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  In Memoriam

  In honor of my

  paternal grandparents,

  Teodoro and Emilia Padilla García;

  my beloved parents;

  and all former Río Puerco Valley residents.

  Que en paz descansen.


  The deep furrows of yesterday are today’s graves of memories.


  —NASARIO GARCÍA


  En este mundo no hay nada mejor que ser uno de buen corazón.

  On this earth there is nothing better than to have a kind heart.


  —AGAPITA LÓPEZ-GARCÍA

  (Nasario García’s mother)


  
Foreword


  We are fortunate that New Mexico’s leading folklorist, Nasario García, has poured several years of effort into the writing of this autobiographical account of his early years growing up in the remote valley of the Río Puerco. The author has a keen memory for small details of daily life in a rural community, where many customs and practices from the distant past survived into the mid-twentieth century.


  Born in 1936, García spent his childhood in a simple two-room adobe house outside the village of Ojo del Padre (later renamed Guadalupe). He watched his hardworking parents struggle to wrest a living from the land, farming and raising livestock. By 1945 changing times and environmental hardships obliged the Garcías and neighboring families to pull up stakes and retreat eastward to Albuquerque and its satellite towns on the Río Grande, where wage labor could be had. The abandoned towns and farms of the Río Puerco fell into ruin, to be inhabited by vagrant ghosts.


  For the boy Nasario, who began his childhood education in a one-room schoolhouse, his delivery into the modern world would open undreamedof opportunities in higher education. In time he received his BA and MA degrees in Spanish and Portuguese at the University of New Mexico. After advanced studies at the University of Granada, Spain, he received his PhD in nineteenth-century Spanish literature from the University of Pittsburgh.


  There followed a busy career as a professor and lecturer in this country and abroad. With the passage of years, Nasario García increasingly turned his attention toward writing, with a focus upon New Mexico’s distinctive Spanish language and culture. Both, as he has lamented, are on the point of being lost by the younger generations of Hispanos.


  Specifically, he has warned, “The linguistic and cultural treasures our ancestors have bequeathed to us since colonial days are slowly being eroded by apathy, technological intrusion, and assimilation into the Anglo culture.”


  García himself has not surrendered to the trend, for among the more than twenty books he has thus far published, the majority are collections of folkways he obtained from the lips of old-timers. As an author he has provided English translations, resulting in bilingual editions.


  Nothing in García’s previous output, however, can rival in either size or scope his new volume, Hoe, Heaven, and Hell: My Boyhood in Rural New Mexico. Drawing upon his own experiences as well as the memories of the viejitos, old-timers, in his valley, including his own parents and paternal grandparents (all of them now deceased), he has faithfully resurrected the flesh and bones, verbally at least, of the old lifestyle that once existed along the Río Puerco. Further, his memoir is presented in a skilled narrative that avoids any hint of pretension or tediousness.


  Altogether Hoe, Heaven, and Hell offers a wealth of information and at the same time is a delight to read, at least for those who have some curiosity concerning the parameters of New Mexico’s Hispanic heritage, one of America’s great cultural treasures.


  MARC SIMMONS, HISTORIAN
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Introduction


  Hoe, Heaven, and Hell: My Boyhood in Rural New Mexico is a genuine effort at recapturing my boyhood during the 1940s in Ojo del Padre (called Guadalupe in more modern times), where I spent the formative years of my life with my parents and siblings on my paternal grandparents’ ranch. Ojo del Padre, today a ghost town whose adobe buildings are crumbling and, sadly, melting into the ground, is situated in the Río Puerco Valley southeast of Chaco Canyon.


  My memoir takes the reader back to a bygone era replete with an assortment of thrilling, joyful, and sad recollections that may seem more than a trifle anachronistic to most of us in this modern age of dizzying technological frenzy.


  A handful of New Mexican Hispanics have authored excellent biographies. Today two or three of these works with rural or semirural settings are considered classics, but the authors, who hailed from moderate to well-to-do families, described life from the top down. Conversely, I want readers to identify with my childhood by looking at it from the bottom up. In that way, they can learn what life was actually like seventy years ago for kids like me, whose richness stemmed more from a unified family and customs and traditions than it did from material goods.


  Following my parents’ marriage on June 17, 1935, my father, who was the youngest of six siblings, built a home next to his parents’ dwelling. Like most Río Puercoans, my parents were poor and uneducated, but they were a proud and hardworking couple who did not dwell on their economic state or seek pity. Doing so would have been ignoble and counter to their pride. Evidence of self-respect meant, among other things, never failing to put food on the dinner table for their children and themselves.


  Ranch life could be challenging because of the uncertainty people faced in eking out an existence from the land they loved and nurtured. Ominous droughts and adverse, changeable weather conditions in spring and summer at times hung over farmers’ heads like a dark halo. Even women true to their abiding faith invoked the santos, religious statues, pleading to them for much-needed rain to soak the arid fields and thus rescue crops from total devastation. The often-meager yield of corn, a mainstay in every household, posed a threat to the farmers’ continued existence, as well as to the animals they raised for consumption.


  All things considered, not only did people cling to hope, but they also did not stand on ceremony waiting for a handout, because there was no such thing. Either you fended for yourself, or you and your family suffered the consequences. But let us be clear on at least one point: people were resilient, and they learned how to cope regardless of the challenges that confronted them.


  As a young boy, I wondered whether the world beyond my village and my grandparents’ rancho was similar to or different from mine. I would even ponder and question in my mind many aspects of our being, with no suitable answers at hand because we as kids were to be seen and not heard. Yet children espoused and practiced—as I did—the customs and folkways of our forefathers and foremothers. At times such undefined human qualities as personal respeto y honor, dignity and honor, both culturally charged terms, were our guiding beacons in the treatment of el prójimo, one’s fellow man.


  We emulated our parents and grandparents and extolled their enduring principles in exercising good moral judgment.


  These days, as I reflect upon my childhood, I do so with certain reverence and nostalgia. At the same time, the cultural upbringing and values my parents instilled in my siblings and me in Ojo del Padre remain a constant part of my persona to this day. Unless a person is apathetic about the past, he or she can ill afford to toss those values out the kitchen door as though they were dirty dishwater.


  The accounts in Hoe, Heaven, and Hell are testimony to the bare realities of an all-but-forgotten life and the world I was raised in. It is the life of a child who grew up with dirt under his fingernails (but never at the dinner table, for Mom would not allow that), a trademark of hard work and determination to survive at times against seemingly insurmountable odds. But it is also the life of a happy child who grew up roaming the landscape on horseback, caring for animals—especially my rabbits and horses—and working in the cornfields. Shooting marbles, flying homemade kites, mending my own socks, and, yes, even learning how to embroider dishtowels alongside my mother were part of my upbringing.


  From my heart and soul in the hinterland to the printed page, I have striven to portray my childhood years as I experienced them and to the best of my recollection. Such an affirmation is a tribute to my beloved parents. My mother’s affection, altruism, and happy-go-lucky personality resonate implicitly and explicitly throughout every page of my remembrances. My father, on the other hand, tips the scales, so to speak, for he was the consummate perfectionist (“Haz las cosas al revés y las haces otra vez. Haste makes waste,” he used to say), self-disciplined, honest, exceedingly intelligent, and hardworking, just like my mother.


  In the main, their spirit is what inspired me to put together Hoe, Heaven, and Hell. This work is a tribute to them that I now wish to share with readers who may have an interest in learning what life was like—but is no more—seventy years ago in rural Hispanic communities like mine.


  NASARIO GARCÍA

  SANTA FE, NEW MEXICO
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  Nasario P. García, author’s father, with prominent butte in the background, 1984.
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  MAP 1. Río Puerco Valley.
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  MAP 2. Ojo del Padre (Guadalupe) village. Sketch by Raquel L. García.
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  Butte adjacent to the Río Puerco and near author’s boyhood home, 1984.
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  My Placita


  Setting the Stage


  SURROUNDED BY BUTTES AND hills on all sides except to the east, where the Río Puerco meanders a scant one hundred yards away, today my placita of Ojo del Padre, also known as Guadalupe (see introduction), once the pride and joy of every Guadalupano, lies in somber ruins (see map 2). Like her neighboring villages of Cabezón (La Posta), San Luis (La Tijera), and Casa Salazar up and down the Río Puerco Valley, Ojo del Padre is emblematic of a glorious past etched only in historical treatises or the minds of those people who are still alive.


  The foregoing communities fell victim to a chain of natural and man-made disasters. They include the fencing and loss of the Ojo del Espíritu Santo Grant; unreasonable government land-use regulations imposed on the farmer-rancher; the indiscriminate slaughtering of cattle by federal rinches, rangers; and soil erosion, poverty, and droughts.


  With astronomical odds against every family, including my own parents, the allure of the Big City—Albuquerque and its outlying settlements—beckoned them. Within time people had no recourse but to tuck their pride under their shoes and abandon their beloved villages in search of new and elusive dreams. None would ever return to their former homes except for periodic visits, wondering if they could have done something differently to seal a more propitious fate.


  The history of Ojo del Padre dates back to the 1760s and is deeply rooted in the Río Puerco Valley’s past. According to some old-timers, my village (also known in historical documents as Guadalupe de los García) earned its name after a priest inadvertently stumbled upon an ojito, spring, which to this day miraculously still oozes water from the ground near the epicenter of the once proud community. This natural spring at one time was the main water source for Ojo del Padre residents and for those like my family whose homes were scattered along the Río Puerco, away from the village.


  Back in the eighteenth century the Navajos roamed and ruled the region until Governor Tomás Vélez Cachupín approved several land grants that opened the gates to two settlements. The first one was short-lived because of the tenuous relationship between Navajos and the recent Hispano settlers. The second settlement, which lasted almost a century, came one hundred years later—around 1860 or 1870. The Navajo Reservation was established in 1868, helping stabilize relationships between Hispanics and Navajos. Then again, sporadic Navajo incursions still continued to disrupt life until they petered out toward the end of the nineteenth century.


  Such pronouncements are based on oral testimony from old-timers like my paternal grandmother, who migrated when she was a little girl from Corrales, northwest of Albuquerque, to the Río Puerco Valley during the 1890s with relatives of hers.


  In examining the 1880 census, it is patently clear that by then Ojo del Padre, Casa Salazar, Cabezón, and San Luis (see map 1) were well established. At that time my village boasted a population of 161 inhabitants. That same census shows that Ojo del Padre and Casa Salazar, a few miles to the south, together numbered 361 residents, whereas in 1910, when they were listed jointly, their total population still stood at 357.


  On the basis of the foregoing data, we can surmise that populations in the respective villages remained pretty much unchanged between 1880 and 1910 and shortly thereafter. With the advent of World War I, what began to change were the demographics. Healthy young men, most of them illiterate, were drafted and whisked off to fight in Europe. Some died abroad, while others were fortunate to come back alive, though disabled. They refused to return to ranch life. This triggered the beginning of an exodus that intensified little by little, until by the late 1950s it signaled the death knell of the four communities mentioned above, including my beloved placita of Ojo del Padre.


  These days land in my valley is peppered with ghost towns and dilapidated homes that straddle the Río Puerco. They command little attention, let alone large monetary value, in comparison to other, less arid parts of New Mexico where water is not a scarce commodity.


  A few heirs whose properties remain in their families continue to visit the Río Puerco Valley on weekends or during holidays. On occasion the curious or wayward tourist can be seen driving aimlessly on a winding dirt road, not knowing where he or she will end up. Treasure seekers with an insatiable appetite for buried treasures have ransacked abandoned homes or dug up dirt kitchen floors, as happened to my grandparents’ dwelling, but their cravings have produced nothing.


  My village proper as I was growing up in the early 1940s consisted of several families. Among them were the Salas, Aragón, Romero, Valdez, Sánchez, Tafoya, and Jaramillo households. The population, varying in ages, hovered, I would guesstimate, around fifty to sixty-five inhabitants.


  The layout of Ojo del Padre during my childhood and a few years before I was born (see map 2) was quite traditional and typical of many Hispanic villages of northern New Mexico. The church where I made my First Holy Communion, named for our local patroness, La Virgen de Guadalupe (Our Lady of Guadalupe), occupied center stage. The school, the dance hall, the oratory or morada—a praying refuge for the Penitentes, a Roman Catholic brotherhood, during Holy Week—the general store, the local post office, and private adobe dwellings acted as a supporting cast. Each entity, individually and collectively, hugged, cuddled, and offered the church sustenance and protection year-round, like a mother caring for her newborn child.


  The mayordomos, usually a husband and wife team, both respected and active members of the community, served as caretakers of the church for at least one year and sometimes longer. Among other things, they were responsible for collecting diezmos y primicias, tithes and first fruits, offering food and lodging to the visiting priest, overseeing year-round religious functions and activities, plus ensuring the physical upkeep of the church.


  Every summer without fail a group of women from the placita banded together to mud plaster the church. They were considered the master mud plasterers and consequently played a vital role in caring for the exterior as well the inside condition of the church. Some women were entronas, tough enough to climb the ladder or the burros, scaffolds, to tackle the task at hand. The job of whitewashing the walls inside the church also fell on the women’s shoulders, but that did not occur as often as mud plastering, perhaps every two years, since the elements were kinder to the church’s interior. Keeping the white walls sparkling had a cosmetic purpose, but it also conveyed tidiness and local pride.


  Though not exactly a perfunctory contribution in mud plastering, the men’s role was to some degree much limited to hauling dirt, mixing it with water and straw, and plastering the upper portions of the church walls. They also repaired roof leaks in the spring, when the winter snow melted, or during the summers’ monsoon seasons. Additionally, men helped to paint and repair windows and door frames.


  Whether a family dwelled in the placita proper or in one of the outlying areas, as mine did, it was duty bound to support the tenets of the Roman Catholic Church. Upholding its religious precepts while raising children was second nature to every parent and grandparent. Some people were more religious than others, of course, but, overall, women in most cases were the spiritual leaders and standard bearers of family faith.


  The Virgen de Guadalupe Church was central to everything that transpired in my village, be it religious or secular. From baptisms, weddings, First Holy Communions, events honoring the patron saint, and Lent to popular festivities like Saint John’s Day, all revolved around the church. Barring inclement weather or the priest falling ill, Mass was celebrated once a month and for virtually every special occasion, whereupon the entire Ojo del Padre population descended on the placita to honor and participate in the respective celebrations. The church indeed was the magnet that drew people together, whether in moments of joy or of sadness.


  And whenever people congregated, just about everyone seemed to refer to each other as primo, cousin, even if they weren’t related by blood. This gesture of primorazgo, as it were, not only underscored unparalleled camaraderie among villagers, but it also symbolized the hallmark of unity that often transcended the community. The primorazgo phenomenon, as I call it, was far-reaching and profound.


  My immediate family, along with my paternal grandparents and an aunt and uncle and their children, belonged to the Ojo del Padre community, even though our homes were located about two miles away. Collectively, the three families made up our own miniature village, but our loyalty to our placita was unequivocal.


  My paternal grandfather, Teodoro José García, whom we grandchildren called Lolo, migrated to the Río Puerco Valley in the 1880s. He was about eight years old at the time. A brother named Ramón and his sister Paula accompanied their parents, Juan and Juliana. The entire family moved there from Algodones, approximately twenty miles north of Albuquerque, where my grandfather was born.


  Juan, my grandfather’s father, who was blind and unable to fend for the family, was granted a 160-acre tract of land for him and his family under the Homestead Act of 1862. At the age of fourteen or sixteen (circa 1886–1888), my grandfather began to help his mother, Juliana, support the family. At that time he started working as a cow wrangler for John Miller, a cattle rancher in Casa Salazar who also owned a country store. Following John Miller’s death, my grandfather worked for José Miller, the son, and the Miller family, until 1899 or 1900, when my grandfather’s father died. My grandfather’s mother had passed away a few years previously. His association with the Millers lasted ten to fifteen years.


  In his job with the Millers, my grandfather kept half of his monthly earnings of fifteen dollars; the rest went to his mother to buy groceries and other household necessities. Nevertheless, he was able to save enough money to marry my grandmother, Emilia Padilla, whose family had migrated to the Río Puerco Valley in the 1890s. Lale, as we called her, was joined in matrimony to my grandfather in Casa Salazar on December 10, 1898. She was perhaps thirteen and certainly no older than fifteen. He was twenty-six. According to an aunt of mine, they spent their wedding night in a corral with his horses (no honeymoon!).


  By virtue of hard work, diligence, and careful planning, they gradually acquired property, raised a family, and built a life for themselves. Shortly after their marriage, circa 1900, my grandparents purchased their first tract of land in Rincón del Cochino, north of Casa Salazar. Located about four to five miles east of my village, it straddled the Río Puerco and consisted of a strip about a half mile long and fifty yards wide adjacent to the property where I would start school in a one-room schoolhouse in 1943. There they built their first home, had their first offspring, farmed, and raised various animals for domestic consumption and use on the farm.


  In 1918 and again in 1931, my grandparents bettered their lot and purchased additional properties. These landholdings were about two miles east of Ojo del Padre, where my father was born and where I grew up. Today these properties belong to different family members, who acquired them as part of the estate settlement following my grandparents’ deaths in 1972.


  By 1918 my grandfather became a freighter for Richard Heller—don Ricardo Heller, as he was called—a respected merchant and rancher born in Prague, Czechoslovakia, who ran the Heller Trading Post in Cabezón. There my grandfather would hitch up a team of four, sometimes six, horses to wagons loaded with wool or cowhides and drive them to Albuquerque. Moreover, by inviting my grandfather to participate in the partido system, Ricardo Heller helped him raise enough cattle that my grandparents were ultimately able to become self-sufficient.


  At one time they owned some one hundred head of cattle, a number of horses, goats, and chickens, and countless hogs—the latter thanks to my grandmother, who, like my grandfather, was an industrious person. Overall they were better off than most farmers in the Río Puerco Valley.


  Time passed and the family grew. My father was the youngest of six siblings. He had two older brothers, Ramón and Antonio, and three older sisters, Julianita, Petrita, and Teodorita. Julianita and Petrita died young in Ojo del Padre, but the rest passed away in old age in Albuquerque, including my father, the last survivor of the siblings, who died in 2001 at eighty-eight.


  My parents constructed an adobe home in the Río Puerco Valley in 1935, the year they were married. Our casita, or small house, was built on my grandparents’ land next to their home. The modest house consisted of two moderately sized rooms: the kitchen and a bedroom. The flat roof, which seemed to leak whenever it rained hard, required periodic repairs. Until that happened, empty coffee cans and buckets were strewn throughout the house to catch the dripping water. In the winter, a wood-burning stove in the kitchen provided heat for both that room and our bedroom. From the kitchen window facing north, I could see the famous Cabezón Peak every day as we sat down to eat our meals.


  Like in every household in our valley, there were no modern amenities. We had no running water or indoor plumbing; an escusao, outhouse, was the order of the day.* Of course, there was no electricity, either. A dim kerosene lamp was our only source of light at night; striking a match to get around in the middle of the night to fetch a glass of water or to use el bacín, the chamber pot, was in no way atypical in Río Puerco Valley households.


  Both my grandparents as well as my parents shared the horno, adobe oven, situated between their home and ours. This was especially true during Holy Week and at Christmas, when baking bread and molletes, sweet rolls, was a tradition among the two households. The adobe oven was also used other times throughout the year for less traditional occasions, such as preparing chicos, the dehydrated corn used in pinto beans for added flavor.


  Traditions aside, as time marched on, Río Puerco Valley families found themselves between a rock and a hard spot. Putting food on the table became more and more difficult because of droughts and meager crops, and they lacked money to buy clothing and other personal necessities. This stark reality opened their eyes, on the one hand, but at the same time it forced them to close the doors to their homes and abandon their beloved valley, never to return again to stay.


  My own parents, too, saw the writing on the wall. Virtually penniless, with nothing more than the clothing on their backs, an old car, plus five children to feed and to clothe, they took us out of the Río Puerco Valley during the summer of 1945 to join many of our Río Puerco compatriots in Albuquerque in search of a better life. The future that awaited my father, mother, four siblings, and me in the so-called Duke City was as uncertain as it was gloomy, but that’s a story for another day. Despite our move, we kept one foot in our former ranch home, where we continued to spend summers and countless weekends for an indeterminate number of years.


  On those occasions we visited my grandfather, who disliked the city and therefore clung tenaciously to a rural way of life. In 1958, in old age and in poor health, he was one of the last residents to bid goodbye to Ojo del Padre. He joined my grandmother in Albuquerque (she loved the city), where they had bought a second home in 1912 in Santa Barbara (Martíneztown). They died in Albuquerque in 1972 within two weeks of each other—she passed away on August 26, when she was eighty-seven or eighty-nine years old; he died September 12, at the age of one hundred. They were just one year shy of celebrating their seventy-fifth wedding anniversary.


  Toward the end of their lives, their Río Puerco Valley properties were rendered next to worthless because of a lack of water. As a result, my grandparents died virtually poor, a saga that sadly could be replicated manyfold among former valley residents whom I interviewed for several of my books on oral history and folklore (see bibliography).


  Fate sometimes can indeed be cruel and nonredemptive to those who worked hard all their lives with almost nothing to show in their golden years except pride and the memories of the good old days.


  Following the death of my paternal grandparents and the subsequent settling of their estate, their landholdings were divided among their offspring, including my father. At that time my parents’ house, which was next to my grandparents’ home, reverted back to my father’s only surviving sister.


  From then on our little casita was destined to melt into the earth because of neglect. Today the only physical evidence of my childhood home are the forlorn wooden doors and window frames that rest next to a pile of dirt, all that is left of the crumbled old adobe walls that my father and grandfather built with their bare hands.


  Nevertheless, my childhood memories are indelibly lodged in the fateful abode dwelling where my parents embarked on a long marriage and started a family. My father, at twenty-two considered an “old” man back in 1935, married my mother when she was the tender age of fifteen. They were both born in September: he on September 10, 1912, and she, September 5, 1919.


  As a child (I was the oldest of four boys and four girls), I spent my formative years in the Río Puerco Valley. At that time my father was away from Monday to Friday working for the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) camps of the Great Depression while Mom stayed home, took care of me and my siblings, and tended to farm chores. On weekends my father came home and assumed some of the farm tasks so that Mom could bake and prepare enough food to last him the whole week at the CCC camp at Rito de Semilla. This camp was located south of the village of Cuba before one turned off of old Route 44 (now U.S. Highway 550) leading to the Río Puerco Valley.


  As a child you think only of eating, playing, and sleeping, but still there are certain things that you don’t forget very easily. Love between your parents is a case in point. Through all the tough work and hardships of the Great Depression and the period subsequent to it, I witnessed an unbreakable bond between my mom and dad that brought a glow to my heart and a great sense of pride and tranquillity. To this day I reflect on and marvel at their affectionate relationship.


  But beyond their wonderful love and partnership, nothing could have been more soothing and conducive to my upbringing than the topography that surrounded me in my native valley. The landscape was enticing, beautiful, mystical, and challenging to my imagination.


  What unfolded before my eyes conjured up a multitude of stunning images that transformed imposing, dark blue volcanic plugs like Cabezón Peak, eons old, into friendly monsters and the Mesa Prieta into a large loaf of blue-corn bread. The Rincón del Cochino, a canyon with a cavernous mouth where hogs once roamed like javelinas, reminded me of a large frog prepared to swallow its insect prey. But there was nothing more impressive than the inimitable butte a stone’s throw from my little casita. The butte, a favorite place from which hawks spied, hoping to whisk off one of Mom’s baby chicks, resembled a genuine replica of one of Grandma Lale’s golden loaves of bread or Christmas molletes baked in our adobe oven.


  And of course the Río Puerco Valley panorama would not be complete without a word or two about the imposing Río Puerco itself. A tributary of the Río Grande, it bore a resemblance to a slithering snake constantly on the prowl as it meandered downstream from its headwaters in the Nacimiento Mountains north of Cuba. Heavy rainstorms during July and August, the rainy season, made the rushing waters sound like a roaring bull. To me, as I peered down from atop the Río Puerco’s embankment near my house, the giant walls of rushing waters at the head of the current resembled those grooves on Mom’s washboard magnified a thousandfold.


  These images and countless others came to me endlessly; they livened up the landscape if I dared to fantasize. For me as a child there was no better entertainment than the topography, because it was real and nonintrusive. The connection between the landscape and me came without any strings attached, for it was not only intimate and redolent, the scenery was also magical. It was mine to savor.


  These attributes, along with my mother’s joyful outlook on life and my father’s pragmatism, provided a beautiful balance to my childhood in the Río Puerco Valley. The foregoing dichotomy palpitates and can be seen stamped on every single page in Hoe, Heaven, and Hell: My Boyhood in Rural New Mexico.


  * In standard Spanish, escusado. Henceforth, Spanish words in this work that deviate from the standard lexicon in pronunciation and spelling (e.g., the local volvites versus the standard volviste) are treated as indigenous to the Río Puerco Valley, although they may also be heard in other parts of the Spanish-speaking world.
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  A Broken Window


  I SUDDENLY FELT A slight tugging at my feet, but I knew that it wasn’t my dog, Chopo, who liked to nip playfully at my ankles whenever he chased after me outside the house. Mom allowed him inside only during the winter, provided it was very cold. This was early spring, however.


  The next thing I heard was Mom’s gentle voice. “Anda, hijito, ¡levántate! Up, up, my dear son! Your dad’s coming home today. We’ve got lots to do.”


  Of course her words were music to my ears. This meant one thing—it was the day Dad came home for the weekend after being away all week long at the CCC camp in Rito de Semilla. The government job he had during the Great Depression was hard work. He and his coworkers constructed roads, engaged in flood and soil erosion control, put up fences, and built lagoons to trap water for livestock.


  Mom knew it was Friday, even though there was no almanaque, calendar, on the kitchen wall, where most ranch families kept at least one. Besides, it didn’t matter whether we had a calendar or not because Mom, as I would learn later on when I started school, couldn’t read or write in Spanish, her native tongue, much less in English. Through some magic or personal system, she knew or kept track of the days of the week. Fridays for her and me were a cause for celebration. And Dad’s presence, plus the fact that he was the bearer of good tidings, was the foremost reason.


  Friday was also when Mom seemed to pack all of her week’s energy into one day. Amid the hustle and bustle of activity that beckoned both of us, she sang one song after another as if to say, “¡Qué alegría! What joy!” Her singing took center stage while she tidied up the house, swept and washed floors, and cooked and baked. After all, Dad was coming home, and Mom and I rejoiced. My little brother was just a tot, three years old. I was five.


  Somehow I got the impression, and maybe it was not altogether an illusion on my part, that Mom invariably started her repertoire of songs with “Cielito lindo,” a popular Mexican song whose words she had memorized from listening to the battery-operated radio that Dad bought her.


  
    
      	
        Cielito lindo

      

      	
        Beautiful Little Sky

      
    


    
      	
        ¡Ay, ay, ay, ay!

      

      	
        Oh, oh, oh, oh!

      
    


    
      	
        Canta y no llores,

      

      	
        Sing and don’t cry,

      
    


    
      	
        porque cantando se alegran

      

      	
        because singing makes the

      
    


    
      	
        cielito lindo

      

      	
        hearts happy,

      
    


    
      	
        los corazones.

      

      	
        my beautiful little sky.

      
    


    
      	
        De la Sierra Morena

      

      	
        From the Sierra Morena,

      
    


    
      	
        cielito lindo,

      

      	
        my beautiful little sky,

      
    


    
      	
        vienen bajando

      

      	
        is descending

      
    


    
      	
        un par de ojitos negros,

      

      	
        a pair of little black eyes,

      
    


    
      	
        cielito lindo

      

      	
        my beautiful little sky,

      
    


    
      	
        de contrabando.*

      

      	
        by way of contraband.

      
    

  


  Her beautiful voice echoed as if to bounce off the nearby butte that protected us from the westerly winds during febrero loco, crazy February, or marzo aigriento, windy March. Her melodies floated into the air, ricocheted east across the sagebrush, and faded into the nearby foothill where the cornfields would soon come alive. This was April, a more tranquil and cheerful time of the year, to be sure. Springtime was in the air, and Mom’s happy songs were testimony to the start of a new season.


  I was no less excited than Mom. I especially looked forward to Dad’s homecomings because week after week he brought me a small brown bag of hard candy. He routinely stopped at don Ricardo Heller’s Trading Post in Cabezón, a village about five miles north of our home. Besides candy for me, he would also buy a small gift for Mom. Sometimes he even splurged and bought her an article of clothing. My little brother was too young to appreciate any kind of a present, so I shared a piece or two of candy with him. He liked that. Sharing is something Mom taught my siblings and me from the time we were toddlers.


  In the meantime, the clock was ticking away—but only in a manner of speaking, because we didn’t own a clock. The one that Mom used to have landed on the floor and broke after my Angora cat knocked it off the dresser. Clock or not, it was the sun or our stomachs that invariably told us the time of day, depending on the season or whether it was overcast or not.


  Later on, a cousin of mine and I worked for don Cresencio weeding his cornfields and pumpkin patches across the Río Puerco from where we lived. It was then that I saved enough money to replace my mom’s clock. I ordered a Westclox through J. C. Penney’s catalog. That’s how I learned to tell time, something my mother knew and taught me before I even started first grade in a one-room schoolhouse (see chapter 14).


  Mom kept a pile of wood she had chopped near the adobe oven not far from our house and close to my paternal grandparents’ home. I had been carting wood from that pile to the bin next to the stove. As I unloaded my armful of wood, Mom hollered at me through the bedroom window.


  “And don’t forget the palitos, kindling, so you can light the stove fire tomorrow morning when you get up.”


  I made one more trip and came back in with kindling. No sooner had I dumped it into a wooden crate than Mom said to me, “We have to go catch a chicken for supper.”


  One of Dad´s favorite dishes, and mine, too, was arroz con pollo, chicken and rice, which Mom prepared bimonthly in a red clay pot that an Indian woman from Jémez Pueblo had given her on one of our trips there. We went to trade some of our homegrown crops for their fruit and chile, because these were not readily available in our valley. Mom was an excellent cook, and she enjoyed preparing meals for Dad. Chicken and rice was only one of her specialties. On weekends she tried to fix Dad dishes that she knew he enjoyed, since he and the other CCC campers had to cook and fend for themselves throughout the week.


  Mom and I headed for the chicken coop to catch a chicken. She carefully opened the gate so that the chickens wouldn’t rush out, above all the rooster, who liked to roam about in the corral or barn area. I scrambled helter-skelter trying to capture one of the chickens and dove for one, but it flew off. Upon seeing my repeated fruitless attempts, Mom said to me, “Not the chicken with the red and black feathers, hijito; that’s the one that’s been laying all the eggs. Try to catch the white one. That one has been stingy.”


  I wondered how she knew which chickens laid eggs and which ones didn’t, but this was no time to ask questions. Now my sights were on the snow-white target. After a couple of futile attempts, I managed to pounce on the feathery bird as it fluttered on the ground, trying to elude my little hands. I grabbed its legs to secure my catch as the chicken cackled. I must have scared the dickens out of the poor fowl when I landed on top of her. If chickens had teeth, it probably would have bitten me.


  As I stood up, Mom burst out laughing. “Look at you! Look at your face!”


  “What? What?” I asked, feeling something cool and damp.


  “You’ve got gray caca on your face.” She then walked over, wrested the hen from me, and rubbed its feathers up against my face to remove my newly acquired makeup. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to enter a chicken coop again any time soon.


  From the chicken coop Mom and I headed for the woodpile. There she had a special chunk of juniper wood. That’s where the fowl’s fate would be sealed. She told me to hold the chicken firmly by its legs with its neck resting on the log, a new experience for me. Before Mom performed her act, she asked me to close my eyes. This scared me to death. Everything was pitch-black with streaks of yellow and pink running across the darkness of my eyelids. All of a sudden I heard a swift whack. “Now you may open your eyes.”


  I was so shocked at what I saw that I let go of the chicken. As I did, the headless bird began jumping aimlessly and twirling hither and thither, like a whip snake. I had never seen anything like it before. Once over the initial shock, I actually found this quite funny. Even Mom laughed after she caught the poor errant chicken that was destined for the red clay pot.


  Out of the blue I began to feel queasy. My mouth turned a trifle watery. Strange and warm saliva rolled off my tongue. Mom noticed that something wasn’t right. I must have turned as white as cuajada, homemade yogurt.


  “What’s wrong, hijito? Are you sick? You’re as pale as this white chicken,” she observed with a puzzled look on her face.


  “The rolling head, the rolling head” was all I could utter.


  “Mira, hijito, pa vivir hay que morir,” she said, as though I was to understand what she meant. “¿Me entiendes? La gallina muere pa que nosotros ténganos algo que comer”—words I sort of understood, but I left it at that.


  The next thing we had to do was to defeather the chicken, quite a challenge, to say the least. Plucking out each feather was no easier than the time Dad had pulled porcupine quills from my dog Chopo’s nose with a pair of pliers following a fight with the prickly beast. The secret was to dip the chicken in warm water to soften the skin, so it would not tear when one pulled the feathers. Feather by feather, the job was accomplished.


  The hen was now ready to be cut up before it went into the clay pot. The chicken and rice would be ready in a few hours, just in time for Dad’s arrival. By then the sun would begin to disappear behind the San Mateo Mountains.


  “Keep your eyes open for your dad’s car. It will be coming up the hill any moment now,” Mom hollered from the kitchen.


  I usually sat on the wooden doorsteps to the kitchen and looked down the hill as I waited for him, anxious to put my little hands on the brown bag of candy. Although I had no real sense of time, waiting seemed like an eternity, but suddenly I heard the roar of a motor as the car approached Grandpa’s corral, leaving a trail of dust behind. I ran inside the kitchen to tell Mom. As she and I came out (she was holding my little brother Beltrán by the hand), Dad drove up and parked in front of the house.


  Dad got out of the car. “¿Cómo estás, hija? How are you, dear?” Never one to show much outward emotion, he gave Mom a slight tap on her left shoulder with his right hand, as if to say, “I’m glad to be home,” or “It’s good to see you.” He gave my little brother a small pinch on his left cheek and then tapped me on the head. I knew better than to ask where my candy was, because I had to wait till supper. The candy was my dessert.


  Dad didn’t have much to unload, only his dirty clothes, a few empty mason jars in which Mom had packed cooked food for him to heat up at his camping quarters, and an empty twenty-pound lard tin can he used to carry Mom’s homemade galletas, biscuits. I helped take the jars inside the house.


  “Are you hungry, viejo?” The latter was a term of endearment.


  “Yes, yes,” he answered as he washed his hands in a pan of water Mom kept on a tiny blue wooden table in the kitchen next to the wood bin. “Estoy con la tripa clara. I’m famished,” he quipped with a slight smile.


  The kitchen was small, with only the bare necessities, but adequate for a small family like ours. Besides a woodstove, there were an average-size eating table and three chairs. One of them was used as a makeshift high chair for my little brother and me. A trastero, cupboard, and a little wooden barrel for our drinking water, draped in burlap during the summer to keep the water cool, complemented the rest of the furnishings. A jumate, tin dipper, hung from a nail on one side of the barrel.


  Home cooking was a welcome relief for Dad; a sparkle came to Mom’s eyes as she watched him eat with gusto. Waiting hand and foot on Dad was Mom’s way of showing her love for him, because hugging and kissing were deemed taboo and not something I saw out in the open between them, either in public or at home. Any show of affection was strictly private. That was also true of other married couples in my valley.


  Supper was now ready. The modest yet scrumptious meal that decked the table consisted of the following dishes:


  chicken and rice (main entrée)


  boiled dried peas (side vegetable)


  red chile (a staple)


  papas molidas (mashed potatoes)


  brel (sheepherder’s bread)


  bizcochitos (cinnamon and anise cookies)


  coffee (Hills Bros.)


  natillas (Spanish custard pudding)


  Dad sat at the head of the table with his back to the only window in the kitchen; from where I sat Cabezón Peak was in the background. I was at the opposite end in a chair that Mom used as a high chair. She placed a wooden crate on top and a homemade cushion for comfort. She sat me on it. Next she pushed me so that my legs fit snugly under the table. I was ready to join my dad.


  My mom tended to my little brother as she sat in her chair and chatted with Dad about his job. He in turn asked about household and ranch chores while he ate. Because there were only two complete place settings, Dad ate using one and I used Mom’s.


  I kept an eye on Dad’s plate to see how much longer he had to go before he got to the dessert. I had already eaten—perhaps “gobbled” is a better word—my chicken and rice and was now playing with the peas on my plate, trying to spear them one at a time with Mom’s fork, which I held in my right hand like a pitchfork. All I could do was to wait for Mom to serve Dad his dessert. My little bag of candy usually followed . . . except today. From a brown bag Mom pulled out a small red and gray tin toy pistol.


  “Look, hijito!” she exclaimed. “Look at what your dad brought you!” And she handed me the pistol.


  No doubt looking a trifle befuddled, if not disappointed, I gave the pistol a quick glance and countered by saying, “Where’s my candy? I want my candy.”


  “Listen,” my dad said, “don Ricardo didn’t have any candy this time. He sold it all.”


  The last word had barely left Dad’s mouth when I flung my toy pistol at him. He ducked to one side, and the errant missile shattered the window behind him. As I heard the tinkling of glass hitting the floor, I pouted and looked at the broken window. Suddenly a whole new magical world opened before my eyes.


  In the distance loomed Cabezón Peak, the father of countless volcanic plugs that populated the Río Puerco region. I was awestruck with its size and splendor. My perception of the stark beauty framed in azure within the window frame of our kitchen was intuitive more than anything else I could have expressed at that given moment. Like one of my grandmother’s homemade quilts, the colorful panorama that embraced the famous landmark stretched—reached out, in fact—and touched my casita and my own soul.


  “Look, hijito. Sometimes things just don’t work out the way you want them to. Since don Ricardo didn’t have any candy, your dad brought you something else instead. Don’t you think that was nice of him?”


  When I heard Mom’s words, the thought of the little brown paper bag full of candy vanished from my mind for another week. After all, I now had a new toy to play with.


  * Words to the song that I memorized as a child are still with me today.
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  Respect, Obedience, and Morality


  LIKE RELIGION, THE FOUNDATION for respect, obedience, and morality was established at home with one’s parents. Unlike religious training, however, the chief responsibility for which rested for the most part with the mother, the teaching of respect and moral conscience—the sense of right and wrong—fell primarily, albeit not exclusively, on the father’s shoulders.


  Being the head of the family, it was incumbent upon him not to abrogate his role as a respectful husband and honorable father. In his absence, including through death, the eldest son became the protector of the family in collaboration with the mother. To maintain a strong hold on the family’s integrity and honor was paramount.


  Any deviation from these precepts or social norms could tarnish the father’s as well as the entire family’s reputation, whether culpability stemmed from the sons and daughters or even the parents themselves. Regardless of any serious wrongdoing, a black mark on the family in many cases could outlive the family itself. Nothing was worse than a social stigma. For example, it was taboo and frowned upon if a daughter gave birth to a child out of wedlock or if a son fathered a child before marriage. Therefore, respect, obedience, and morality were of prevailing importance in any Hispanic household.


  For me as a young boy, these three attributes, regardless of the meaning, interpretation, or nuance affixed to each one, were the same in all the other households that I was privy to observe. The burden of teaching respect and obedience without doubt rested with my father, whereas morality, particularly as it concerned daughters, weighed more on my mother. Somehow morality in terms of social behavior was viewed, if not judged, more from a religious perspective; hence, the mother’s role was pivotal.


  The fundamental question as to what constituted respect and who decided on its boundaries was not the father’s or mother’s decision alone. Three people in my village—as was no doubt true in most Hispanic villages—epitomized respect: the priest, the local teacher, and an elder statesman or stateswoman known for their leadership in the community.


  The priest, for better or for worse, commanded the utmost respect among local citizens. Any misdeeds on his part, if they existed, he kept locked up in the closet, although rumblings of misbehavior were not uncommon. After all, any community that did not indulge in mitote, gossip, was not worth its salt. As conservative as people were, they were also openminded, giving the priest the benefit of the doubt, no matter if he imbibed too much or whatever rumors unrelated to his religious role might run rampant.


  Being the spiritual leader and God’s shepherd carried a lot of weight, something we children were indoctrinated with from the time we learned our first prayer. An outward manifestation of respect came once a month when the priest visited our village. Following the celebration of Mass, he stood at the entrance to the church and bid adieu to his parishioners, many of whom genuflected before him or kissed his right hand or both. People addressed him as Father So-and-So, for he was the head, or father, of the people in his parish.


  But his role transcended that of just priest. Aside from spiritual guidance, people sought his advice and assistance in personal matters. In that sense he served as counselor or psychologist to the person in need of moral support and personal understanding. Trust and respect were mutually inclusive and never doubted by either party. The priest was the consummate example of reverence and confidence.


  The teacher, unlike the priest, generated respect and obedience because of his or her position as the purveyor of knowledge and truth. Being a mestro/a (maestro/a), or master of your craft, meant nobody surpassed the educator when it concerned educating the children in the community. In the eyes of parents, the teacher could do no wrong. Moreover, the teacher had unparalleled discretion in classroom discipline if students misbehaved or were disrespectful. If one dared to go home and complain about the teacher to his parents, the father would ask what punishment was meted out, and he in turn would double it without questioning the teacher’s authority or reprimand.


  If there’s anything kids like me learned fast, it was not to seek sympathy at home for being disciplined in school. And back in my elementary school days at the ranch, corporal punishment—such as spanking with a ruler or being forced to stand in a corner of the classroom facing the wall—was fair game for unruly students.


  Aside from the priest and teacher, in the community there was customarily an older person of either gender—by and large a male—whose respectable reputation over time had risen among the villagers. The general population, from the oldest to the youngest, revered that person. People spoke of wisdom as the trademark of a well-regarded man or woman in one’s village, given that commanding respect was more honorable than demanding it. They were the pillars that stood head and shoulders above their peers. Everyone with rare exception recognized and paid homage to them without questioning their integrity or stature, qualities that at times transcended their village.


  While the three shining examples of truthfulness were important—namely, respect, obedience, and morality—in the final analysis they mattered little unless being respectful was emphasized and taught at home, something that started even before you began to crawl on all fours. On occasion the mother uttered words or commands; other times a mere glance from the father conveyed approval or disapproval of one’s actions, above all if other people were present.


  I was the oldest of eight children, so in a sense I was the family guinea pig regarding discipline and upbringing. What my parents learned from their parents no doubt influenced them in teaching my brothers, sisters, and me to be upright and respectful citizens. Being the first child was not always easy, because in my mind it posed certain contradictions, especially after other siblings came along.


  First of all, I was to be the paragon of good behavior, but at the same time I was spoiled. A prime example of how I was indulged is the large amounts of hard candy my father bought me, and that I ate, which resulted in my developing a multiplicity of cavities and toothaches at the age of five. Yet as I got older, and being a male to boot, I was expected to set a positive example in social decorum for my siblings. It was a balancing act that I learned to juggle thanks to my mother’s kindness, on the one hand, and my father’s strictness, on the other.


  “Cría cuervos y te sacarán los ojos. Whatever you do to your parents, your children will do to you” was one of my mother’s favorite dichos, or folk sayings. In other words, your children will one day treat you the way you treated your parents. Years later I learned to appreciate the wisdom embedded in her words. The message of expecting no more or no less from your offspring than what you indoctrinated them with became crystal clear.


  Folk sayings were a subtle yet powerful way of meting out advice without having to beat you over the head or between the eyes to make you understand what constituted proper behavior. Those gems of wisdom handed down throughout the ages were popular in my family. Listening to my father invoke a folk saying at the drop of a hat reminded me of Sancho Panza, don Quixote’s sidekick. Whenever my father noticed our disapproval of something he said or did to us children, he was blunt in reminding us that to be lax meant facing dire consequences. “No hay que criar uno cuervos pa que te saquen los ojos. One must not raise crows so they can pluck out your eyes.” More to the point, don’t expect angels if you raise devils. But his words of advice—or warning—needed no explanation. We got the message.


  Intuition, something most children possessed, was a great gift in helping you to understand what your parents meant without asking them to decipher each word. To intuit also meant reading between words, syllables, and even vowels. Having a feeling for the advice at hand was analogous to peeling the leaves off of an artichoke to get to the heart of it. With time you came to understand what your parents or grandparents meant to convey to their children and grandchildren. I once overheard my father say, “El que no hace aprecio a consejos, se queda lejos.” In other words, he who doesn’t heed advice shall lag far behind.


  Lecturing and scolding did occur whenever my parents’ concern for the future well-being of their children as decent citizens in the community was at stake. Invoking the Ten Commandments as guidance was not unheard of, even with a bit of humor or disbelief. To be told that if you stole something, you’d grow a corcovita, small hunchback, was a trifle unreal, even for small children like me. But we would not dare take a chance on testing whether it was true.


  Also, whenever visitors came to someone’s house, children were to be seen and not heard. Most guests, depending on how formal the host and hostess were, generally sat in the sala de recibo, receiving room (today’s living room), or in the kitchen if they were intimate friends.


  We only had two rooms—the bedroom and the kitchen—so friends who visited my parents sat at the kitchen table. Even if our family home had had a formal receiving room, close friends customarily would have ended up in the kitchen (see chapter 4). This was the place of refuge, as you might say, where good conversation and salacious gossip took place—and where curious children like me longed to be. Eavesdropping was not out of the question, provided we could get away with it.


  Of course, once visitors arrived and made themselves at home, I yearned to sit in a corner of the kitchen, pretending to be engaged in my own private world, playing with a toy or whatever, while the grownups engaged in so-called adult talk. If the conversation revolved around normal, everyday things, the temptation to butt in with your own two cents now and then was irresistible, but Mom kept a vigilant eye on me. If she sensed that I wanted to say something, she would make eye contact and nod her head to one side, signaling me to scoot. I would go outside and play. No questions asked.


  Many times I was expected to leave the room soon after visitors arrived. As a rule, for a child to sit and listen to adult conversations was not permitted, but you also were to stay out of sight. Otherwise, you were looked upon as an encimoso, a pest.


  Most parents and grandparents, mine included, hardly ever criticized you in front of people. That was deemed undignified and tacky, but once guests left your house or the family got home from church or wherever, your ears were bound to ring from a good tongue-lashing. If the misconduct was not terribly serious, Mom usually meted out the scolding; or else, Dad was the bearer of an unforgettable reprimand. Throughout it all, corporal punishment was hardly ever in the cards. Idle threats, yes. As a rule, a good verbal lashing sufficed.


  If children were present at the dinner table, most grown-ups exercised discretion in what they discussed, but there were times when kids for them became invisible objects and hence they engaged in adult chatter. My ears would perk up like a donkey’s, and quickly my mom would signal me to finish eating and to leave the kitchen without much ado.


  I always wondered, what did they talk about? From time to time, I would leave the kitchen, enter our bedroom, and hide under the bed so I could eavesdrop. Most of the time, I was disappointed at what I overheard. What they discussed were common, everyday kinds of things related to farm matters.


  My maternal grandmother, whom I referred to as Grandma Cinda (for Lucinda), and my step-grandfather, Antonio (we called him Uncle Antonio), lived in Bernalillo, north of Albuquerque. They visited us from time to time. Her conversations were more of the heart-to-heart variety, both in tone and substance, compared to other discussions I heard. Besides, she would involve me in the exchange, and I therefore did not have to leave the kitchen. She was wonderful! She would share fascinating stories with me about witchcraft, buried treasures, and the ubiquitous disobedient son.*


  I also learned from her some new cultural tidbits about respect. For example, during one of her visits to our ranch, she asked me for a drink of water. The first mistake I made, thanks to my mom’s watchful eye, was to grab the dipper hanging from a nail on the small wooden water barrel. Only my family and I drank from the dipper. Guests, including relatives, were to drink from a glass or a cup from the cupboard. Once I filled Grandma’s glass with water using the dipper, I gave it to her, at which point I had to cross my arms until she finished drinking the water. If she asked for another glass, I had to repeat the formal procedure. After she drank the last swallow, she would say, “Gracias, hijito.”


  The crossing of one’s arms while an elder drank water is but one example of a repertoire of cultural practices and gestures that were customary among Hispanic families. As a result, hardly anyone noticed these cultural niceties unless a guest hailed from the city (e.g., Albuquerque) or the person came from a different culture, which tended to pique people’s curiosity more than anything else.


  My mother taught me, from the time I was a young boy, to be obedient and never to lose my sense of respect or affection for people. To her way of thinking, it was easier to become cynical than to be altruistic and compassionate. “It’s better to give of yourself,” she would say to my brothers and sisters and me, “than to expect something free from others.” Her words ring loud and clear to this day.


  * See Rattling Chains and Other Stories for Children / Ruido de cadenas y otros cuentos para niños and Grandma’s Santo on Its Head: Stories of Days Gone By in Hispanic Villages of New Mexico / El santo patas arriba de mi abuelita: Cuentos de días gloriosos en pueblitos hispanos de Nuevo México. Consult bibliography for more complete listings.
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  The Venerable Kitchen


  I CAN STATE WITHOUT hesitation that no Hispanic worth his or her salt disputes the fact that the kitchen traditionally has been our most venerable room, however large or small the home. The kitchen has enjoyed, currently enjoys, and will continue to enjoy its moments of jubilation, despair, and disappointment, provided a modicum of cultural traditions is maintained among Hispanics in rural New Mexico or in enclaves of the inner city.


  Regardless of the occasion, formal or informal, family, friends, neighbors, and guests of all ages invariably gravitate to the kitchen. It’s a magnet that draws people; it’s a cultural phenomenon that defies a clear-cut explanation as to why this happens. But the attraction of the kitchen, whether in preparing meals, eating and drinking, or washing dishes, is undeniable.


  In looking across time and space, I see that the kitchen at home while I was growing up in Ojo del Padre was no different. The hub of activity was the kitchen. For the most part I have very fond memories of a variety of things that transpired in Mom’s kitchen.


  And it was her kitchen or domain—let us make no mistake about it—with my father, my siblings, and me acting as supporting characters. Mom made no pronouncements or demands. We understood the unspoken arrangement and therefore respected it. She was the one who kept matters under control and the prime mover and shaker of activities that took place in the kitchen, day in and day out. Everything from cooking, eating, scrubbing floors, discussing family problems, playing games, and entertaining socially to special occasions like Baptism or First Holy Communion revolved around her.


  My brothers and sisters and I were also taught—and we learned—other things in the kitchen. My father’s indoctrination about obedience, morality, responsibility, and hard work (see chapter 3) can be traced to Mom’s kitchen.


  It was here, too, where each of us learned from her how to sew, mend our socks, and embroider. Gender barriers were nonexistent in my family. Mom made sure of that. She left that notion at the doorsteps of those with more chauvinistic tendencies. She did not believe in pigeonholing boys in one niche and girls in another. Washing dirty dishes and cooking, for example, were transcendental tasks and went beyond a feminine world and female hands. In retrospect, Mom was prudent—and practical—because, knowingly or not, she taught us to fend for ourselves without relying solely on her and my father.


  Through fun and games we also learned to entertain ourselves. Playing cards, building objects with matchsticks, or listening to Mom and Dad share stories with us—especially my father, who could mesmerize us with his witchcraft tales—is how we spent many pleasant evenings before going to bed. Idle gossip admittedly crept in from time to time in our conversations, but nothing caustic or demeaning, because my parents didn’t allow malicious gossip at the kitchen table or anywhere else.


  Whatever came to light in the kitchen, and whatever knowledge my siblings and I gained from our parents, was a tribute to Mom’s grace and assurance of interdependence, as well as to Dad’s moral rectitude. They strove to make sure we comprehended what constituted being a good and decent human being. And these salient attributes stemmed from Mom’s lovable nature and the venerable kitchen she established for the whole family to enjoy.


  With the harsh and oftentimes brutally cold winter months of January and February, families took pleasure, as we did, in wintertime seclusion. It was a more tranquil time of the year, when we weren’t confronted with an array of farm and ranch chores. Families huddled inside their homes as the frigid temperatures dipped, the snowcapped foothills and gigantic dark blue peaks nearby adding to the beauty of the landscape. As the sun disappeared behind the high point of the San Mateo Mountains (today called Mount Taylor) and the full moon loomed over the Mesa Prieta to the east, my parents, siblings, and I gathered around the warm wood-burning stove in the kitchen.


  But sitting around twiddling one’s thumbs was not part of the picture. One of the things that Mom did during the winter months, starting with me, the eldest, was to teach her children how to sew, mend clothing, and embroider. In my household, as mentioned earlier, there were no gender barriers decreeing that boys were boys and girls were girls. Mom would have no separation of the sexes as far as domestic chores were concerned.


  Despite our getting pricked fingers endless times—with droplets of blood as prima facie evidence—Mom taught us to mend our clothing instead of always relying on her. Darning torn clothes was the rule, not the exception. Similarly, buying a new pair of pants every time you wore a hole in the old ones was out of the question. There was nothing shameful in my community about wearing knee patches or having the seat of your pants repaired with mismatched patches. (Today patched pants cost an arm and a leg at brand-name clothing stores.)


  The very first thing Mom taught me was how to mend holes in my socks. The primary casualties were the heels or toes, but the challenge was made easier because of human ingenuity. With a beer bottle in hand—it came from Dad’s beer-brewing arsenal and was the perfect fit—Mom showed me how to drape the sock over the fat end of the bottle so that the hole showed up. Once you did that, you ran the thread and needle going back and forth until you closed the hole. It was tricky, but the bottle facilitated the mending process. Otherwise, trying to patch up a hole in a sock without the bottle for me as a little boy would have been both daunting and frustrating. A bottle in mending socks was a boy’s best friend.
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