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Introduction 

It has been an honor for me to coauthor Chicken Soup for the Latino Soul, which I hope will make a meaningful contribution to Latino communities across the nation. I have worked for four years on Latino Soul and have nurtured every piece of writing in the book. I have had the pleasure of working with a diverse group of Latino/a authors whose talent and spirit have inspired me throughout the process, and whose stories are the heart and soul of Latino Soul. While any reader of this series will be drawn to the powerful stories told in these pages, Latino Soul will have special meaning for Latinos/as, who will find stories and poems that reflect in significant ways many of the challenges we face, the joys we share, the hurdles we jump, the wisdom of our elders, the laughter that unites us, the losses we endure, the lessons we learn, the people who hold our families together, and the faith, hope and relationships that keep us sane and moving forward.

My goal in writing, collecting, and editing stories and poems for Chicken Soup for the Latino Soul was to make available to readers a book that presents universally human themes from within Latino perspectives and experiences. The experiences narrated in this collection include the history of Latino immigrants whose sacrifice and hard work have contributed decisively to the growth and prosperity of this nation, and who have paved the way for new generations of Latinos in the United States; the sense of connection to our ancestral homelands, or the longing for that connection; the complexity of Latino identity; the search for spiritual connection with our loved ones who have passed away, and the importance of caring for the dying, and remembering and celebrating the dead; the challenge and advantage of bilingualism, the struggle to preserve the Spanish language in adverse conditions, and the often comical consequences of living in two languages (Spanglish); the inspiration drawn from Latino cultural traditions and spiritual beliefs; Latino faith in the power of community; the central place of family in our cultures, and the fierce loyalty of children to their parents, grandparents and siblings; the vital importance of mothers and grandmothers (las abuelitas) in providing and caring for us and in teaching us life’s lessons; the supreme value of food in our cultures, and the way that Latinos love, learn and strengthen cultural bonds in the kitchen; the belief in the supernatural, and the stories of inexplicable events and magical powers that are often tied to tales of faith, miraculous healing, Indian and African traditions and spiritual renewal.

It has been my great pleasure over the last four years to receive an outpouring of love and support from Latino/a people all over the United States who have thanked me for making this contribution to our communities. But it is I who want to thank each and every person who has made contact with me. Thank you, de todo corazón, for your kind words and constant support, and for giving me the inspiration and confidence to keep going. Thank you for having waited patiently for the release of this book.

I am thrilled to present this collection of compelling stories en celebración de la comunidad latina. My hope is that Latino Soul will give all of us an opportunity to honor the diversity, dignity and beauty of Latino life in the United States. ¡Que disfruten!

Susan Sánchez-Casal 



1
OUR LIVING 
HERITAGE/NUESTRO 
PASADO PRESENTE 

To be a Latina is to know the depth, power and beauty of my cultura (culture). It is to celebrate my antepasados (ancestors), and at the same time, to live in the present. To be Latina is to be centered, grounded, empowered and blessed. To be Latina is to understand the divine in me, the eternal in me and the unique soul-rooted essence of me. To be Latina is to say, “Sí se puede” (Yes, we can), and “ [image: Il_9780757303111_0022_001]Y por qué no?” (Why not?). To be Latina is to acknowledge grace and to move forward with commitment. To be Latina . . . to be Latina . . . to be Latina . . .to be Latina is my joy, my most precious gift.

Denise Chávez 



University Avenue 

We are the first 
of our people to walk this path. 
We move cautiously, 
unfamiliar with the sounds, 
guides for those who follow. 
Our people prepared us 
with gifts from the land, 
fire, herbs and song.

Yerbabuena soothes us into morning, 
rhythms hum in our blood, 
abrazos linger round our bodies, 
cuentos whisper lessons en español.

We do not travel alone. 
Our people burn deep within us.

Pat Mora 



Enchiladas: A Metaphor for Life!

El amor entra por la cocina.

Latino Proverb 

My familia is from Colorado. During my first year of college, I returned home for a family celebration: my grandparents’ fiftieth wedding anniversary. The whole Fajardo clan was busy with preparations for this auspicious occasion. While helping to make what seemed like a million enchiladas, I stood at the kitchen counter and looked over at my great-aunt Lucía.

She was a beautiful woman, about seventy years old at the time. The youngest of eight siblings (born a decade after my grandmother), she usually took over the role of head cook for all family celebrations. Her reasoning was that she was younger and had more stamina. I suspect it was because she could roll enchiladas faster than any human being alive. It was a God-given gift. I admired her greatly and was always amazed at her dedication to every detail of our fiestas: baking all the bread from scratch, making tamales days ahead, cooking green chili to die for and preparing enchilada sauce that, to this day, makes me weep with joy.

That day, I really looked at her for the first time in my life. She was always so busy with the comida or organizing the last details of preparing the food that she never had time to talk about herself. I was newly puzzled by her self-imposed exile at the kitchen stove, and it occurred to me that my tía had been cooking for us for all of our lives. She had no grandchildren of her own. All three of her sons had died tragically, and her remaining daughter was childless. I knew in my heart that this must have been a terrible burden for her to bear, but I never heard her complain. I never heard her once mention the hardships she had witnessed when she was a child. Nor had I ever heard her speak of the humiliation she had endured because she was from a poor Chicano family. I knew from others in the family that my abuelos and my other old ones had seen great misfortune and pain.

I gathered my nerve and stared at her a long time before I asked her about her life. I recall stammering as I asked her how she always seemed so happy when she had lost so much. I think that I even told her that most people would not have been able to go on after losing so many children.

What she said to me that day changed my whole outlook on life. She looked at me and, wiping her hand on her apron, smiled.

“M’ija,” she said softly, “I look at my life like making enchiladas.”

I laughed when I heard her say this, but she went on:

You see, my niece, you start out with the corn tortilla; that is the foundation of the enchilada, the family. Then you dip the tortilla in warm oil; that makes the tortilla soft and pliable to work with. I like to think of the oil as sacred; it is an anointing of the familia with all that is precious in life. It is similar to going to church and having the priest put sacred oil on your forehead. The family is being blessed.

Next you fill the corn tortilla with cheese and onions. The queso is sweet and rich, made from the milk of life. It is symbolic of the joy and richness of this world. But how can you appreciate the queso without the onion? The onion may make us weep, yet it also makes us realize that there is a reason the cheese tastes so sweet. That reason is because there is a contrast to the queso, a balance to the joy . . . sorrow is not necessarily bad. It is an important part of learning to appreciate this life.

Then the enchiladas are covered with the most delicious sauce in the world—a sauce so red and rich in color it reminds me of the blood of the Cristo, a sacrifice of love. Still to this day my mouth waters when I smell enchilada sauce cooking on the stove.

The most important ingredient in the sauce is agua. Water is the vital source of all we know and are. It feeds the rivers that make the great oceans. Water rains from the skies to nourish the fertile earth so that the grains, grasses, flowers and trees may grow. Water comforts us when we hear the sound of it flowing over mountain cliffs. Water quenches our thirst and bathes our tired bodies. We are baptized with water when we are born, and all the rest of our days spent on this Earth are intertwined with water. Water is the spirit of the sauce.

The enchilada sauce also has garlic, salt, chili powder and oil. These are the things that add the spice and zest to life, just as they do to the sauce. Making the sauce is a lot like making your own life: You get to choose the combination of ingredients, and you get to decide just how spicy and salty you like it.

When everything is put together, you have the “whole enchilada.” You must look at the enchiladas you have made and be happy with them; after all, you are the one who has to eat them. No use whining about maybe this or maybe that; there is joy and sorrow and laughter and tears. Every enchilada is a story in itself. Every time I dip, fill, roll and pinch an enchilada, I think of some part of my life that has gone by or some part that is still to be. M’ija, you have got to pinch a lot of enchiladas in this life! Make that experience a good one, and you will become una viejita like me.

I couldn’t believe that my auntie, who had never spoken more than two words about her philosophy on life, had just explained the universe to me. I wiped my hands on my apron and began to laugh.

“Thank you,” I said, between tears and smiles. “I will never forget what you just told me!”

And I never have.

Renee Fajardo 



The Healing 

Cada mal tiene su cura.

Latino Proverb 

It happened hundreds of miles away on my grandmother’s porch. I went there to recuperate from the surgery that had taken away my uterus, ovaries and so many years of monthly battles with my body that I thought of it more as an adversary than part of my being. I had read all about the depression and mood swings and reduced libido that would follow, but no one mentioned the emotional barrenness that had descended upon me and left me helpless. I did what I had always done when I felt lost: I went home to be healed by the sun and the sea and my grandmother’s hands.

There was the plane and then there were her arms taking me in and letting me rest my head and heavy heart. The first day, she threw away the pills and prescriptions in my bag. She called her friend Yeya from across the road, and Cecilia from over the rise and Aurelia from the botánica. They consulted with each other, and together they decided on my new remedios. Every day abuela went into her garden and collected herbs. Then it began—the endless baths in lengua de perro to reduce the swelling and calm the nerves, gallons of genjibre tea to calm the vomiting, higuera to fight infection and flor de virgen to lift the sadness.

But the most important part of my recovery had nothing to do with herbs. The most important remedio, it turned out, was community. “I don’t care what the doctorcitos said. That girl living alone up there in the cold . . . no wonder she got sick. She needs warmth on the inside and on the outside.” And all the ladies agreed.

A cot was set out for me on the porch, and every day, as my grandmother went about her chores, her white-haired friends hobbled up the hill and across the road. After they had washed the breakfast dishes, they would twist their hair into buns, put on their gold earrings and come to sit with me. They brought secret ointments warmed by the sun and applied the balm all over my body. As I lay there too tired and pained to care, I surrendered myself to their hands—wrinkled hands that missed holding babies and soothing toddlers. They brought me their love in the folds of those wrinkles and kneaded it into my body. And while their hands worked, they gave me the gift of their stories that lived under their nails, between their fingers, in their hair. They told me of their lives and the lives of others— everyone in the town. They shared their dreams with me and their disappointments. They celebrated their joys and whispered their failures.

I looked at them with their limp aprons and their cracked feet in oversized men’s slippers. I watched their mouths and listened to the words floating out through ill-fitting dentures or swollen gums. The days grew into weeks, and still I listened. They filled my days and my emptiness with their teeming lives. My grandmother told them I was writing down their stories, and they smiled behind cupped hands and brought me more, trusting that I would be gentle with their tales. They brought them in their pockets, their teacups, their photo albums, their treasure boxes. They brought them in lockets and broken picture frames and yellowed newspapers. They must have rummaged in the bottom of their drawers, under the beds, between the old dresses, in the back of the wardrobes. They brought me huge, leather-bound Bibles and yellowed christening gowns and pressed flowers. They brought me the pieces of their lives and bade me make them a quilt of words. When the world was moving too fast for them, they asked me to stop time.

It took a community to heal me, a community of old women bringing me the many stages of their lives. And now that those ladies are long gone, all that is left of their world is their stories. They told me stories I had never heard and stories each of them knew by heart. As they spoke, they suddenly turned into a group of young girls playing in the creek, young women sending their men to war, mothers-of-the-bride letting go of their no-longer-little girls, old women sitting before their husbands’ coffins wondering what life held in store in the empty days ahead. Their stories made me realize that my life, just like theirs, would be lived in stages, and that this was only one of them. Their stories were gifts from their hearts, remedios that helped me recognize my own humanity in theirs, gave me strength, and restored my mind and heart. 

The strength and hope I heard in the stories of these ancianitas inspired me to be a writer, so that I could share their lives and their wisdom with others, long after they were gone. I am forever grateful.

Dahlma Llanos Figueroa 



What’s Up with Dads 
and Pork-Chop Sandwiches?

Dime con quién andas y diré quién eres.

Latino Proverb 

Mr. Delgado spreads two slices of white bread with mayonnaise. He looks over at his pork chop hissing in the frying pan and rubs his hands together like a fruit fly eyeing an overripe peach. His daughter, Elizabeth, and I sit at their kitchen table and watch him slice up an onion and hum a love song to his pork chop. We’ve watched him make pork-chop sandwiches for the past twenty-five years. He always hums “Sólo tú,” a Mexican corrido that would leave the toughest macho crying in his tequila, but Mr. Delgado is grinning from ear to ear at the pork chop turning crispy brown.

When the pork chop is “browner than me,” as he likes to say, he’ll gently place it on the bread he’s prepared with mayonnaise, a lettuce leaf, a reel of onion and mmmmmm, the sandwich is good to go. Mr. Delgado sits down with us and smiles. Always smiles.

“Heaven,” he says between bites and closed eyelids. This is all he needs, he says, and winks at me.

“Mi familia, good friends like your father, m’ija, and a good job where I can afford pork-chop sandwiches whenever I want.”

Heaven.

Before Elizabeth and I can make our escape from the table, Mr. Delgado tells us, for the hundredth time, how he met my dad years ago in the ’70s when “Mexican-Americans were Chicanos and not confused Hispanics,” and if it wasn’t for the almighty pork-chop sandwich and a “crazy Chicano march in Califas,” they never would have become such close friends. I don’t really mind hearing the story over and over; in fact, I think it gets better every time Mr. Delgado tells it. He’s always adding extra details never revealed before. Upon hearing a new or exaggerated bit, Elizabeth and I raise our eyebrows at each other. Once, Mr. Delgado added a love interest to the story, and another time a wild low-rider car chase, and later a confrontation with the ghost of Che Guevara.

My father’s version always stays the same, ending with the same proud revelation:

“So you see, m’ija, I saved that damn Chicano’s life.”

Both men are from the same Kansas town, but didn’t meet until they went to a Chicano civil-rights rally in California back in the ‘70s. At the rally, when an organizer asked if there were any Chicanos from Kansas present, both my father and Mr. Delgado raised their fists.

When Mr. Delgado tells the story, he says he didn’t like my dad at first. He said my dad seemed like one of those goody-two-shoes, Catholic altar-boy types always trying to make peace, always trying to help out. My father had trimmed jet-black hair, black-rimmed glasses, and baggy khakis. He wore a crisp and clean white-collared shirt with a scapula of La Virgen around his neck. Mr. Delgado had a mop of curly black hair. He wore old jeans and leather sandals and some sort of fringed leather vest over a white undershirt stained with salsa verde.

After a four-hour march filled with speeches, singing and Aztec chants under a hot California sun, Mr. Delgado soon learned to appreciate my goody-two-shoes “Catholic boy” father. Hungry, thirsty, without a dime in his pocket—the night before he had spent all his bus and food money on a tattoo and too many cervezas—Mr. Delgado searched for my father to ask for a ride back to Wichita. About to give up his search for my father and hitchhike back to Kansas, my dad spotted him and waved him over. My dad pulled out two bottles of Coca-Cola and a thick pork-chop sandwich from a brown lunch sack and shared it with him.

Mr. Delgado says my father became like his right arm at that precise moment. (Elizabeth and I always giggle at that.) Mr. Delgado and my father returned from California with Che Guevara patches, Aztec war god tattoos on their backs and, more important, as compadres.

Compadres are inseparable once they meet. It becomes stronger than your last name and as casual as your first. If my father says, “Yeah, my compadre and I are going to look at that property tomorrow,” everyone knows he is talking about Mr. Delgado. Compadres or comadres are the people you’d trust to watch your children. They are that close.

I love the relationship the two men have. Both complain about their backs, plan Fourth of July festivities during Christmas Mass and gripe that the priest puts them to sleep. On their days off, they gather at the driveway and shake their heads at my parked Chevy Corsica. My father and Mr. Delgado have tried to teach me how to change a flat tire for the last ten years.

“I’ve got AAA!” I wave my auto card at them. “I don’t need to learn how.”

My father crosses himself and asks the Holy Trinity and not AAA to bless me. Always sensing my father’s concern, Mr. Delgado squats down near my right front tire and assures me he’s going to show me again just in case AAA doesn’t answer my call.

“I hate stupid tires! I can’t ever get those darn lug nuts off,” I answer back. “If I get a flat, I’ll just wait for someone to stop and help.”

My father crosses himself in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. The next day he buys me a new set of tires from Sears.

My father and Mr. Delgado have a friendship based on losing sleep over both their daughters’ driving habits and the Chicano movement.

Elizabeth and I like to tease our fathers about their “rebellious Chicano past,” the two of them trekking across Kansas, Colorado and California for La Causa. Sometimes, together on the front porch, we will all thumb through photo albums where our fathers are leather-brown young men with goatees and baggy khakis. For every photo, there is a lecture about bilingual education, fair housing and resistance to total cultural assimilation. Elizabeth and I once counted over twenty photos of our fathers with their fingers gathered in a fist punched high against the Kansas sky—high and hard enough for God to feel and look down in wonderment. “There are Chicanos in Kansas?”

¡Sí, Señora! Mexicans, like my abuelo, who traveled from Jalisco to Kansas at the age of fourteen to work on the railroads. Mexicans, like my grandparents, who stayed and raised proud Mexican-Americans in Kansas towns like Hutchinson, Garden City, Newton, Wichita and Topeka. Kansas Chicanos, like our fathers, who were the first in their families to graduate from college and who brought home to their daughters books about César Chávez, Delores Huerta and Frida Kahlo. The same Chicanos whose brown fingers, now released from the fist, show me how to check my oil and put air in my tires. The same brown fingers that like to tear off a piece of pork chop while it’s cooking in the skillet, and the same brown fingers that cross themselves when I tell them I’m considering another career change. Now they cross themselves with brown-callused fingers, but they still pray for their daughters, and they still pray for la raza.

If you ask my dad how he and Mr. Delgado became compadres, he will say it was the Chicano movement. If you ask Mr. Delgado, he will say it was the pork-chop sandwich.

Either way, both men are right, and we are all the better for it!

Angela Cervantes 



The Blessing 

It is a custom in many Hispanic Catholic homes to ask your parents or grandparents for a blessing (bendición) when you see them for the first time that day or when you are departing. In response, they would bless you by saying, “May God bless you” (“Que el Señor te bendiga”) . . .

Carmen Alvarado 

I grew up in a poor neighborhood in Philadelphia, and, when I was a child, I didn’t care at all for the custom of asking for my mother’s blessing. It seemed too old-fashioned and sort of meaningless in those days. The few times I did ask, I did it just to please her.

I felt ashamed because the mothers of Anglo kids never required their children to ask for a blessing when they left the house. A simple “See ya later!” was more than enough. In those days, the Anglo way seemed like a more “manly” good-bye, and I didn’t want to be laughed at by my friends or have them think I was less of a “guy” than they were.

When I was a child, I couldn’t put my feelings into words, but I knew that somehow the act of asking for bendición made me feel stained or dirty. As the years passed, I buried the memory of that shame. I hid it deep in my soul like a dark and bitter thorn that would prick my conscience every so often.

With the passage of time, life’s experiences have given me a different perspective on things. After my mother’s death in 1978, I began to miss that beautiful Puerto Rican custom of asking for and receiving your mother’s blessing. My mother’s death woke me up, as I was devastated to suddenly realize that I would never have that opportunity again.

I returned to Puerto Rico in 1987 to visit my grandmother, Doña Carmelina Eustaquia Rivera de Font. We were talking about things, nothing of any real importance, when suddenly my nose began to itch. I was instantly overcome by a sneeze so strong it seemed to rock the entire neighborhood of Santa Teresita, Santurce, where my grandmother lived.

My grandmother eyed me silently with feigned gravity and pronounced, “Bless you . . . ! And may the germ that made you sneeze, die!”

Her response caught me off guard. I looked at her, and we both burst out laughing. I realized how wonderful it felt to have received that verbal display of affection from the mother of my mother, and I was struck by the tenderness and beauty of relationships that exist between mothers, grandmothers and sons.

When it was time for me to leave, I stopped at the doorway and said, “Abuela . . . give me your blessing.”

“Que Dios te bendiga, m’ijo,” my grandmother said.

I breathed in deeply, and the secret thorn buried deep in my soul disappeared. I felt lighter and purified.

My grandmother died in 1994, but the memory of the sweet blessing she gave me that day is still with me.

Today, at times when I least expect it, I yearn to ask for and receive bendición from the elders in my family. A few weeks ago, I had a long and pleasant telephone conversation with my uncle Agapito who lives in Río Piedras, Puerto Rico. We talked about all kinds of things, like family, politics and music. But before we said our goodbyes, I said, “Uncle, give me your blessing . . .”

Aurelio Deane Font 
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Where Rosaries Ride the Wind 

I come from a world 
Where rosaries ride the wind 
From rearview mirrors, 
And men visit in back alleys 
Crouching 
Like earth women giving birth, 
And crucifixes hang above beds 
In rooms where bodies glisten 
Over their hearts, 
And grandmothers commune with saints. 
I come from a world 
Where church doors never close, 
And prayers and candles sell 
In liquor stores 
Alongside cigarettes and gum, 
And radios blast their love songs 
Late into the night 
Long after the moon has gone.

Maria Ercilla 



Titi Flori’s Pasteles-Maker Machine 

Donde una puerta se cierra, otra se abre.

Latino Proverb 

Having grown up puertorriqueño en Nueva York, I remember with great fondness having pasteles during the Christmas holidays. Pasteles is the quintessential Puerto Rican dish consisting of a rectangular-shaped patty (depending on who’s folding) made of masa, ground green bananas and yautia or yucca, and tender, spiced morsels of pork. The patty is then wrapped inside paper—or banana leaves for the die-hard traditionalist—and boiled in salted water.

The starchy paste, the masa, is traditionally hand-grated with an instrument called the guayo. Getting the masa right is the most elusive element of the dish, but essential for the proper pastel. Don’t get puertorriqueños de Nueva York started on the right way to make la masa, and don’t dare mention that you use the food proceso to make it, or you will surely evoke a harmonic chorus of “ayyyyy nooooo, estás loco!” (it’s not the same). You see, making la masa for the pasteles has become for New York Puerto Ricans the Rubicon that divides the true puertorriqueño from the Nuyorican. Those who are seduced by modern technology are looked upon with suspicion by their culturally “pure” brothers and sisters.

My daughter was three years old and had yet to taste her first pastel when my parents came from Puerto Rico to visit their old neighborhood in Williamsburg, Brooklyn. In honor of the occasion, my sister-in-law decided to make pasteles so that my mother could teach us the secrets of how to make this dish al estilo de Doña Ana. My mother is an acclaimed pasteles-maker, and you will never find her secret tips, even in the most authentic cookbooks.

I took my daughter to Williamsburg to visit her abuela and to spend some time with the family. The highlight of the evening was Titi Flori, my sister-in-law, who was showing off her newly acquired Pasteles-Maker machine. It was a hand-crafted contraption put together with a little ingenuity and lots of nuts and bolts. It consisted of a metal box that held a motor and an attached metal disc. The disc was shaped like an old LP and perforated with holes to form a surface that looked like a circular guayo. Bolted to the box was what looked like an upside-down pot with a hole in the middle, and sticking out the side was a downward sloping chute. In theory, one would put the bananas in the hole and then turn on the motor, which would then rotate the circular guayo and grate the bananas. The formed masa would then be steadily pushed down the chute where it would collect in an aluminum tray. ¡Y mira! Instant masa.

We marveled at this machine! Even abuela Ana, who initially had eyed the machine suspiciously, conceded after a taste test that la masa was PR-FDA approved. It seemed that we had finally found the perfect melding of tradition and modern convenience. The consistency of the masa would not be compromised, thanks to the circular guayo, but the time to produce it would be cut to a fraction, given the high-powered motor. And best of all, your fingernails would still be intact! In addition, the machine was made by a local botánica owner, so the blessings of the Orishas came with the warranty. It was too good to be true.

Titi Flori began her labor of love, which was made less strenuous by her wonderful machine. Things were going at a brisk pace and it seemed we would be folding the masa in no time, when suddenly a strained sound came from the machine. The motor grumbled, and the masa stopped flowing from the chute. Titi turned it off and scratched her head, grimacing, “What was that noise?” She scooped up the excess masa and removed the circular guayo. “Maybe the masa got into the motor, but it looks clean to me . . .”

The men stopped watching the football game to take their turn diagnosing what was wrong with “la máquina, esa.” “Es que necesita un tornillo aquí, mira se salió,” said Tío Ralphie. “No, eso tiene que ver con el motor, you put too many bananas in at one time,” said Tío Danny. “Muchacho, tú estás loco, esa porquería no sirve. Al tipo ese de la botánica le gusta vender cuanta madre que haya,” bellowed Abuelo Víctor. It was a mystery that defied three generations of self-proclaimed expert mechanics. All the back-engineering and beer-fueled bickering did not get anyone closer to reviving the machine.

“With all of these bananas to guayar, we will be here forever,” Titi Flori said. “I would take the machine back to the botánica, but it must be closed by now.” We were all starting to face the sad fact that there might not be any pasteles that day.

In the midst of all this, Abuela Ana was serene and almost Buddha-like. She was no stranger to adversity— having successfully raised four children in a NYC housing project—and her calm attitude would be the envy of any Zen Master. She took my daughter’s hand and gently pulled her to a quiet corner.

“M’ijita, te voy a demostrar cómo guayar los guineos para formar la masa,” Abuela Ana told her. My daughter was to learn the fine art of pasteles-making the old-fashioned way. Thank God she was too young to be concerned about her nails!

“Let’s begin with the different kinds of bananas and starchy vegetables that go into making la masa,” the master postured, “and then I will show you how to work the guayo.” She held it out to her, saying, “Feel how rough this side is.”

For the next several hours, my mother lovingly and patiently taught my daughter about pasteles-making. As the lessons progressed, all the women shared their stories about how they learned to make pasteles, and as the men’s help was enlisted, they too shared stories about helping to make this great dish. Several hours, countless stories, much laughter and many folded pasteles later, the job was done, and everyone sat down to watch Sábado Gigante. It was time for me to get back home with my daughter.

We made our rounds of good-byes y bendiciones, and as I drove home that night I thought about the evening and smiled. Maybe making pasteles should be labor-intensive. Maybe that’s the point. It’s a hands-on job, and anyone who wants to eat is invited to guayar!

Laughter, love and stories are the secret herbs and spices of this meal, and they cannot be bought, manufactured or engineered. What we learned that day was that making pasteles is an opportunity for family, friends and neighbors to share in the creation of community and love. 

¡Buen provecho!

Joe Colón 
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Salsa Lessons 

. . . Icreate and celebrate our típico Caribbean dance. I take pride in my heritage, bringing the richness of our culture to everything I do.

María Torres 

Growing up, Saturday was cleaning day. Protest did no good, so, reluctantly, my brother and I would drag our feet into the kitchen where my mother would tell us what we had to do.

My mother did all the heavy cleaning, and we usually had something simple to do. I would dust all the furniture and make the beds. My brother would vacuum and throw out the trash.

Just before we got started, Mother, who has always had a knack for making even the most mundane chore fun, would turn on the record player. No matter how tired we were, once the music came on, we came alive. With salsa blaring from the record player, cleaning somehow became easier.

My mother would dance with the broom, the mop, or a pillow; anything could be a dancing partner. My brother and I would laugh, and eventually we would all end up dancing. The beat of the bongo drums in salsa music has a way of crawling into your soul, and once you’re hooked, there’s no turning back.

I have always loved music and was eager to learn to dance. Mami began teaching me steps. She instructed me how to keep my upper body steady while swaying my hips and moving my feet to the beat. My mother knew most of the words to the songs, and she would sing while twirling me around the room. We would do conga lines, and dance in and out of all the rooms in our little house. Every time a good song came on, we would drop what we were doing and begin dancing. It wasn’t uncommon for my dad to come home for lunch and find his wife and children dancing, and the housecleaning still not done.

At first, my brother wasn’t too enthusiastic about learning to dance. He would roll his eyes, pretending he wasn’t interested, but my mom never got discouraged. She would ignore his sulking and entice him to join us. As he got a little older and realized that girls like boys who can dance, his interest grew. Although salsa is very different from other forms of dancing, learning to dance gave us the ability to pick up steps to the music of our generation.

The habit of putting on music whenever I have to do chores at home has never left me. Any time I have to get busy, you’ll hear salsa blaring from the speakers installed all over my house. I also dance with sofa cushions and imaginary partners while my children laugh at their nutty mom. I taught my sons how to dance this way, and now my five-year-old daughter and I share in weekly dance sessions.

Thinking back on those Saturday mornings, I realize that we were learning more than just how to dance. We learned that while life isn’t always easy or fun, we have the ability to make the most out of every situation. The important thing is the attitude we choose to have when dealing with the circumstances we find ourselves in.

Music kept my mother sane those first few years in the United States. It helped her deal with her sadness. It helped her forget how broke we were and how uncertain the future was. I’m sure the music took her back home to Guantánamo, to the carnavales and a carefree time in her life.

Salsa takes me straight to my Caribbean roots. The words to the songs talk of the island where I was born. Salsa helps me stay connected to a place and a way of life I have always been curious to know more about. When I’m dancing salsa, the drums beat steadily with my heart, and for a moment this Cuban girl is back in Guantánamo.

María Luisa Salcines 



Papa’s Best Lesson 

It was my grandfather who first taught me to be proud of being Latina. My grandfather told his children and all his grandchildren many wonderful stories about our history and our heritage. He told us that we were the descendants of one of the greatest, oldest and most beautiful cultures in the world. He said honoring our heritage meant that we had to educate ourselves, do the best we could whether it was in school or at work, and that we had to not only respect and care for our families, but also respect and care for ourselves. . . . I will always be grateful to my family for those lessons on how to be a proud and strong Latina.

Linda Chávez-Thompson 

From kindergarten through high-school graduation, I went to a Catholic convent school, Ursuline Academy, in the old border town known as Laredo, Texas. My parents were not wealthy, but they sacrificed many things to keep me in a parochial school.

Many of my friends were Anglos, but the majority of them were Latinas like myself. We played, sang and studied together, had slumber parties, picnics and sock hops in those carefree days of the fifties. We grew up eating tacos, enchiladas and tamales, but we couldn’t resist burgers, Cokes and apple pie either.

We were raised in a city where the great Rio Grande divides Mexico and the United States, but we loved to cross the bridge that gave us the flavor of both. Sometimes I felt torn between the two, tangled together like badly cast fishing lines. For example, my parents spoke Spanish to me at home, reminding me often: “Never forget where you came from, your roots, your culture, your language and Mexico, the land where your grandparents were born.” But at school we were fined a quarter if we were caught speaking Spanish! That confused and upset me. I surrendered many quarters to the nuns because I was always speaking what came naturally. But eventually, after being punished so many times for speaking Spanish, I began to see our native language as something to be ashamed of.

I have fair skin and honey-colored eyes. My grandfather used to call me Blanca Nieves (Snow White)! Once, the pep squad went to an out-of-town football game, and afterwards we stopped at a burger place for a bite to eat. It took forever for someone to wait on us, and when someone finally came, it was the manager telling us to leave the restaurant because they did not serve Mexicans there. Talk about discrimination! Then he had the nerve to look at me, the Mexican Snow White, and say, “Oh, but you can stay.”

We stormed out, but not before I confronted him and asked, “What makes you think you’re superior to us?”

He just pointed at his sign that said they had a right to refuse service to anyone.

The next day, with tears running down my face, I told my father how I felt about our experience at the restaurant. His emerald green eyes betrayed his anger, and tears welled up in them like hot lava. He asked me, “Are you ashamed of your race?” I replied that people were beginning to make me feel like we were of a lower class because of the color of our skin, because we spoke Spanish or because of our accented English. I told him that I liked being called Snow White, and that I was beginning to resent being labeled Chicana, Mexican or Latina. I had come to believe that it was better to be Anglo than Latina, since Anglos aren’t fined for speaking their language, and all the heroes and heroines that I saw in the movies or read about in the history books were definitely Anglos with blonde hair and blue or green eyes.

That night my father made a promise that changed my life. He promised to take us to Mexico City on a vacation where we could learn more about the beauty, history, art, culture and people of our ancestral country.

What a delightful time we spent—visiting our relatives, going to museums and palaces, learning the names of mountains. At the museums, my father made me read each historical caption and all the facts about the great heroes of Mexican history, the generals, soldiers and troops from the revolution. The evenings were filled with fiestas in Garibaldi Plaza with mariachis dressed in their beautiful charro costumes. We saw the gorgeous folklórico dancers and singers at the Palacio de Bellas Artes, and we climbed the famous pyramids at Teotihuacán. I was intrigued and inspired by the majestic architecture of the buildings of Mexico City, especially the Basilica of Our Lady of Guadalupe.

But most of all, I was impressed by the kindness and charm of the people we met and the way they welcomed us back to our ancestral land.

Since that memorable journey, I have been so proud to tell people who ask me that I am a Latina,Chicana or Mexican-American, whichever name they decide to use. I am no longer insulted. I speak up for both of my countries, and I speak the two languages every day.

I will always be grateful to my papá for the wonderful lesson he taught me during those visits to Mexico, where I was enlightened to see beyond color or accents, labels or stereotypes.

Today, I don’t mind being called Blanca Nieves, but I am 100 percent proud to be Latina.

Olga Valle-Herr 



Grandma’s Recipe 

Obey and honor your parents, respect and obey the gods, be honest, tell the truth, and don’t eat too quickly.

Aztec Teaching 

I remember Grandma’s cooking—the way the scent of fresh tamales delighted my nose and enticed my salivary glands. She blessed the pot, always blessed the pot before they steamed. “They taste better with God’s blessing,” she would say. I always wanted the recipe for her mouthwatering tamales, but she always asked me to wait.

“There’s time,” she would say.

I remember Grandma’s tamales. . . . Her hands kneading the masa dutifully, and how, with the gentle stroke of the back of a spoon, she would spread the dough on the corn husks, stroking patiently, like an artist delicately applying colors on canvas.

“Living life is like neatly spread dough on corn husks. If you’re not patient and you spread the dough too thick and too quickly, you’ll get lumpy tamales that quickly fall apart. Don’t be in too much of a hurry to grow up,” she would say. “Spread your time evenly and enjoy each day.” 

My stomach rumbled and my mouth watered, anticipating the first tender chew of fresh steamed masa with beans and chile. She’d say a little prayer before the first bite, always before the first bite. “They taste better when you’ve thanked God for bringing you another meal,” she would say. And then, finally, we would eat.

When I left my hometown, my grandma held a crinkled paper in her hand. She extended her arm, her wrinkled, leathery hand shaking uncontrollably as she reached for my palm. “You’ve always wanted the recipe,” my grandma smiled with tears in her eyes.

I was very sad to leave my beloved grandmother behind, but I was so happy that she left me the recipe for her tamales, thinking that by following it I could rekindle my relationship with her, although we would be hundreds of miles away.

I didn’t read the piece of paper until I got home later that evening. When I opened it, I realized that my grandmother had given me much more than a recipe for tamales. On the page, along with the tamale recipe, was my grandmother’s recipe for life: Bless your meals, be patient and give thanks each day.

Jacqueline Méndez 



Abolengo 

Remember, my son, 
when you perceive 
the disdain of others . . . 
that you are a descendant 
of the valiant Conquistador 
who carried the Holy Cross 
of our Redeemer 
across the oceans. 
Who with faith in the Lord 
and in the name of his Monarch, 
ordered his ship burned, 
so as not to look back, 
and shape your destiny 
in a mythical New World.

Son, keep well in mind, 
that you bear the regent blood 
of the Chieftain and his island bride, 
gentle, yet gigantic spirits, 
patient, generous beings, 
who suffered disillusionment, 
disease and hard work 
—endless and without pity— 
to bequeath to you an opulent land.

Don’t forget, my treasure, 
that through your veins 
runs the sweat 
of the mighty slave, 
his sculptural black body 
forged in sun and splendor . . . 
A man who, with pride, 
even enchained, 
raised callused hands 
in fisted, existential cry 
and challenged 
his cruel destiny . . . 
final and essential element 
of your rich ancestry.

Don’t bemoan your fate, Son 
—don’t throw it to the void!— 
when your grandfathers 
—so many times great— 
suffered dearly in your place 
to leave you an inheritance beyond price, 
garnered century by century 
with pain, sacrifice 
and noble deed incessant. 
Because of this, 
yours is a duty sacred, 
to lift your head, 
and with body held proud, 
to be—finally— 
in their honor and stead— 
happy.

Marie Delgado Travis 



2 THE LOVE OF
FAMILY/EL AMOR 
DE LA FAMILIA 

Familia is the very center of Latino culture . . . It is the strongest thing about us and the most universal.

Gregory Nava 
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