth of life in their tough Seven Corners neighborhood, which was known locally as Willston. It was an ethnically diverse environment, and the young people growing up there were most comfortable with those who shared their experience and instinctively wary of those who did not. Across the street from the Alarcón apartment complex was a set of buildings where most of the residents were African American. While Álvaro and Victor Jr. and their friends favored soccer, the African American boys preferred basketball. They played loud music and were bigger and stronger than the Latino boys, and they had a gang of their own. Álvaro and his brother always circled around the African American complex on their way to the local Safeway rather than walking to the store directly. The other side of Wilson Boulevard was Vietnamese territory, dominated by the TRG—the Tiny Rascal Gang—and the Alarcón boys stayed clear of that neighborhood as well.


The smallest gang units were more like cliques, organized street by street. The MS guys that Álvaro and Victor Jr. encountered were all associated with their Willston complex; other housing projects had their own crews. Looking back on his childhood, Álvaro would recall how he and his brother and their friends engaged in behavior that could easily have evolved in a gang direction. Four of them once organized a “club,” complete with officers and their own clubhouse—an old black Lincoln their father had junked behind their building. They held their meetings secretly in the car, sharing snacks and baseball cards. Before long, four other boys from the neighborhood discovered them and wanted to join, but Álvaro and the others wouldn’t let them. The whole idea of a club, after all, is its exclusivity. But this was the Willston neighborhood, and the boys’ refusal to let others into their club sparked a miniature gang war. The four who had been spurned went off and found two other friends and returned to challenge the Alarcón brothers and their friends to a brawl. Now it was six versus four, so the boys in the Lincoln club scrambled to find their own reinforcements. The little confrontation ended when Álvaro and Victor Jr. persuaded another friend of theirs to call in some of his genuine gangster buddies to provide protection.


That Álvaro and his brother did not themselves fall into the gang life was due in good part to the attention and support they received from their parents. But Victor and Rhina often worked long hours and sometimes had to leave their boys alone, trusting them to care for little Mikey. Sometimes the boys had to think for themselves, like when the drunk from the next building would try to break in, mistaking their apartment for his own, as he did more than once. On those occasions, the boys would escape through a back window. Victor Jr. would go first, and Álvaro would hand the baby to him. Álvaro would then scramble out, and they would run to a neighbor’s apartment and wait for the drunk to leave. When she learned about such incidents, Rhina would be terribly upset, but what could she do?


•  •  •


It was only years later that Álvaro and his brother learned the real reason their dad kept a baseball bat in the van behind the driver’s seat. They had figured it was just because he was always taking them to Bon Air Park to play ball. Victor never told his boys he wanted the bat handy in case he got jumped.


Victor Alarcón was a proud man who had been through some hard times, and he was not about to be pushed around by a bunch of tattooed teenagers in bandannas. That attitude nearly got him killed one Sunday morning in 1993 as he was driving home from his overnight shift at the 7-Eleven in nearby Annandale. It had been another long night selling beer and cigarettes, and when some kids in a red Toyota Celica tried to cut sharply in front of him, Victor was not obliging, nor was he amused when one of them flashed him the middle finger. He wondered if they were the same Salvadoran punks he had just yelled at in the store for being boisterous. At the next stop light, as the Toyota pulled alongside, Victor rolled down his window and warned them in Spanish that his big van could do some damage to their little car. The kid on the passenger side just laughed and then showed Victor he had a gun. Not wanting to suggest he was intimidated, Victor reached for his baseball bat and held it up. The light turned green, and the Toyota sped off. Victor, thinking the encounter was over, turned the corner onto Wilson Boulevard and pulled into the parking lot behind his building.


He was driving an old Dodge Ram cargo van he had bought from someone for three hundred dollars. He actually paid for it with nickels, dimes, and pennies he had been collecting for years in a plastic barrel. “Are you joking?” the man said as Victor set the barrel down. “You’re going to pay me with this?”


“It’s money, man,” Victor said. “There’s your three hundred bucks, right there.” Nothing in his life had come easy.


As he climbed out of the van, Victor noticed that the red Toyota had circled around the block and pulled into the apartment parking lot behind him. The punks in the car were either unwilling to let anyone get away with disrespecting them or they needed to demonstrate their toughness as young gang members. Two had gotten out of the car and were walking toward Victor. One of them, wearing a black bandanna, had a gun in his hand. Without warning, he fired two quick shots at Victor, one of them hitting the van’s doorpost, inches from where Victor was standing. He dove back into the vehicle headfirst, just as the kid fired a third round, this time cracking the windshield. But cargo vans have no windows on the side, and Victor was now out of the shooter’s sight. He slid over to the passenger side, opened the door, and jumped out, taking cover behind a dumpster. Seeing the punks heading back to their car, Victor dashed around to the front of his building.


When the shooting happened, Rhina was making sandwiches and the boys were playing video games. It was a blustery mid-December day, but the sun was out, and Victor had promised his sons he would take them to the park when he got home, as he did every chance he had. As many as a dozen other boys would tag along. Victor had played recreational league soccer back in Bolivia, and even though he was working two and sometimes three jobs, he always found time to give his boys and their friends a little coaching, something few other fathers in the neighborhood bothered to do. He was fit and fun, and the boys loved that he played with them.


The minute Victor opened the door that day, Rhina and the boys knew something was wrong. With the TV on, they hadn’t heard the gunshots, but Victor looked disheveled and faint. He had lost his shoes in the mad scramble to get away and was standing in his stocking feet. The green jacket he wore had a large dark stain on one side, and as he took it off everyone saw that his white shirt was covered with blood. Rhina screeched.
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