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To Jessica, who helped me find what I was searching for

For my lovely wife, Nani Kaiser

My Irresistible Force

Para Mercedes y Primavera
que gocen de su cultura y su querencia
y de lo nuestro
lo sagrado


Foreword

The search for identity in Chicano culture is in many ways indistinguishable from the quest for a homeland. This is equally true of immigrants from all over the world, of course, but Mexican Americans can genetically claim cultural links to the most ancient inhabitants of this hemisphere. While many of our ancestors arrived with the conquistadores, a great many more were already here, in the Americas. Whose homeland is it then, really? And why is the Chicano so compelled to identify the American Southwest as the mythical Aztlán, original homeland of the nomadic Mexica who headed south sometime in the twelfth century to eventually found their Aztec capital of México, Tenochtitlán, in Lake Texcoco around 1325 BCE? These questions and many others lie embedded at the heart of this remarkable book.

Sagrado: A Photopoetics Across the Chicano Homeland is nothing less than a kaleidoscope utilizing a lens of three mirrors to break apart and recompose its images. The personal narratives of Spencer R. Herrera, the photography of Robert Kaiser, and the poetry of Levi Romero complement each other and form a poignant search to reconstruct the broken shards of the Hispanic American experience. Fittingly, much of the exploration begins and ends with the desert landscape. The focal point is New Mexico, near Las Cruces, where this project was born, not far from El Paso, Texas, and Juárez on the Mexican border. Yet we soon find ourselves exploring the topography of the Chicano psyche, crisscrossing time and space to examine what is there or not there in the splintered images of ourselves. We quickly learn that lo sagrado, the sacred, cannot exist apart from lo profano, or at least lo mundano. The borderlands are replete with examples of profane or mundane tokens turned sacred by the willful intercession of human faith, from the roadside crosses at the very spots along the highways where someone died to a curandera’s miraculous use of a simple chicken egg to cure the illness of her grandchild.

The desert landscape of New Mexico evokes eternity in the midst of inescapable mortality. Every day from horizon to horizon, the fecund sun vaults over the mountains, orbiting over the Río Grande, provoking the arid but fertile earth of the borderlands, demanding a culture that matches its solar persistence. What has sprouted is an unbroken chain of human settlements spanning centuries of longing, defined by the ephemeral dreams of wayfarers across the vastness of its territory. The oldest living pueblos in the United States are to be found in New Mexico, together with the greatest diversity of Native American tribes. This undeniably is the cultural uniqueness of this ancient land. It is the basis of what makes it sacred. The tragedy is that the most recent arrivals have profaned the open spaces of nature with fences and borders. Thus, as Spencer Herrera so aptly observes: Cuando vino el alambre, vino el hambre.

Like geological strata, the layers of human history are still visible in New Mexico. Traditional nineteenth-century Mexican charrerías coexist with contemporary car shows by slick-haired Chicano lowriders. The Hispanic descendants of Don Juan de Oñate, the last conquistador and colonial founder of Nuevo México in 1598, coexist with survivors of the indigenous victims of Acoma Pueblo, which Oñate devastated in his effort to quell rebellion. Today Mexican Americans coexist with Anglo Americans, who began to arrive even before the war with México in 1846–1848, which led to México ceding the territory to the United States under the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo and, later, the Gadsden Purchase. Yet no one today would dare claim that history in the borderlands has come to a standstill. That imaginary line in the desert called the Mexican border is still bleeding like an open wound. Silent pain is evident in the sun-baked face of Carlos Luis, the Yaqui “Pancho Villa,” whose photopoetic portrait speaks to the stoical endurance of our indigenous bloodroot across the last five hundred years.

Ironically, in spite of the vast landscape it traces, this book is an intimate journey into the solitude of the Chicano labyrinth. There in the deep maze of the individual heart is the collective homeland we all seek.

—Luis Valdez


Prologue

Chicano Park in Barrio Logan, San Diego, California, and El Teatro Campesino in San Juan Bautista, California, and Resistencia Bookstore in Austin, Texas, are just some of the Chicano sacred spaces that emerged from the Chicano movement of the late 1960s and early 1970s. Such venues were instrumental in providing a place where Chicanos could seek refuge and where their cultural identity was allowed to thrive in a public forum. This had not always been the case for people of Mexican descent living in the United States. With the signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848 to end the U.S.-Mexican War, Mexican Americans began to lose much of their land and power and, subsequently, were relegated to a second-class status. One hundred years later, after the end of World War II, Mexican Americans began to make strides in achieving social equality. Many had proven their allegiance and love for their country, some with their lives. Through their shared sacrifice Mexican Americans were finally beginning to carve out a space as part of the American social fabric. The generations preceding today’s Chicanos suffered much along the way, but not all was lost.
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To triage the cultural hemorrhaging required an introspective look into who we were and where we came from. With the onset of the Chicano movement of the 1960s, we began to explore these two questions and many more. One of the major cultural developments born out of the Chicano movement was the resurgence of the notion of Aztlán, the mythical homeland of the Aztecs and the cultural origin of Chicano identity. Many scholars believe that Aztlán lies in the Southwest United States. For this reason, Chicanos have come to embrace the idea that the Southwest is our ancestral homeland. Ironically, it is the space we lost and yet currently occupy.

The idea of space has been an issue that Mexicans and Mexican Americans have grappled with since before the battle for Texas independence in 1836. It is a complex matter for Mexican Americans, who not only remember the Alamo, but are never allowed to forget that we “lost” and that the conquerors write the history. But people fail to recall that we fought for both sides, México and Texas. Either way, it was a no-win situation for Mexican Americans. The private land holdings we lost after the U.S.-Mexican War, the erosion of the land and water rights, the historical erasure of our communities and oral traditions, the diminished value of the Spanish language, and the deliberate eradication of our sacred spaces are all examples of the slow dissolution of our Chicano culture that has taken place for almost two hundred years.

La plaza, la resolana, and el camposanto are traditional sacred spaces that have been mainstays of Chicano culture for generations. Their social and cultural significance have been instrumental in defining Chicano cultural space. However, their communal impact has slowly faded away under the pressure of cultural assimilation. These spaces were once key community gathering places where people would meet, plan, celebrate, share chisme, honor loved ones, or just simply pass the time. They were epicenters of Chicano culture. They helped preserve the social fabric of our people and created a link to the rest of Hispano America. In tucked away corners across the Southwest United States these traditional Chicano sacred spaces still exist today, but to a much lesser degree or in a more commercialized form than their historical precedents.

Cultural survival has forced Chicanos to adapt and create new sacred spaces. Chicano culture has endured because we have allowed our notion of sacred space to evolve. Today a sacred space, as defined by Levi Romero, can exist almost anywhere where two or more people gather in the name of community. From el parque to the corner store, the roadside descanso to the homemade altar, the cantina to the mariachi Mass, and all the countless places in between, sacred spaces can be found for those who seek them out. Whereas before our sacred spaces defined us, we now define our sacred spaces. Lo sagrado lo llevamos por dentro, y cuando nos reunimos con lo nuestro, lo compartimos, y así siguen sobreviviendo nuestras tradiciones y cultura. It has been a struggle and a long journey to reach this point, but we can now say that we have not lost ourselves. We have just reinvented who we are. These sacred spaces cannot be stolen, commercialized, or disregarded, for we carry them within to share with our community. Every time we pray, celebrate, sing, dance, cry, and break bread together we reconnect with who we are as a community. The sacred space is within us.

Your lowcura is what makes you who you are.

—Levi Romero

La Soledad: Un Trip into the Chicano Labyrinth

When I was sixteen years old I spent six weeks in a small rural village in Michoacán, México, called La Soledad. Solitude—the name says it all. I had been to México a handful of times before, a visit to relatives in Puebla, a family vacation in Acapulco, and along the border near the lower Texas valley. During these trips I always felt like a tourist or the pocho cousin who did not speak Spanish. I was never a Mexican in México, at least by Mexican standards. Who was I to argue? After all, I was a monolingual English speaker.

Prior to these visits I had never doubted my Mexicanness. I was also American by birth and through culture. I had not thought much of this duality, nor did it seem to bother me. My father, who was born in Texas, as were his maternal great-grandparents, always made it clear: we were Mexican and proud of it. He seldom explained why we should be proud, but you could feel he meant it when he said it. He did, however, show us through his actions what it meant to be Mexican. As I learned from my father, being Mexican was not about where you were born, but about how you lived your life.

When I was young it seemed as though my father was always taking my brother and me to some sort of cook-off—menudo cook-off, fajitas cook-off, tripas cook-off. At these events, we ate often and we ate well. But there was always more than just food at these social gatherings. There was compadrazgo complete with chistes, carrilla, and amor. There were also borracheras accompanied by more chistes (dirty ones), carcajadas, Tejano music defined by its eclectic mix of accordion, trumpets, and keyboard, dancing with the occasional gritos yelped out, mediated arguments, and the sudden need to marinate all meat with beer.

At these events, I wasn’t just my father’s son. I was mijo to all of my father’s friends. I was everyone’s son, and so was my brother.


Mijo, go get us some ice.

Mijo, get me and your tío a beer.

Are you planning to go to college, mijo? Good, make us proud and get your education.

Nobody can ever take your education away from you.



I could be anybody’s son and was treated as such. I understood why my father was proud to be Mexican, because so was I. However, my unabashed pride did not last forever.
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