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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT


IN SEARCH OF THE LUMINOUS HEART


An amazing story, epic in scope, of a family’s struggles through poverty and dispersion from Puerto Rico to the US mainland. It is the story of a people caught in the impersonal forces of history, economics, culture and heredity. Victoria ‘reclaims’ four generations of her family offering their individual stories through the insightful lenses of a sociologist, the softening lenses of a poet and the compassionate lenses of a daughter and sister. Laugh and cry with her as she courageously faces her most private emotions. This story will resonate with anyone who has ever faced what may seem insurmountable obstacles.


Sylvia M. Montero, Human Resources professional, and author of Make It Your Business, 2011


This is an inspired work by a Puerto Rican woman who has lived through the experiences and suffering of her people. This work will motivate, teach and encourage others to break through barriers and find the courage to realize their dreams.


This is a complex weaving of a story which starts at the beginning of the twentieth century in a small, poor, rural town, Naranjito, situated in the northwest mountains of Puerto Rico, and finds its way to the mystic mountains of Crestone, Colorado.


Reading this epic story, we come to know in detail the culture, religious beliefs and values, economic, social and psychological development, customs and traditions of Puerto Rico in those times, such as Christmas celebrations, Three Kings Day, wedding feasts and practices, cockfighting and others. These have much in common with celebrations in other Latin American countries.


In an open and clear way, the author recounts dramatic and impactful life-changing events for herself and her family. Events that were wrenching, some sublime, and some that were amusing, all narrated with great mastery.


This is a life full of struggle against adversity to achieve personal growth and finally professional prowess as a psychotherapist with a private practice in New York City. A life tinged with intense moments of confusion and darkness. But by good fortune, almost a miracle, a light of hope emerges in that darkness. We see how Emerita (Sor Rosa), the second oldest sister, embraces the most sublime love which may exist. Her love one of total surrender to a life of humanitarian labor and brimming with joy.


Rosa shines as an inspiring light, a guide to her family and all the lives touched by her.


It is this inspiration that leads the author to explore new paths that help her overcome religious conflicts and prejudices, and that eventually heal her soul. Traveling different paths, Victoria discovers the importance of maintaining an open heart which does not judge but that appreciates the path corresponding to each who seeks enlightenment and goodness. In this and in only this manner she finds the way to the luminous heart.


Esther Irizarry-Vásquez, Director of the Pontifical Catholic University of Puerto Rico Libraries, 1995–2009
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Foreword


At first glance, Victoria Rivera MacKinley’s memoir recalls experiences of an individual life. But as we read into it, we realize it is telling a story of what spirituality is actually like, as lived by individuals in the modern world. Victoria is a true searcher, “on the way” to use a Zen phrase, seeking the meaning of her life in the largest possible terms, in the world that we all now live in. She begins her life with deep roots in her natal family and her native Puerto Rico, held in the strong embrace of a traditional Roman Catholic faith. But, as we see in Victoria’s reflections, that was only a beginning. Like so many today, for Victoria the answers suggested by home and hearth, by the very nature of their inherent limitations in an ever changing and expanding world, catapult her out into a long, individual, and lonely spiritual search.


With the exception of the venerable indigenous traditions, all of the great religions of the world are now more or less “organized religions.” But there are certain times in history when the institutions seem to become tired, when, as much as they free the human spirit, they also limit and inhibit it. Jesus lived in such a time and so did the Buddha. We also live in such a period today. At such times, while the great majority of adherents continue to follow the status quo, although not always entirely happy with it, there are a few brave souls, and Victoria is one of them, who set out to see whether there might not be more to life than what received tradition has bequeathed to them.


Victoria’s memoir calls for our attention on several levels. Right off, of course, we meet a person of profound spiritual inspiration who seeks, above all, direct and personal experience, in her own life, of the highest spiritual realities. She is not content to receive what she longs for to come second hand, mediated through other people, external institutions, or any other outside influence. I think here of Jesus’ message that “the kingdom of God is already right here within you; you just need to see it!¨


Victoria is a person living into the future in a most important way. She intuits that the deepest spiritual truths, realities, and experiences available to human beings are not the possession of any one religion or religious tradition. This is surely something quite new in human history. She is as much at ease in the tradition she has lately been exploring in much depth, the meditative lineage of Buddhism, as she is with her tradition of origin, Roman Catholicism. And she should be equally easy with each because both of them seek to open our eyes to what is most profound, powerful, and meaningful in the universe.


Victoria is, obviously, telling her own story. It is interesting that in the world’s great religions, and, in Christianity and Buddhism, which are particularly important to Victoria, stories of Jesus and stories of the Buddha are the earliest “literature.” This points to the fact that human, spiritual stories are, from a certain point of view more profound, more true, and more revelatory than abstract doctrines or ideas. St. Frances of Assisi knew very well, religion only lives within each actual, concrete human existence; it has no life anywhere else. In telling her own story, Victoria expresses deep respect for her own person, for her life as she has lived it, and for what her life has actually been, without which no authentic spiritual journey is possible. Victoria’s memoir is a declaration of courage from an adventurous spirit who seeks in her own experience—and not just for herself but for all of us—meanings to be found in life’s deepest questions.


Reginald A. Ray, Spiritual Director


Dharma Ocean Foundation


Crestone, Colorado









Preface


The Call to Write


Throughout my young adult years I yearned to write a family history as a gift to the new generations who may one day want to know about their family roots, to know who and how many we were, our names and what we overcame to survive and to nourish the next generation. I kept collecting stories, seeing myself as a family reporter, and my family, curious and encouraging, cooperated with my desires. What I could not do was to set aside the time required to carry on this project. The vicissitudes of life always took me somewhere else, studying for my Master’s in Clinical Social Work, making a living, going through a marriage and divorce, struggling as a single parent, facing spiritual crises, forging a spiritual path, and overcoming my self-doubts about my capacity to write, and to write in a second language that I am still learning. As I aged, I feared becoming ill with Alzheimer’s and no longer able to fulfill this deeply rooted longing to become the family historian. My fear of dementia was well founded as this illness runs in my kin. My mother, Narcisa, and my sister, Laura, both died from this disease. And my maternal grandmother, Mariana, died with some kind of mental illness, perhaps Alzheimer’s, in the early part of the last century. She was not diagnosed, as mental illness was not well-known at the time and was seen more as the work of witchcraft, or evil spirits. My mother sometimes described her as suffering from some mood problems, or emotional liability, “always crying, on clear days, sunny days and rainy days.” My brother Eugene, who died in 1995, also suffered from dementia, in his case largely triggered by alcoholism.


Around the age of sixty, I was sad, excessively sensitive, weepy and forgetful. I said to myself, this is it, dementia is coming. As I kept worrying about dementia, I became glummer and more forgetful, and saw my aging as a dead-end process, a downhill road with no possibilities but an ever-growing deterioration of body and mind. This was also related to a nagging spiritual void I had not seriously addressed. I had become an agnostic at age sixteen, unable to live with the patriarchal God that was taught to me while growing up. In my late twenties, suffering from deep-seated anger and a sense of malaise, I discovered psychoanalysis and felt the promise of liberation through intensive psychotherapy. Things did get better. I married, had two daughters, and my intellectual and spiritual energies found a channel for expression in the field of psychotherapy, which I chose as my profession. Then, in 1980 my marriage collapsed. The pain of the family breakup was excruciating, and I experienced the limitations of psychoanalysis and psychotherapy to deal with existential suffering. For the twenty subsequent years my life experiences kept pointing me inward for the answers to my questions and this led to my interest in meditation. Fortunately, in the midst of this quest, in 2004 I became a student of a Buddhist meditation teacher, Dr. Reginald Ray, whose method of ‘Meditation with the Body’ helped me release emotional loads barely touched in my previous psychotherapy, and provided the spiritual path I was searching for through a daily meditation practice. In meditation, I discovered that every mind state and every situation presents an opportunity for awakening. I also found out through this practice that one can remain fully alive in old age, and that the spirit of joy, peace and compassion are intrinsic to our nature. These discoveries filled me with confidence and my depression melted away. My memory and capacity to learn new things improved significantly. So, now in my senior years, I have been less concerned about the prospect of getting Alzheimer’s and decided that this is a good time to come to grips with the story of my family.


The discovery of a spiritual path that I love and believe in has made it difficult for me to embark on this writing. My family is large and diverse. A few of us have taken paths that differ from the profound Catholic teachings that were the cradle and foundation of our childhood and upbringing. This has been at times a source of conflict and tension with my kin because some influential members continue to hope for all of us to become practicing Catholics. My sister Sor Rosa, who is a nun and lives in a convent, and my sister Matilde, who receives communion daily, pray often for our salvation which is understood to be through Jesus and the Catholic Church. On the other hand, they tend to view my Buddhist orientation as part of a New Age movement that is anti-Christian and consequently dangerous for the sanity of the world and for individual salvation. I have remained mostly silent about this. Living away in New York I avoid the conflict, but from time to time feel judged and pressured to become a faithful Catholic. So, this writing is an opportunity to end my silence on the subject, hoping that we can embrace our differences through a path of acceptance, love and compassion.


My profound interest in being the family reporter is owed in large part to my father, José Inés. I had a harrowing relationship with him. He died in 1981 and I am still working on putting a face on him. Who is this man? How is it that he had the capacity to influence me so much when in the day to day relationship with him I felt like a plant languishing from lack of sun and water? He was an alcoholic and violent, quiet when sober and demon-like when drunk. At times he showed spiritual depth and clarity, and other times he completely disregarded and under-mined the physical and emotional well-being of others. For most purposes, we never talked to each other when I was growing up. Yet, when my mother gave birth to me at home and the midwife announced that I was a girl, he raised himself from the bench where he sat drunk, staggered toward a table in the living room and banging it loudly with his fist shouted: “I am calling her Victoria because she is going to be the victory of this house.” I ignored his pronouncement for many years. This put me in a bind. In my subconscious I figured that my brothers and sisters could be jealous of his giving me a triumphant name, and of his special assignment that I become the victory of the house. It also felt quite burdensome to live up to the expectations that I figured he placed on me. Yet it seems that I have been driven to do the best, with my limited abilities, to both save myself and please him; and weird as this seems, writing a memoir is not only a way to honor my family but, in particular, to honor him, the man who contributed largely to our penury, but also the man who in a moment of inspiration gave me wings and pushed me over the cliff to fly.


I left Puerto Rico for New York City in 1965, forty-nine years ago. In 1968 I married Thomas McKinley, a man of Irish and Scottish descent. A year after the marriage we settled in the Bronx. Living far from Puerto Rico protected me from the unhappiness of my aging parents and having to take part in the decisions for their care. I made yearly visits, sent money to my mother and other relatives and wrote frequently, particularly to my sister in the convent, Sor Rosa. I don’t regret the path I took by coming to live in NY, but I am aware that I missed out on many of the noteworthy and weighty family affairs that today beckon me and play a part in my decision to write this memoir. I hear the call to return and mend my relationships with the land and the family where I was born and raised. Doing this will help me take a better look at my own life journey, see more clearly what helped me to survive and triumph over adversities, and then gift to the new generations the lessons learned and a record of their family history. Rather than live with ancestral ghosts, I invite the new generations to travel with me to the past to see who their ancestors were.


My friend Juan Antonio read a rough draft of this memoir, and suggested that the theme in my writing is about saving myself from the destructive circumstances I grew up in. My first reaction was to distance myself from his observation. As days went by, his message kept resonating and I began to see ripples of truth in it. Yes, I sustained consistent, and I must say, successful efforts to save myself from material poverty, from my father’s violent alcoholism and my mother’s severe depression. Today I have a life free of these conditions. But could there be residues of a culture of poverty, violence and mental illness that I still search to understand, and in so doing unleash further individuation and wholeness? Apart from these considerations, are there other issues in my current life that seek resolution through this memoir?


I am now a senior, and the overshadowing concerns in this phase of life are aging and mortality. In writing my memories, I am borrowing time, taking on new learning, exercising dormant skills, asking myself what are my still undiscovered potentials and seeking to realize them. Yes, I am taking on this project in part to save myself from the accelerated loss of abilities when they are not exercised, as well as from fading into oblivion. Yet there is more to this writing. A memoir is also about seeing with new eyes and seeing for the first time what was in front of you when you were a child and was too much for you to take in. So much energy in growing up was spent on avoidance, looking the other way, building walls and fortresses of isolation and protection. Life was lived at the lowest level because the child could not absolve its mighty force. In reconnecting with one’s history there is the opportunity to live again a fuller picture of our drama, and in so doing add depth, color, emotional richness and appreciation to one’s life journey.


Furthermore, this memoir is about redeeming, about the trans-formative process of life experiences, and about discovering the heart of luminosity existing in all of us under the debris of our minds. In my family, the character flaws and virtues of each member which brought much suffering and happiness to one another also stimulated questions about existence, love, good, evil, war, peace, unhappiness and happiness. In the end, whether we achieved happiness or not is not the measure of what we learned or attained with our sweat and struggles; the question is more about the direction we moved into as we struggled with these issues. Did we as a family move to a higher level of understanding of what it is to love and protect one another? To the degree that we strove to maintain sanity, sometimes succeeding and other times failing in our efforts, to the degree that we extended ourselves to others in need, that we sought resolution to our dilemmas through work, schooling, relationships, and were zealous about the spiritual well-being of our members, to that degree the transformation implicit in our day to day experience was heart opening and redeeming.


My family was once a jam-packed constellation, and as years passed our members splayed out, landing in distant places, many dying, others joining or forming new families. Our rupture and dispersion went together with profound feelings of loss and strong desires to reestablish relationships with distant members. Memoir writing is also about this desire to rekindle and energize stale connections, to call forward, invite to the table those no longer living, and maintain a conscious dialogue about our desires to grow in a spiritual relationship with them.









Chapter 1


My Parents: Two Young Campesinos from Families with Ten Plus Children




We all know the same strong yearning


To leave some good as we go.


(Excerpt from song: Ordinary People, Extraordinary Dreams by Tom Renaud)





1


When my father was eighty years old and already senile, I was thirty-eight. It was then that, for the first time, I was able to have a brief conversation with him about his life. He was a man of few words and I don’t have a memory of us talking to each other in any significant way when I was growing up. Our encounter took place at my sister Manuela’s house in South Carolina. Manuela had taken papá out of the Hogar Nuestra Señora de la Providencia, a nursing home in San Juan, where he had been miserable; she was now caring for him in her home. His diminished body curved and receded inside the big leather chair where he sat looking through a glass door at the dry, brownish lawn outdoors. It was the fall season and papá wore his pale beige panama hat, smelling of earthy old sweat, and a heavy flannel shirt, a piece of clothing he never needed in Puerto Rico’s warm weather and which gave him a slightly American look. I kneeled at the side of his chair and stretched my body upward to come close to his ear because he had problems hearing, and spoke in a very low voice. He had a flashback about his past and slowly uttered these words:


“I have to go get the horse.” There was no horse around. He must have been disoriented and hallucinating.


“Why?” I asked.


“Because if I don’t bring it, I’ll be punished.” Tired tears made a timid presence around his wrinkled, small and sunken eyes. I never saw him crying before, but I was not surprised since Manuela told me that he had cried much over the past year. I remained curious about his sadness, but unmoved otherwise.


“Were you punished much?” Here I got closer to hear him because his speech was muted and then continued my inquiry, remaining neutral, a stance I was trained to take in my profession, clinical social work. I just did not know how else to relate to him.


“I was punished all the time.”


“How were you punished?”


“With ropes, belts, sticks, with whatever was at hand.” This was sad, seeing him as a little child running away from or submitting helplessly to some merciless authority.


“Why were you punished?”


“Because papá was never satisfied with what I did for him.” I was hearing for the first time something so painful to a growing child and crucial about his relationship with his father, yet I was feeling so little, my heart hardened and hid behind the walls I had built to protect myself from him. Nevertheless, I wanted to hear his story, driven by what was at the time an unconscious desire to make a genuine connection with him.


“You must have suffered much.”


“I suffered a lot.” I could have hugged him then, could have said that I loved him, but I didn’t. My heart remained closed, and I vaguely noticed how my muscles tightened and became rigid around him. I continued, now checking his memory, wanting to make sure that he was present and aware, and that what he was telling was true and not the result of a deranged mind.


“How many were you?”


“Twelve.” He probably forgot his youngest sister, Maria, child number thirteen, who died from the typhus at age three.


“Can you tell me the names?”


“One was José.” He paused, trying to remember, then: “José, Maximino, Manuela, Julián.” His eyes watered again, and I asked, why was he crying?


“Because Julián was punished the most.” I noticed his compassion, and how much grief he carried; still my emotions remained trapped behind an ice wall. Then he mentioned his brother Pablo and cried some more.


“Why are you crying now, papá?” My voice was a little softer and more tender.


“Because Pablo was the best one to me.” I felt a wave of warmth for him now. I knew that feeling of vulnerability when someone recognizes your pain and shows you kindness. I too get full of tears when a person I care about sees my pain. We were both silent for a while when he, with a worried look, went on to say:


“I have to go to work.”


“Why do you have to?”


“Because I carry a sacrifice.”


“What does sacrifice have to do with work?”


“The sacrifice is heavier if I don’t work, people have to work.” One thing papá was distinguished for was his good work. Other farmers enjoyed having him by their side when they tilled the land because he was so good at it. Now he was letting me know one of his reasons for being such a hard worker. I also suspected that not being able to work anymore as he aged contributed much to his mental deterioration. Work was so important to him, making his “sacrifice” lighter. I did not ask him what his sacrifice was about. Instead, following my judgment of him as one who throughout his life had misbehaved and consequently must feel guilty, I said:


“You seem to feel that you need to punish yourself.”


“Yes, it is good to punish oneself.” He was clear. He answered my questions straightforwardly, but I seemed to have fallen into an ‘as if’ experience. I seemed to have been holding onto the feeling that this moment was not very real, that papá’s judgment was damaged by his lifelong and corrosive alcoholism, yet my curiosity prevailed and I kept going:


“I don’t understand, papá, I don’t understand, why do things have to be that way?”


“Because that is how they have to be.”


“Do you feel guilty about something?” I went after his guilt again. I wanted him to confess, to ask for forgiveness, to say to me, I am sorry for all the suffering I caused you and the family.


“Yes,” he responded. He said no more. He was not articulate, also unprepared to reveal more. I continued coaching him:


“What is it about?”


“I can’t tell you.”


“It must be hard to talk about this.” He nodded in agreement and went silent, the dull silence I met all the time with him when he was sober, broken only by truculent speech when intoxicated. I interrupted the silence with one last question.


“Papá, tell me, at this point, looking back, what do you think about your life?”


His straightforward answer, “Sin asunto y sin vaina,” was at the moment incomprehensible. Yet, I have come to see a profound meaning to his succinct summary of his life, revelations hidden in his words which would come clearer as we journeyed through this family history.


2


While my father drank alcohol and carried a weight of guilt and the scars of his relationship to an abusive father as well as insufficient attention from his burdened mother of thirteen children, our mother carried the wounds of her family’s multiple losses, mental illness and poverty. She had seen four of her sisters die from tuberculosis and two other siblings pass away from unknown causes. Mamá talked about these losses with a blank stare and no emotion, like a Holocaust survivor afraid of approaching so much pain, except when it came to the death of her ten year old sister Sofía. After she married and went to live with papá on the land of Juan C. Morales, she took Sofía to live with her. “Some time later Sofía became ill with cough and fever.” With a somber, resigned look and holding back tears, mamá went on: “Don Juan and his family forced me to send her back to my father’s. They were afraid that she had tuberculosis. It did not take long for her to die and I did not see her again. I knew already that sending her back to my father was going to be the end of her.”


3


The theme of death was present in my mother’s mind as far back as I can remember. When I was a toddler, and everyone else went about their own business, we would be alone in the house. The late afternoon sun would cast a soft orange light through the window announcing the evening, and soon the night darkness. There was a quiet around us, interrupted only by a bird’s chirping, chickens flapping their wings, a lazy dog’s bark or a pig’s grunt, a kind of lonely serenity, that led to my mother’s sentimental rumination about death, and bringing me to her lap she would sing:




Oh Heavens, Oh Heavens,


Oh Heavens, Oh Heavens,


What will I do with my child,


If I die, If I die.





Even though I was a small and did not understand the words in my mother’s singing, I felt her sadness, a mixture of tenderness and desolation that brought us together under a cocoon of depression; a mood disorder that grew roots deep inside us for years to come.


4


Mamá’s preoccupation with impending death was not unwarranted for there were so many times when her fears matched her reality. One day my brother Antolín returned from a visit to our mother’s sister, aunt Rosa, who lived a long distance away in Palmarito, the district where mamá was raised. Barefooted, pants flecked with burdocks and stained with mud, and exhausted he came home and said:


“Mamá, Rosa and her family are not doing well. They have no work. They are malnourished. They have these small twins, so thin and pale”… He stopped briefly, his face contorted with a spasm of pain and tears, “They look like they may die any moment.”


Mother was shocked, her expression turned grim, the blood disappeared from her face and she started to pace around with her hands coming together in a semicircle over her head, a characteristic gesture when she needed relief from mounting distress:


“Oh God, don’t tell me that this is happening again. That they have nothing to eat? We can’t let them die!” She was resolute, determined, her heart expanded with a flow of compassion ready to do battle with all the elements that gave such merciless turns to the wheels of her life.


My brother was only sixteen, nine years older than me, but he was already considered a man. He spent a couple of years repeating the third grade and finally left school because he could not learn. Yet, he had an inquisitive and practical mind that he aptly and sometimes not so aptly applied to solve problems. Experience and nature’s unwritten language became his teachers, and I suspect that mamá trusted his judgment, happy to have a son that became her ally when chaos commanded that she take refuge in someone.


“I think that it will help if they come live near us; if they are close by we can give them a hand,” my brother said with the conviction of a grown man.


“We can talk to Juan,” mamá said in agreement, seeing a ray of hope and regaining composure. “He has that unoccupied casita where they can stay.”


Juan was my mother’s brother. He lived with his wife and children in a Parcela, a small cement home he obtained, as did our parents, from a land and home distribution program in the 1940s, a federal program to counteract the Great Depression which hit PR with all its fury. I suspect uncle Juan’s hut, made out of straw and wood, was his abode before he obtained La Parcela. Humble and compassionate, he readily offered shelter to his sister Rosa and her family. When our mother saw how severely undernourished her sister’s twin infants were, she obtained permission to bring the twin baby Aida Rosa, who was close to a year old, to live with us. In the nighttime, when everyone else slept, mamá was up feeding Aida Rosa ripe tomatoes. It was her mission not to let one more family member die, even when taking on the welfare of others meant giving up part of her own life. Aida gradually gained weight and strength, and began to take her first steps. She became the eleventh child in our family and she lived with us until she became a young adult.


5


While mamá gave so much, I grew weary of her selflessness and renunciation. I was jealous of the attention she bestowed on our little cousin. I was seven years old and the youngest when Aida joined our family group. Being the youngest before her, I was accustomed to have things done for me by the older ones and did not have experience of taking responsibility for the welfare of others. This made it difficult for me to comprehend and surrender to our mother’s example. While her own life reserves were meager, she did not mind spending them to save Aida’s life. Looking back I see myself at age seven in a confusing world, pushed to the margins as room was made for a baby girl who was undernourished and at risk of perishing. Her coming into our house was not explained to me and I had no say in the matter. The unspoken demand was for me to grow up and be self-sufficient. It would have helped if my family had sent me to school that year because learning new things and getting the teachers’ attention could have compensated for the loss of my position as the little one at home. It is startling that at seven I did not seem to be aware of how old I was. I lived in this agricultural milieu where activities followed the sun’s trajectory and changes of weather. Days seemed basically the same and blended into each other except for isolated islands of memory. I always thought that children started school at seven, and took it for granted that I did too. Yet recently I learned that my schooling did not start until I was close to eight. The years of my fledging consciousness appear to me now as barren. I was dazed, enveloped in a thick fog, as mamá busied herself saving Aida’s life.









Chapter 2


Roots of Our Town and Our Family within the Clashing Cultures of Spain and the US


1
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Naranjito, Puerto Rico


When the Spanish-American War ended in defeat for the Spaniards, on December 12, 1898, Puerto Rico (known also as Borinquen, its indigenous Taino name) ceased being under Spanish rule and became a possession of the United States. Papá, José Inés Rivera Morales Morales Iglesia, born during the war on May 26, 1898, was only six months old. Living in the remote mountains of Maná, a district of the town of Corozal, papá was number nine of thirteen children. Our mother, Narcisa Peréz Burgos Berríos Pagán, from the mountainous region of Palmarito, another nearby district of Corozal, came ten years later, on October 29, 1908. Mamá’s name, in its English translation, Narcissus, a daffodil, signals to me her deep love of flowers. She was the eldest of ten children. Four of her sisters, Inés, Luisa, Casilda and Sofía died from tuberculosis, a brother named Octavio died around age twenty-six. When I asked mamá about the cause of his death, her only casually delivered answer was: “He was abnormal.” Another sister, Martita, died at age one from an unknown cause. Only now am I beginning to wonder how old our mother was when her siblings died, but more importantly what was it like for her and her family to lose, in what seems to have been a short time span, so many family members. Her kin were more disadvantaged than my father’s, and they, like the aboriginal Indians, from whom she was a descendant, passed from the sight of our people, leaving few yet strong and unforgettable traces of their existence.


2


I have figured out that my parents married in 1925, as their first child, our brother Eugene, was born in 1926. A few years later they settled in Naranjito (a small town bordering their respective birth districts), on the farm of Juan C. Morales. Juan C.’s farm was called El Hoyo (The Pit), a name referring to a land deep down at the bottom of surrounding mountains. My parents were arrendados, or tenant farmers.


Naranjito derived its name from a small orange tree well-known because it served as a reference point for travelers heading north to the coastal region of Toa Alta, one of the more developed and oldest communities on the island. The villagers in this area saw it necessary to split off their region from the town of Toa Alta and build their own municipality to improve commerce, transportation and to comply with the Spanish rule that mandated church attendance on Sundays. Until then, they had to travel by horse or walk barefooted, through muddy trails, up to fifteen miles to fulfill their religious and civic obligations.


When my parents settled in Naranjito, it had been in existence close to a hundred years, and still did not have roads, running water, latrines, electricity, did not have radios or schools or a doctor, and in the countryside the way to make a fire for cooking was by rubbing together two stones. Folks had little schooling, and were barely able to read and write. They lived within the confines of large, wildly forested mountains where farming was the only source of food and shelter.


3


Travel remained extremely difficult even one hundred years after the town was founded. Heavy rains made the trails dangerous; the horses got stuck and sank into the ground together with their loads of goods. These hardships led to folk stories, such as one about a campesino who became enraged when his loaded horse fell and sank into the wet, soggy soil and would not move. Exasperated, he crumpled and flung his straw hat on the ground and, raising his eyes toward the sky, screamed: “God, if it is true that you exist, please send thunder and lightning and remove me from this life now.” The campesino’s frustration was so great that he wished to die, but not by taking his own life, which would have been a mortal sin, but with God’s merciful consideration of his suffering. Since God did not respond to his plea, he stopped believing. He was pinned down to a container of rustic and unbending life in the mountains that at times became unbearable and made him wish to stop living or to question the existence of a benevolent God. Older people today talk about these stories, letting out some of the sorrows and commiserating with one another about their not too distant past.
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With the change of sovereignty from Spain to the United States, people had high hopes for the order of things to improve significantly, but instead they became harsher for many years. Higher tariffs and taxes, poor means of transportation, a transitional military government, cultural clashes, the ravaging destruction of several huge hurricanes, and the Great Depression, all played a part in the deterioration of people’s lives. By congressional decree, Puerto Ricans became United States citizens in 1917, but it was not until the decade of the 1940s that socioeconomic conditions of the island started to improve. It was in this early stage of development that the skein of our family life and molding of our characters took place, under the clashing cultures of Spain and North America.









Chapter 3


Grandparents and Their World: We are the embodied memories of our ancestors


1
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Aunt Manuela and Papa Chan on his death bed.


It must have been around 1909 when my father’s father, Papá Chan, who was then age forty-five, married to Doña Martina and father of thirteen children, became well-known in the district of Maná for killing another man. The sketchy story came down to me from his daughter-in-law Doña Tita, and his granddaughter Doña Fela. One day that year, Papá Chan was out with his friend Don Chito, a vagabond, someone he was fond of, who periodically stayed in his home. Where they were, and what they were doing, other than drinking, is something no one who knew them and is still alive knows. That said, Don Chito got into a fight with a black Puerto Rican man, apparently a farm worker belonging to a family called the San Felíx family from the bordering town, Corozal. In the fight, Papá Chan handed a knife to Don Chito, and seeing the latter’s hesitation to use it, he grabbed his hand and pushed the knife into the black man’s heart, taking his life. This led to years of legal entanglement. The case was probably heard in a court in the older and more developed town of Corozal where the San Felíx family lived. Papá Chan, guilty and worried about incarceration, promised that if he won the case from then on every year after, on the feast day of the Epiphany, he would bring food and gifts to nine poor families in his village. In the end, he was absolved, while his friend Don Chito was jailed. He faithfully kept his promise, starting every year with an all-night vigil in his home on January 6th, and ending the next day, the day of King Balthasar, with an evening feast. It is possible that the planning of this observance, ending on the day of King Balthasar, the one of the three Magi alleged to be black, was a way to refer to and possibly make reparation to the black man whose life Papá Chan cut short.


During the January 6th vigil, men and women, many of whom were his children or relatives, took turns singing aguinaldos and improvisations, accompanied by the guitar, the cuatro (national instrument of PR), güiro (Latin American percussion instrument) and maracas.1 Women, not allowed to sing solo, sang as a group. They drank pitriche (an alcoholic drink), hot chocolate, ate morsels of cheese, soda crackers, chorizo. It was a genuine community celebration mixed with devotion to the memory of the Magi, for their community, too, was going to receive in the next day, like baby Jesus did from the Three Kings, gifts from Papá Chan, who now represented their Magi. The festivities ended early in the morning, and I imagine that the assembly retired home for some rest, as they were to gather again in a few hours with their musical instruments to make the rounds of the nine poorest families and bring them music, small packets of pink rose cookies, hard candy and money. The campesinos extolled this celebration as their best time of the year.


People still talk about how they went up and down the hills, joyfully singing, enthusiastic and in comradeship. At the end of the visits to the indigent families, they all gathered in Papá Chan’s home for a feast with exquisite holiday foods prepared by Doña Martina, and her daughters-in-law. In this way Papá Chan turned the emotional crisis following his criminal act into an expanded vision of ceremonies to connect and uplift the community members. He did not let his mental failings and guilt get the best of him, but drew, instead, from a place of compassion within him to help others with offerings of prayers, food, music, gifts. Thus, his image as an intolerant, ruthless man, his shadowy self, softened and improved when he found a way to mend his wrong-doing. It is encouraging to see my grandfather’s efforts to pay back, to sacrifice and do for others in public recognition of his undesirable behavior. A ray of goodness brightened the tarnished picture he created for himself, bringing hope and appreciation to his descendants, inheritors of his legacy.


My grandfather’s bold disposition and capacity for goodness was displayed for all to see when the great San Ciriaco hurricane (1899) with winds of 140 miles per hour struck the island. My reporter, Doña Tita, was only two years old then. Her family fled to a shelter. On the way to refuge, a young child Doña Tita’s mother was raising and an old woman named Doña Clenche were blown away by the winds to their death. Those who arrived at the shelter were hungry and tired, but the owner was a miserly man who hung the folding beds to the ceiling and refused to feed the crowd. The storm lasted hours and people were soaked to the skin. Apparently moved to compassion by the magnitude of the destruction and the helplessness of the people, Papá Chan took his knife and brought down the beds and ripe bananas hanging from the ceiling. Thus he protected and gave comfort to the most vulnerable. Next day, his heart still open to the needs of others, he killed a pig and fed all.
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I did not get to meet nor have a relationship with any of my grandparents. Mamá told me a little about her father and mother. Papá was taciturn and his silence kept his family practically nonexistent. My brother Albert said that papá’s alcoholism and hard work left him no time to visit his relatives, but I think that his disconnect had to do with a falling out with his father who was known for treating his children harshly, in particular papá and his brother Julián. At papá’s funeral I met some of his brothers, who, surprisingly, were gracious and friendly. They invited me to come see where they lived. It was the year 1981, when I, full of expectation, was driven by my brother Antolín to a large mountain in Maná, seventy acres of land that once was my grandfather’s and where his descendants lived. Seeing the land and the family my father left behind, it was hard to under-stand why he had no apparent interest in maintaining some connection with them.


The greenery glistened under the brilliant sun over the mountain range. I counted seventeen small dwellings, some on top of the hill, others hanging on a cliff, constructed with either cement or wood and zinc; together they formed a small family village. Excited and eager to get to know my relatives, I met Epifania, better known as Doña Tita, who a year before had celebrated sixty years of marriage to José, papá’s brother. Her gentle, welcoming smile quickly put me at ease. She lived with José in a tiny, one-bedroom home, close to the home of her daughter, Felicita, who kept an eye on them. In casual conversation José revealed himself: “I went to school a few years and did not learn to read or write. I was punished for not paying attention. The teacher made me kneel on rice in a corner of the classroom, or she swatted my hands with her pointer. But I did not need reading and writing to make a living on this farm.”


Doña Tita explained how hard it was to get some schooling in their youth. The children walked long distances, barefooted, to a makeshift learning place. They were pale, hungry, and suffered from anemia. Most did not go beyond the third grade. Despite his illiteracy, papá’s brother had been fortunate to have Doña Tita, loving and good-natured, by his side; he was a lucky man. Eight years before my visit he suffered a thrombosis and five years later he fell and splintered a femur. Now he was home bound, his small, gaunt figure shrinking with age. While we talked, he sang religious songs, explaining that he needed to keep his mind occupied because: “I don’t want to sin with my thoughts.” He added in his impish voice that he wanted to have a pure mind: “If I see a woman with a low-cut dress I close my eyes. I don’t want to sin with my eyes.” Doña Tita smiled, and felt proud that at the end of six decades of marriage they were still together and fond of each other.
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Doña Tita and Don José


There was an aspect of simplicity in my ancestors’ way of life that aroused my sympathy and admiration. One could see this in the way Doña Tita and my uncle José accommodated each other for a successful marriage. She seemed to be a part of his views on sin, and women as tempters of men. Men, to remain pure, faithful to God, could not think about and look at women with sexual thoughts. It was my impression that Doña Tita did not challenge her husband’s views, because she loved him and because it was her role to be submissive, a lesson she received from her mother and from religious teachings upholding a man’s authority and women’s obedience as ideals for a happy home. On the other hand, I could not help but feel how limiting these views were for both genders. So many wives were not content in their submissive role, dressing and living according to men’s needs and wishes. It is the story of the women in my family, our successes and failures as we struggled with the restrictive forces against our freedom of self-expression. Men, too, suffered from the prevalent sexual mores. Papá Chan was described as very strict with his family on everything having to do with sex. I met my uncle Arturo, papá’s younger brother, red blooded and full of piquant observations. He had a fifth grade education and wished he had been a doctor. One day he found out that his sister Belén did not go to school because she had the menses. He casually offered this information to his family and Papá Chan censured him with a severe beating. In the face of repression censuring free speech and holding back people’s primal energies, they turned to their faith and religious adages for consolation. From the lips of the suffering came these expressions: “The hardships of the earth are treasures for the afterlife.” “Move away from your passions for they lead to mortal sins and bring about sickness.”
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The earth, land, farming, as Doña Tita told me during my two visits with her, were the center of my grandparents’ occupation and livelihood. They trudged hazardous trails tilling the land, herding cattle and carrying food home. For cooking they rubbed two stones till their sparks made fire. When the meal was done, the embers were covered with ashes to keep the fire going till the next day. From Spain came cauldrons and tin cans where they prepared the food. They made their own spoons and bowls from the shells of coconuts and gourds. One thing they loved, and that was the flavors of their meals. Olive oil from Spain was so tasty they liked to drink it by the spoonful. Pigs were nourished with malanga, a tuberous root that made their meat lean and flavorful. They lamented that today the pigs were fed with leftovers, resulting in fatty and insipid meat, the olive oil coming from the US was bland and with climate change they were getting frequent droughts. “In the old days when the bull bellowed we knew it would rain and we hardly suffered from dry spells. Today the bull bellows and bellows but the rain does not come.”


Doña Tita, happy to be telling her memories, continued: “During harvest season we danced in circles by the music of the cuatro, and the guitar. We built these instruments from the guaraguao tree, a fine, red wood in the mahogany family. When you heard a cuatro played nicely, you just jumped with joy. Today the guitars are metallic and do not sound the same.” At midnight we played el son de los muchachos (music for the young) and the elders circled them and laughed in admiration of their skills or awkward attempts to dance. Shy men, like Doña Tita’s husband, José, would not dance unless it was a polka, because, in his own words: “With the polka all I had to do was jump around.” Another pastime was the season of the cockfights that went from November to April, the cooler months. On weekends, the men carrying their gamecocks met at the cockpit of Don Elías. This was a large ranch covered with palm fronds, and in the center the men formed a circle for their trained roosters to fight. Men drank heavily and went “crazy” betting their meager wages on their favorite bird, forgetting that they had families to look after. The fight ended with one of the roosters critically injured or killed. The men went home inebriated, sick and vomiting. Their women took care of them, giving them Alka-Seltzer and patting their foreheads with rubbing alcohol until they recovered and came back to “their senses.”


Another special celebration came on December 28th. This was a Christmas tradition called: Día de los Inocentes (day of the Holy Innocents). The occasion commemorated the biblical story when Herod ordered the execution of all young male children in the vicinity of Bethlehem to avoid the loss of his throne to the newborn King, Jesus. On this day, the men in Maná dressed in scary costumes and carried thick sticks. They went around visiting all the neighbors. They entered their homes, making loud noises, jumping and striking the floors vigorously with their clubs and threatening to take with them the children that did not run to hide. Papá Chan’s youngest sister, Carmen, known for her dauntless disposition, loved to be a part of the group of children that roamed the neighborhood with the scary men. With this tradition they kept Jesus’ story and their faith alive at the same time that they entertained and fired up the community spirits.


Merchants from other towns arrived unexpectedly to Maná. Some carried loads of panama hats over their heads for sale. Others dealt in tobacco or livestock. To my relatives’ consternation, vagabonds seeking alms or shelter also frequented the neighborhood. A few were mentally ill. As soon as they were seen from a distance, my relatives called out: “Ahí viene un loco,” (there comes a crazy one) and ran to hide inside. One day Doña Tita and her family fled their home through a back exit, when a mad man incessantly banged on their door with a heavy stick. “Now older people do not go out for alms anymore,” said uncle Arturo. “They receive a check (Social Security), and have no need to leave home. Instead, we see trucks coming to sell milk, metalware and trinkets, or to take our laundry. Things here are pretty good now!” Despite the positive changes, I also perceived a nostalgia and ambivalence about the old world disappearing and the emotional cost of adapting to new rules. They reported getting chills when they heard what the children learned these days in the schools, and were troubled by the new conflicts between the generations. Parents tended to hold onto the old, harsh disciplinary practices. Many children were restless, hyperactive and experimented with drugs. In a nearby school in the district of Palmarito, they had to hire a policeman to curb the increased use of marijuana. The drug problem has progressed to an alarming degree. The innocence of the old days, when the citizens did not live behind locked doors and iron gates, or worry about their children running the risk of death or incarceration due to drug use or trafficking, has altogether disappeared.
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After hearing Doña Tita’s personal anecdotes about age-old traditions, she filled me in on Papá Chan’s history. Her record of him was sketchy. She died in 1999 at the age of one hundred and two. I carry an indelible picture of the gentle, refined woman from the cordillera, gray hair adorning her sunburned and wrinkled face, who opened up to my view the world of my ancestors. She was petite, with small, sparkling eyes that conveyed the wisdom drawn from a life of toil in the mountains.


Papá Chan was “un Criollo.” This meant that he was a descendant of Spaniards.


Spain decreed that only the Criollos could own land. With seventy acres, my grandfather was considered a large landowner. He grew coffee, tobacco, bananas, rice, beans, yuca, yautias, malangas, potatoes and other minor farm produce. In addition he had a mill for grinding grains, cows for milk, a bull, a couple of horses, chickens, pigs as well as other domestic animals. Every day ten to twelve farmhands cultivated the land. Doña Martina and her daughters cooked large quantities of tamales, mandullos and verduras and a hot drink of ginger, milk and sugar, which her daughters and daughters-in law carried in tin containers on their heads, going barefooted up and down the hills to bring lunch to the farmworkers. Meanwhile, Papá Chan walked the land daily with a cane, supervised and cheered on his workers, many of them his own sons. He addressed them bombastically wielding his cane, which he used liberally; papá and Julián for some unknown reason were the most frequent target of his unbridled aggression. He yelled: “Inés (the name he used to call papá), come over and feed the chickens, who let them loose? You will amount to nothing. The cows are waiting to be milked and the horse needs water. You did not finish picking up the beans yet and the land is waiting to be plowed. You and Julián, piece of shit, go and do what you have to do before I draw blood from you with this cane. The only one who is worth anything here is Pablo. I never have to tell him what to do.” Pablo was the fifth child, admired by everyone for his exemplary character. He was entrusted with providing guidance and making business decisions on behalf of the family. Papá (as he told me during our conversation a few months before his death) remembered him with affection for his fairness and the many ways he showed him understanding and kindness.
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Papá Chan, especially when inebriated, was extremely jealous and possessive of Doña Martina, often physically threatening her: “One of these days I’ll kill you. You are too soft with the peones (farm workers). I tell you to never let them set foot in this house.” “Shhhhh…” she whispered, appeasing him and then moving out of his way. She was tireless, working inside the house, and also outdoors picking tobacco and coffee. Doña Tita described her: “She was attractive, of gentle face and fine features, but she became obese. She was firm and kind. She never went after the children with violence.” It is logical to say that with such a large and busy household, plus the farm work, she had no time to properly mother her thirteen children. They must have suffered emotional deprivation along with the reported physical abuse from Papá Chan. And even when the land fed the family, our uncle Arturo remembered days of hunger and anemia. Doña Martina spent her last seventeen years in delicate health, obese and asthmatic. “She died from suffocation in 1937,” averred Doña Tita.


Looking back I see that our grandmother’s health suffered, like so many others, while upholding the values of loyalty, empathy and devotion to the family under a patriarchal system that expected wife and children to submit to the patriarch, or eldest male. Her sighs and whistling sounds of asthma, in all likelihood, were received with more sympathy than the expression of her own voice. Her breathless death on the altar of family came as acceptance of her destiny. Fate or destiny, a belief that one’s fortunes or misfortunes descended from heaven and were outside one’s control was prevalent in my grandmother’s time. It described the reality of people’s experience in a real way, life being a desperate struggle for survival in a world filled with calamities.


However, far-reaching changes came for the next generations of my grandparents’ children and grandchildren. These gradually eclipsed customs and patterns of behavior. In 1981, when I visited Maná, I met Joaquín, a forty-two year old single grandchild of Papá Chan and Doña Martina. He wanted to get married and was looking for a good woman to be his companion. He was worried though.“The women today,” he said,“want to be separate, not interested in dialogue or staying home. Once they get married they become restless and want to be free. They want to have a car to go out and leave the husband behind. They want to dominate and humiliate the man. The divorce rate is very high in young couples these days and we are coming to the end of this world.” The cards have changed and the distress now is not so much about the woman being submissive to the man, but the other way around. It is interesting to see these cultural shifts in one’s lifetime and find out that the tensions between men and women remain steadfast. Like the earth offering mountains to climb and large oceans to navigate, relationships also have mountains to scale and oceans to swim; one’s spirit never ceases to be tested or challenged.
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Returning to Papá Chan (named after his father Sebastian Rivera Morales and his mother, Inocencia Morales Iglesias), his intense and ill moods were, as for so many in his time, influenced by forces often beyond his control. It is difficult to imagine life and how basic it was when he was growing up. Most labor was done by hand; most medicine was nonexistent; travel by foot or horse entailed a risky struggle with nature; passion, energy and even militancy were necessary to meet the unpredictable demands of each day. As the eldest in his family, he was entrusted with a leadership role. He had three sisters, Isabel, Plácida, Carmen, and three brothers, Gregorio, Antonio, José Ramon. Brother Gregorio and sister Plácida died prematurely from typhus; his brother José Ramon was blind. Carmen the youngest was described by Doña Tita as similar to Papá Chan in temperament, willful and rebellious. We remember her as the fearless child who followed the scary men on the day of the Holy Innocents. When she was a young adult she disappeared from the family. Reportedly, she was offered ten dollars by a man who came to recruit people to work in Hawaii, and she was lured to go with him. She was never seen or heard from again. A black man who was amongst the recruits jumped the ship in which they traveled and said that, once on board, their heads were shaved and they were treated as slaves. Papá Chan must have wondered if his sister survived her unexpectedly barbaric odyssey and if by any twist of fortune he had blood relatives in Hawaii, where I was told by my friend Juan Antonio, a vibrant PR community migrating over the past centuries exists on the Big Island to this day.


Our grandfather apparently carried the grief over his family traumas and losses in silence, as it was the custom in those times not to cry or dwell on things, or to show vulnerability. He had many other things on his mind than to dwell on the past. One of his sons, Eugenio, blonde and with blue eyes was afflicted with mental retardation; his behavior became more bizarre as he grew older. By the age of seventeen, the year before his death, his agitation was such that the family built a corral to contain him. In his confinement, Eugenio took his clothes off and threw his feces to those who came close to him. My grandfather, never-theless, had learned to live with his disabled son, but when a dog he had grown fond of was poisoned by someone who apparently had a grudge against him, his drinking habit took a turn for the worse. The loss of his dog that meant so much to him was unbearable. The faithful canine loved him unconditionally, like no one else ever loved him. He took out his anger on his plantain harvest, hacking it to pieces with his machete. After this, he drank every day, so smashed that he could not hold his body standing up. The image of him crumpled up from deep grief and possibly feelings of humiliation or loss of honor conveyed his profound soft and vulnerable side, released only through aggression and drinking, the culturally approved way for men to show vulnerability.


Papá Chan died in 1943 after many months of bed confinement for a broken femur and a rash (probably shingles) that made him miserable. In his disability, our aunt Manuela took care of him in her home. Before he passed away, he counseled his children and peones to vote for the new party that was in formation, El Partido Popular, which in 1948 elected the first Puerto Rican governor, Don Luis Muñóz Marín. My grandfather had been a republican all his life, but was disappointed in the party members he used to hang out with because they did not come to see him during his illness.
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While papá’s family were Criollos, my mother’s apparently were a mixture of Spaniards and Taino Indians. Her father Isaac Peréz Berrios was from Orocovis, a nearby mountain range town. A swarthy man with straight black hair, he identified himself as of Puerto Rico Indian descent. Recently I learned from his youngest daughter Carmen that he had a brother named Juan and four sisters: Antonia, Ángela, Encarnación and Marcolina. He was born around 1880 and died in 1944 at the age of sixty-four. Two draft registration cards of my grandfather, found on ancestry.com, for World War One and World War Two, showed his interest in becoming a soldier. However, when he registered for the Second World War in 1942, he was already too old. Instead of giving his true birth year, 1880, he registered as born in 1888. From the little we know of him, though, it looks like he never got to serve in the military.


My maternal grandmother, Mariana Burgos Pagán, born in 1885, of fair complexion and fine features, could have been a mixture of Indian and Spaniard. A 1999 study sponsored by the National Science Foundation concluded that sixty-two percent of people in PR are descendants in part from Taino/Arawakan ancestors. Yet her ancestry is yet to be explored, as well as her birthplace. I suspect that she also came from the town of Orocovis, like my grandfather, and that they settled in Palmarito, a mountain district of Corozal following their marriage.
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