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How to Tame a Wild Tongue

“We're going to have to control
your tongue,” the dentist says, pulling out all the metal from my
‘mouth. Silver bits plop and tmkle into the basin. My mouth is a
motherlode.

The dentist is cleaning out my
roots. I get a whiff of the stench when I gasp. “I can’t cap that
tooth yet, you're still draining,” he says, :

' “We’re going to have to do
something about your tongue,” I hear the anger rising in his
voice. My tongue keeps pushing out the wads of cotton, pushing
back the drills, the long thin needles. “I've never seen anything
as strong or as stubborn,” he says. And I think, how do you tame
a wild tongue, train it to be quiet, how do you bridle and saddle

it? How do you make it lie down?

“Who is to say that robbing a people of
its language is less violent than war?”
—Ray Gwyn Smith)

I remember being caught speaking Spanish at recess—that
was good for three licks on the knuckles with a sharp ruler. 1
remember being sent to the corner of the classroom for “talking
‘back”to the Anglo teacher when all I was trying to do was tell her
how to pronounce my name. “If you want to be American, speak
‘American.’ If you don’t like it, go back to Mexico where you
belong.”

“I want you to speak English. Pa’ ballar buen trabajo tienes
que saber bablar el inglés bien. Qué vale toda tu educacion si
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todavia bablas inglés con un ‘accent,” my mother would say,
mortified that I spoke English like a Mexican. At Pan American
University, I, and all Chicano students were required to take two
speech classes. Their purpose: to. get rid of our accents.

Attacks on one's form of expression with the intent to cen-
sof are a violation of the First Amendment. ElAnglo con cara de
inocente nos arrancé la lengua. Wild tongues can’t be tamed,

| they can only be cut out.

Overcoming the Tradition of Silence

Abogadas,Aescupimos el oscuro.
Peleando con nuestra propia sombra
el silencio nos sepulta.

En boca cerrada no entran moscas. "Flies don't enter a
closed mouth” is a saying I kept hearing when I was a child. Ser
babladora was to be a gossip and a liar, to talk too much,
Muchachitas bien criadas, well-bred girls don’t answer back. Es
una falta de respeto to talk back to one’s mother or father. I
remember one of the sins I'd recite to the priest in the confession
box the few times I went to confession: talking back to my moth-
er, bablar pa’ 'trds, repelar. Hoclcona, repelona, chismosa, hav-
ing a big mouth, questioning, carrying tales are all signs of being
mal criada. In my culture they are all words that are derogatory
if applied to women—I've never heard them applied to men.

The first time 1 heard two women, a Puerto Rican and a
Cuban, say the word “nosotras,” I was shocked. I had not known
the word existed. Chicanas use #0sotros whether we're male or
female. We are [ of our female being by the masculine

And our tongues have become

dry the wilderness has

dried out our tongues and

we have forgotten speech.
—Irena Klepfisz?

Even our own people, other Spanish speakers nos quieren
poner candados en la boca. They would hold us back with their
bag of reglas de academia. :
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Oyé como ladra: el lenguaje de la frontera

Quien tiene boca se equivoca.
—Mexican saying

“Pocho, cultural traitor, you're speaking the oppressor’s lan
guage by speaking English, you’re ruining the Spanish language,’
I have been accused by various Latinos and Latinas. Chicano
Spanish is considered by the purist and by most Latinos deficient,
a mutilation of Spanish,

But Chicano Spanish is a border tongue which developed
naturally. Change, evolucién, enriquecimiento de palabras
nuevas por invencién o adopcidon have created variants of
Chicano Spanish, un nuevo len@MﬁWwwe-'
sponde a un modo de vivir. Chxcano Spanish is not incorrect, it-
is a living language. E—

For a people who are neither Spanish nor live in 2 country in
which Spanish is the first language; for a people who live in a
country in which English is the reigning tongue but who are not
Anglo; for a people who cannot entirely identify with either stan-
dard (formal, Castillian) Spanish nor standard English, what
recourse is left to them but to create their own language? A lan-
guage which they can connect their identity to, one capable of
communicating the realities and values true to themselves—a lan-
guage with terms that are neither espafiol ni inglés, but both. We
speak 2 patols, &fbfkCdEQ2§BE_E%fﬁyﬁﬂﬂlgflﬁﬁlEEEQEEﬁSa

Chicano Spanish sprang out of the Chicanos’ need to identi-
fy ourselves as a distinct people, We needed a language with
which we could communicate with ourselves, a secret language.
For some of us, language is a d closer_than the
Southwest—for many Chlcanos today live in the Midwest and the
East. And because@c are a complex, heterogeneous@l?;we
speak many languages "Someé of the languages we speak are:

1. Standard English
Working class and slang English
Standard Spanish -

Standard Mexican Spanish

North Mexican Spanish dialect

Chicano Spanish (Texas, New Mexico, Arizona and
California have regional variations).

Tex-Mex '

Pachuco (called cald)

QW AW N

®

107



78
How to Tame a Wild Tongue

My “home” tongues are the languages I speak with my sister
and brothers, with my friends. They are the last five listed, with
6 and 7 being closest to my heart. From school, the media and
job situations, I've picked up standard and working class English.
From Mamagrande Locha and from reading Spanish and Mexican
literature, I've picked up Standard Spanish and Standard Mexican
Spanish, From los recién llegados, Mexican immigrants, and
braceros, 1 learned the North Mexican dialect. With Mexicans I'll
try to speak either Standard Mexican Spanish or the North
Mexican dialect. From my parents and Chicanos living in the
Valley, I picked up Chicano Texas Spanish, and I speak it with my
mom, younger brother (who married a Mexican and who rarely
mixes Spanish with English), aunts and older relatives.

With Chicanas from Nuevo México or Arizona I will speak
Chicano Spanish a little, but often they don’t understand what
I'm saying. With most California Chicanas I speak entirely in
English (unless I forget), When I first moved to San Francisco, I'd
rattle off something in Spanish, unintentionally embarrassing
them. Often it js only with another Chicana tejana.that I can talk
freely.

A —

Words distorted by English are known as anglicisms or
pochismos. The pocho is an anglicized Mexican or American of
Mexican origin who speaks Spanish with an accent characteristic
of North Americans and who distorts and reconstructs the lan-
guage according to the influence of English.3 Tex-Mex, or
Spanglish, comes most naturaily to me. I may switch back and
forth from English to Spanish in the same sentence or in the same
word. With my sister and my brother Nune and with Chicano
tejano contemporaries I speak in Tex-Mex.

From kids and people my own age I picked up Pachuco.
Pachuco (the language of the zoot suiters) is a language of rebel-
lion, both against Standard Spanish and Standard English. Itis a
secret language. Adults of the culture and outsiders cannot
understand it, It is made up of slang words from both English and
Spanish. Ruca means girl or woman, vato means guy or dude,

hale means no, simén means yes, churo is sure, talk is
eriquiar, pigionear means petting, que gacho means how
nerdy, ponte dguila means Watch out, death is called la pélona.
Through lack of practice and not having others who can speak it,
've lost most of the Pachuco tongue.
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Chicano Spanish

Chicanos, after 250 years of Spanish/Anglo colonization have
developed significant differences in the Spanish we speak. We col-
lapse two adjacent vowels into a single syllable and sometimes
shift the stress in certain words such as maiz/maiz, cobete/
cuete. We leave out certain consonants when they appear between
vowels: lado/lao, mojado/mojao. Chicanos from South Texas pro-
nounced fas f as in fue (fue). Chicanos use “archaisms,” words that
are no longer in the Spanish language, words that have been
evolved out. We say semos, truje, baiga, ansina, and nailden. We
retain the “archaic”j, as in jalar, that derives from an earlier b, (the
French halar or the Germanic balon which was lost to standard
Spanish in the 16th century), but which is still found in several
regional dialects such as the one spoken in South Texas. (Due to
geography, Chicanos from the Valley of South Texas were cut off
linguistically from other Spanish speakers. We tend to use words
that the Spaniards brought over from Medieval Spain. The majori-
ty of the Spanish colonizers in Mexico and the Southwest came
from Extremadura—Hernan Cortés was one of them—and
Andalucia. Andalucians pronounce X like a y, and their d’s tend to
be absorbed by adjacent vowels: tirado becomes téirao. They
brought el lenguaje popular, dialectos y regionalismos.4)

Chicanos and other Spanish speakers also shift X to y and
Z to 8.5 We leave out initial syllables, saying far for estar, toy for
estoy, bora for abora (cubanos and puertorriquerios also leave
out initial letters of some words.) We also leave out the final sylia-
ble such as pa for para. The intervocalic y, the U as in tortilla, ella,
botella, gets replaced by tortia or tortiya, ea, botea. We add an
additional syllable at the beginning of certain words: atecar for
tocar, agastar for gastar. Sometimes we'll say lavaste las vacijas,
other times lavates (substituting the ates verb endings for the aste).

We use anglicisms, words borrowed from English: bola from
ball, carpeta from carpet, mdchina de lavar (instead of lavado-
ra) from washing machine, Tex-Mex argot, created by adding a
Spanish sound at the beginning or end of an English word such
as cookiar for cook, watchar for watch, parkiar for park, and
rapiar for rape, is the result of the pressures on Spanish speak-
ers to adapt to English. ‘

We don't use the word vosotroszas or its accompanying
verb form. We don’t say claro (to mean yes), imaginate, or me
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emociona, unless we picked up Spanish from Latinas, out of a
book, or in a classroom. Other Spanish-speaking groups are going
through the same, or similar, development in their Spanish.

Linguistic Terrorism

Deslenguadas. Somos los del espaiiol deficiente. We are
your linguistic nightmare, your linguistic aberration, your
linguistic mestizaje, the subject of your burla. Because we
speak with tongues of fire we are culturally crucified.
Racially, culturally and linguistically somos buérfanos—we
speak arf orphan fongue,

Chicanas who grew up speaking Chicano Spanish have inter-
nalized the belief that we speak poor Spanish. It is illegitimate, a
bastdrd language. And because we internalize how our language
has been used against us by the dominant culture, we use our lan-
guage differences against each other.

Chicana feminists often skirt around each other with suspi-
cion and hesitation. For the longest time I couldn’t figure it out,
Then it dawned on me. To be close to another Chicana is like
looking into the mirror. We are afraid of what we’ll see there.
Pena. Shame. Low estimation of self. In childhood we are told
that our language is wrong. Repeated attacks on our native
tongue diminish our sense of self. The attacks continue through-
out our lives. ‘

Chicanas feel uncomfortable talking in Spanish to Latinas,
afraid of their censure. Their language was not outlawed in their
countries. They had a whole lifetime of being immersed in their
native tongue; generations, ‘centuries in which Spanish was a
first language, taught in school, heard on radio and TV, and read
in the newspaper.

If a person, Chicana or Latina, has a low estimation of my
native tongue, she also-has a low estimation of me. Often with
mexicanas y latinas we’ll speak English as a neutral language.
Even among Chicanas we tend to speak English at parties or con-
ferences. Yet, at the same time, we're afraid the other will think
we're agringadas because we don’t speak Chicano Spanish. We
oppress each other trying to out-Chicano each other, vying to be
the “real” Chicanas, to speak like Chicanos. There is no one
Chicano language just as there is no one Chicano experience. A
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monolingual Chicana whose first language is English or Spanish
is just as much a Chicana as one who speaks several variants of
Spanish. A Chicana from Michigan or Chicago or Detroit is just as
much a Chicana as one from the Southwest. Chicano Spanish is
as diverse linguistically as it is rcgionally

By the end of this century, Spanish speakers will comprise
the biggest minority group in the U.S., a country where students
in high schools and colleges are encouraged to take French class-
es because French is considered more “cultured.” But for a lan-
guage to remain alive it must be used.® By the end of this centu-
ry English, and not Spanish, will be the mother tongue of most
Chicanos and Latinos.

So, if you want to really hurt me, talk badly about my lan-
guage. Ethnic identity is twin skin to linguistic identity—1 am my
languagrlmmﬂm‘mnguagc“ﬁ"aﬁﬁ”f‘takc
pride in myself. Until I can accept as legitimate Chicano Texas
Spanish, Tex-Mex and all the other languages I speak, I cannot
accept the legitimacy of myself. Until I am free to write bilin-
gually and to switch codes without having alWays to translate,
while I still have to speak English or Spanish when I would rather
speak Spanglish, and as long as I have to accommodate the
English speakers rather than having them accommodate me, my
tongue will be illegitimate.

I will no longer be made to feel ashamed of existing. I will
have my voice: Indian, Spanish, white. I will hay t's”
tongue—my woman’s voice, my sexual Voim

will overcome the tradition of silence.

My fingers

move sly against your palm

Like women everywhere, we speak in code . .
—Melanie Kaye/Kantrowitz’

“Vistas,” corridos, y comida: My Native Tongue

In the 1960s, I read my first Chicano novel. It was City of
Night by John Rechy, a gay Texan, son of a Scottish father and a
Mexican mother. For days I walked around in stunned amaze-
ment that a Chicano could write and could get published. When
1 read I Am Joaquin8 1 was surprised to see a bilingual book by
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a Chicano in print. When I saw poetry written in Tex-Mex for the
first time, a feeling of pure joy flashed through me. I felt like we
really existed as a people. In 1971, when I started teaching High
School English to Chicano students, I tried to supplement the
required texts with works by Chicanos, only to be reprimanded
and forbidden to do so by the principal. He claimed that I was
supposed to teach “American” and English literature. At the risk
of being fired, I swore my students to secrecy and slipped in
Chicano short stories, poems, a play. In graduate school, while
working toward a Ph.D., T had to “argue” with one advisor after
the other, semester after semester, before I was allowed to make
Chicano literature an area of focus.

Even before I read books by Chicanos or Mexicans, it was

. the Mexican movies I saw at the drive-in—the Thursday night

4

special of $1.00 a carloadJ[That gave me a sense of belongin‘g_l
“Vdmonos a las vistas,” my mother would call out and wed
ali—grandmother, brothers, sister and cousins—squeeze into
the car. We'd wolf down cheese and bologna white bread sand-
wiches while watching Pedro Infante in melodramatic tear-jerk-
ers like Nosotros los pobres, the first “real” Mexican movie (that
was not an imitation of European movies). I remember seéing
Cuando los bifos se van and surmising that all Mexican movies
played up the love a mother has for her children and what
ungrateful sons and daughters suffer when they are not devoted
to their mothers. I remember the singing-type “westerns” of
Jorge Negrete and Miguel Aceves Mejia. When watching Mexican
movies, I felt a sense of homecoming as well as alienation.

. People who were to amount to something didn’t go to Mexican

" movies, or batles or tune their radios to bolero, rancherita, and

“corrido music.

The whole time I was growing up, there was nortesio music
sometimes called North Mexican border music, or Tex-Mex
music, or Chicano music, or cantina (bar) music. I grew up lis-
tening to confuntos, three- or four-piece bands made up of folk
musicians playing guitar, bajo sexto, drums and button accor-
dion, which Chicanos had borrowed from the German immi-
grants who had come to Central Texas and Mexico to farm and

" build breweries. In the Rio Grande Valley, Steve Jordan and Little

Joe Hernindez were popular, and Flaco Jiménez was the accor-
dion king. The rhythms of Tex-Mex music are those of the polka,

+
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also adapted from the Germans, who in turn had borrowed th%
polka from the Czechs and Bohemians.

I remember the hot, sultry evenings when corridos—songs
of love and death on the Texas-Mexican borderlands—reverberat-
ed out of cheap amplifiers from the local cantinas and wafted in
through my bedroom window.

Corridos first became widely used along the South Texas/
Mexican border during the early conflict between Chicanos and
Anglos. The corridos are usually about Mexican heroes who do
valiant deeds against the Anglo oppressors. Pancho Villa’s song,
“La ctcaracha,” is the most famous one. Corridos of John E
Kennedy and his death are still very popular in the Valley, Older
Chicanos remember Lydia Mendoza, one of the great border
corrido singers who was called la Gloria de Tejas. Her “El tango
negro,” sung during the Great Depression, made her a singer of
the people. The everpresent corridos narrated onec hundred

years of bord r hi inging news of ev: ter-
taining. These folk musicians and folk songs are our chief cultural
mythmakers, and they made ourhard lives seem bearable.

, I grew up feeling ambivalent about our music. Country-
western and rock-and-roll had more status. In the 50s and 60s,
for the slightly educated and agringado Chicanos, there existed
a sense of shame at being caught listening to our music. Yet I
couldn’t stop my feet from thumping to the music, could not
stop humming the words, nor hide from myself the exhilaration
I felt when I heard it.

There are more subtle ways that we internalize identifica-
tion, especially in the forms of images and emotions. For me
food and certain smells are tied to my identity, to my homeland.
Woodsmoke curling up to an immense blue sky; woodsmoke per- -
fuming my grandmother's clothes, her skin. The stench of cow
manure and the yellow patches on the ground; the crack of a .22
rifle and the reek of cordite. Homemade white cheese sizzling in
a pan, melting inside a folded tortilia. My sister Hilda’s hot, spicy
menudo, chile colorado making it deep red, pieces of panza and
hominy floating on top. My brother Carito barbecuing fajitas in
the backyard. Even now and 3,000 miles away, I can see my
mother spicing the ground beef, pork and venison with chile. My
mouth salivates at the thought of the hot steaming famales 1
would be eating if | were home.

1'13
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Si le preguntas a mi mamd, “;Qué eres?”

“Identity is the essential core of who

we are as individuals, the conscious

experience of the self inside.”
—Kaufman?

Nosotros los Chicanos straddle the borderlands. On one side
of us, we are constantly exposed to the Spanish of the Mexicans,
on the other side we hear the Anglos’ incessant clamoring so that
we forget our language. Among ourselves we don’t say nosotros
los americanos, o nosotros los espaiioles, o nosotros los bis-
panos. We say nosotros los mexicanos (by mexicanos we do not
mean citizens of Mexico; we do not mean a national identity, but
a racial one). We distinguish between mexicanos del otro lado
and mexicanos de este lado. Deep in our hearts we believe that
‘being Mexican has nothing to do with which c country one lives
in, n, Being Mexican is a state of soul—not o one of mind, pot one of
cmzenshlp Neither eagle nor serpent, but both. And like the
ocean, neither animal respects borders,

Dime con quien andas y te diré quien eres.
(Tell me who your friends are and I'll tell you who
you are.)

—Mexican saying

' Si le preguntas a mi mamd, “;Qué eres?” te dird, "Soy
mexicana.” My brothers and sister say the same. 1 sometimes
will answer “soy mexicana” and thers will say “soy Chicana”
o “soy tefana.” But 1 identiﬁcd-.@nzf’ before I ever identified
as “mexicana” or “Chicana.”

As a culture, we call ourselves Spanish when referring to
ourselves as a linguistic group and when copping out. It is then
that we forget our predominant Indian genes. We are 70 to 80%
Indian.'0 We call ourselves Hispanic!! or Spanish-American or
Latin American or Latin when linking ourselves to other Spanish-
speaking peoples of the Western hemisphere and when copping
out. We call ourselves Mexican-American'2 to signify we are nei-
ther Mexican nor American, but more the noun “American” than
the adjective “Mexican” (and when copping out).
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Chicanos and other people of color suffer economically for
not acculturating. This voluntary (yet forced) alienation makes
for psychological conflict, a kind of dual identity—we don’t iden-
tify with the Anglo-American cultural values and we don’t totally
identify with the Mexican cultural values. We are a synergy of
two cultures with various degrees of Mexicanness or Angloness.
I have so internalized the borderland conflict that sometimes I
feel like one cancels out the other and we are zero, nothing, no
one. A veces no soy nada ni nadie. Pero basta cuando no lo soy‘,a
lo soy. '

When not copping out, when we know we are more than,
nothing, we call ourselves Mexican, referring to race and ances-
try; mestizo Wheéii affirming both our Indian and Spanish (but we
hardly ever own our Black ancestry); Chicano when referring to
a politically aware people born and/or raised in the U.S.; Raza
when referring to Chicanos; fefanos when we aré Chicanos from
Texas. o

Chicanos did not know we were a people until 1965 when
Cesar Chavez and the farmworkers united and I Am Joaquin was
published and lg Raza Unida party was formed in Texas. With
that recognition, we became a distinct people. Something
momentous happened to the Chicano soul—we became aware of
our reality and acquired a name and a language (Chicano
Spanish) that reflected that reality. Now that we had a name,
some of the fragmented pieces began to fall together—who we
were, what we were, how we had evolved. We began to get
glimpses of what we might eventually become,

Yet the struggle of identities continues, the struggle of bor-
ders is our reality still. One day the inner struggle will cease and
a true integration take place. In the meantime, fenemos que bac-
erla lucha, ;Quién estd protegiendo los ranchos de mi gente?
JOuién estd tratando de cerrar la fisura entre la india y el
blanco en nuestra sangre? El Chicano, si, el Chicano que anda
como un ladrén en su propia casa,

Los Chicanos, how patient we seem, how very patient,
There is the quiet of the Indian about us.)3 We know how to sur-
vive. When other races have given up their tongue, we’ve kept
ours. We know what it is to live under the - hammer blow of the
dominant zorfea@mericany cultire, But more than we count the:
blows, we count the days the weeks the years the centuries the
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eons until the white laws and commerce and customs will rot in
the deserts they’ve created, lie bleached. Humildes yet proud,
quietos yet wild, nosotros los mexicanos-Chicanos will walk by
the crumbling ashes as we 80 about our business, Stubborn, per--
severing, impenetrable as stone, yet possessing a malleability that
renders us unbreakable, we, the mestizas and mestizos, will
remain,
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6. According to Jung and James Hillman, “archetypes” are the presences
of gods and goddesses in the psyche. Hillman's book, Re-Visioning
Psychology (New York, NY: Harper Colophon Books, 1975), has been instru-
mental in the development of my thought. ‘

7. Yemayd is also known as the wind, Oyé as the whirlwind. Accord-
ing to Luisah Teish, I am the daughter of Yemayd, with Oyd being the moth-
er who raised me,

8. Another form of the goddess Coatlicue is Chimalma, Shield Hand, a
naked cave goddess of the Huitznahua who was present at Aztlin when the
Aztecs left from that-point of origin. Burland, 166-167,

9. A sculpture, described as the most horrifying and monstrous in the
world, was excavated from beneath the Zocalo, the cathedral square in
Mexico City, in 1824, where it had lain since the destruction of the Aztec
capital of Tenochtitlin. Every year since the Conquest, people had come dur-
ing an autumn festival with gifts of fruit and flowers which they laid on the
pavement of the central square. The Indians maintained that there was some-
body very holy and powerful underneath, Burland, 39-40.

10. Juan Eduardo Cirlot, A Dictionary of Symbols, translated from the
Spanish by Jack Sage (New York, NY: Philosophical Library, 1962), ?6.
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Notes

8. Rodolfo Gonzales, LAm Joaquin / Yo Soy Joaguin (New York, NY:
Bantam Books, 1972). It was first published in 1967.

9, Kaufman, 68.
10, Chavez, 88-90.

11. “Hispanic” is derived from Hispanis (Espafia, a name given to the
Iberian Peninsula in ancient times when it was a part of the Roman Empire)
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RICHARD RODRIGUEZ
Aria

1

I REMEMBER to start with that day in Sacramento — a California
now nearly thirty years past — when I first entered a classroom,
able to understand some fifty stray English words.

The third of four children, I had been preceded to a neighbor-
hood Roman Catholic school by an older brother and sister, But
neither of them had revealed very much about their classroom
experiences. Each afternoon they returned, as they left in the
morning, always together, speaking in Spanish as they climbed the
five steps of the porch. And their mysterious books, wrapped in
shopping-bag paper, remained on the table next to the door, closed
firmly behind them.

An accident of geography sent me to a school where all my
classmates were white, many the children of doctors and lawyers
and business executives. All my classmates certainly must have
been uneasy on that first day of school — as most children are
uneasy — to find themselves apart from their families in the first
institution of their lives. But I was astonished.

The nun said, in a friendly but oddly impersonal voice, “Boys and
girls, this is Richard Rodriguez.” (I heard her sound out: Rich-heard
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Road-ree-guess.) It was the first time I had heard anyone name me
in English. “Richard,” the nun repeated more slowly, writing my
name down in her black leather book. Quickly I turned to see my
mother's face dissolve in a watery blur behind the pebbled glass
door. '

Many years later there is something called bilingual education — a
scheme proposed in the late 1960s by Hispanic-American social
activists, later endorsed by a congressional vote. It is a program that
seeks to permit non-English-speaking children, many from lower-
class homes, to use their family language as the language of school.
(Such is the goal its supporters atinounce.) | hear them and am
forced to say no: it is not possible for a child — any child — ever
to use his family’s language in school. Not to understand this is to
misunderstand the public uses of schooling and to trivialize the
nature of intimate life — a family's “language.”

Memory teaches me what I know of these matters; the boy,
reminds the adult. I was a bilingual child, a certain kind — socially
disadvantaged — the son of working-class parents, both Mexican
immigrants. ' o

In the early years of my boyhood, my parents coped very well
in America. My father had steady work. My mother managed at
home. They were nobody’s victims. Optimism and ambition led
them to a house (our home) many blocks from the Mexican south
side of town. We lived among gringos and only a block from the
biggest, whitest houses. It never occurred to my parents that they
couldn't live wherever they chose. Nor was the Sacramento of the
fifties bent on teaching them a contrary lesson. My mother and
father were more annoyed than intimidated by those two or three
neighbors who tried initially to make us unwelcome. (“Keep your
brats away from my sidewalk!”) But despite all they achieved,
perhaps because they had so much to achieve, any deep feeling of
ease, the confidence of “belonging” in public, was withheld from
them both. They regarded the people at work, the faces in crowds,
as very distant from us. They were the others, los gringos. That
term was interchangeable in their speech with another, even more
telling, los americanos. '
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I grew up in a house where the only regular guests were my
relations. For one day, enormous families of relatives would visit,
and there would be so many people that the noise and the bodies
would spill out to the backyard and front porch. Then, for weeks,
no one came by. (It was usually a salesman who rang the doorbell.)
Our house stood apart. A gaudy yellow in a row of white bunga- -
lows. We were the people with the noisy dog. The people who
raised pigeons and chickens. We were the foreigners on the block.
A few neighbors smiled and waved. We waved back. But no one
in the family knew the names of the old couple who lived next -
door; until I was seven years old, I did not know the names of the
kids who lived across the street.

In public, my father and mother spoke a hesitant, accented, not
always grammatical English. And they would have to strain —
their bodies tense — to catch the sense of what was rapidly said by
los gringos. At home they spoke Spanish. The language: of their
Mexican past sounded in counterpoint to the English of public
society. The words would come quickly, with ease. Conveyed
through those sounds was the pleasing, soothing, consoling re-
minder of being at home. ‘ ‘

During those years when I was first conscious of hearing, my
mother and father addressed me only in Spanish; in Spanish [
learned to reply. By contrast, English (inglés), rarely heard in the
house, was the language | came to associate with gringos. I learned
my first words of English overhearing my parents speak to stran-
gers. At five years of age, I knew just enough English for my mother
to trust me on errands to stores one block away. No more.

I was a listening child, careful to hear the very different sounds
of Spanish and English. Wide-eyed with hearing, I'd listen to sounds
more than words. First, there were English (gringo) sounds. So
many words were still unknown that when the butcher or the lady
at the drugstore said something to me, exotic polysyllabic sounds
would bloom in the midst of their sentences. Often, the speech of
people in public seemed to me very loud, booming with confi- |
dence. The man behind the counter would literally ask, ‘What can
I do for you? But by being so firm and so clear, the sound of his
voice said that he was a gringo; he belonged in public society. /
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I would also hear then the high nasal notes of middle-class
American speech. The air stirred with sound. Sometimes, even
now, -when I have been traveling abroad for several weeks, 1 will
hear what I heard as a boy. In hotel lobbies or airports, in Turkey
or Brazil, some Americans will pass, and suddenly I will hear it
again — the high sound of American voices. For a few seconds I
will hear it with pleasure, for it is now the sound of my society —
a reminder of home. But inevitably — already on the flight headed
for home — the sound fades with repetition. [ will be unable to
hear it anymore: A

When I was a boy, things were different. The accent of los
gringos was never pleasing nor was it hard to hear. Crowds at
Safeway or at bus stops would be noisy with sound. And I would
be forced to edge away from the chirping chatter above me.

I was unable to hear my own sounds, but I knew very well that
I spoke English poorly. My words could not stretch far enough to
form complete thoughts. And the words I did speak I didn't know
well enough to make into distinct sounds. (Listeners would usually
lower their heads, better to hear what I was trying to say.} But it
was one thing for me to speak English with difficulty. It was more
troubling for me to hear my parents speak in public: their high-
-whining vowels and guttural consonants; their sentences that got
stuck with eh and ah sounds; the confused syntax; the hesitant
thythm of sounds so different from the way gringos spoke. I'd
notice, moreover, that my parents’ voices were softer than those of
gringos we'd meet. _

I am tempted now to say that none of this mattered. In adult-
hood I am embarrassed by childhood fears. And, in a way, it didn't

‘matter very much that my parents could not speak English with

ease. Their linguistic difficulties had no serious consequences. My
mother and father made themselves understood at the county
hospital clinic and at government offices. And yet, in another way,
it mattered very much — it was unsettling to hear my parents
struggle with English. Hearing them, I'd grow nervous, my clutch-
ing trust in their protection and power weakened.

There were many times like the night at a brightly lit gasoline
station (a blaring white memory} when I stood uneasily, hearing
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my father. He was talking to a teenage attendant. I do not recall
what they were saying, but I cannot forget the sounds my father
made as he spoke. At one point his words slid together to form one
word — sounds as confused as the threads of blue and green oil in |
the puddle next to my shoes. His voice rushed through what he :
had left to say. And, toward the end, reached falsetto notes, appeal-
ing to his listener’s understanding. I looked away to the lights of
passing automobiles. [ tried not to hear any more. But I heard only
too well the calm, easy tones in the attendant’s reply. Shortly
afterward, walking toward home with my father, [ shivered when
he put his hand on my shoulder. The very first chance that I got,
I evaded his grasp and ran on ahead into the dark, skipping with
feigned boyish exuberance. :

But then there was Spanish, Espafiol: my family’s language. Es-
pariol: the language that seemed to me a private language. I'd hear
strangers on the radio and in the Mexican Catholic church across’
town speaking in Spanish, but I couldn’t really believe that Spanish
was a public language, like English. Spanish speakers, rather,
seemed related to me, for I sensed that we shared — through our
language — the experience of feeling apart from los gringos. It was
thus a ghetto Spanish that I heard and I spoke. Like those whose
lives are bound by a barrio, I was reminded by Spanish of my
separateness from los otros, los gringos in power. But more intensely
than for most batrio children— because 1 did not live in a
barrio — Spanish seemed to me the language of home. (Most days
it was only at home that I'd hear it) It became the language of
joyful return.

A family member would say something to me and I would feel
myself specially recognized. My parents would say something to
me and I would feel embraced by the sounds of their words. Those
sounds said: I am speaking with ease in Spanish. I am addressing you
in words I never use with los gringos. I recognize you ds someone
special, close, like no one outside. You belong with us. In the family.

(Ricardo.) _

At the age of five, six, well past the time when most other
children no longer easily notice the difference between sounds
uttered at home and words spoken in public, I had a different
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" experience. I lived in a world magically compounded of sounds. I
remained a child longer than most; I lingered too long, poised at the .
edge of language — often frightened by the sounds of los gringos,
delighted by the sounds of Spanish at home. I shared- with my
family a language that was startlingly different from that used in the
great city around us.

" For me there were none of the gradations between public and
private society so normal to a maturing child. Outside the house
was public society; inside the -house was private. Just opening or
closing the screen door behind me was an important experience. I'd
rarely leave home all alone or without reluctance. Walking down
the sidewalk, under the canopy of tall trees, I'd warily notice the —

“suddenly — silent neighborhood kids who stood warily watching
‘me. Nervously, I'd arrive at the grocery store to hear there the
sounds of the gringo — foreign to me — reminding me that in this
world so big, 1 was a foreigner. But then I'd return. Walking back
toward our house, climbing the steps from the sidewalk, when the
front door was open.in summer, I'd hear voices beyond the screen
door talking in Spanish. For a second or two I'd stay, linger there,
listening. Smiling, I'd hear my mother call out, saying in Spanish
(words): “Is that you, Richard?” All the while her sounds would
assure me: You are home now; come closer; inside. With us.

“Si” I'd reply. _

Once more inside the house I would resume (assume) my place
in the family. The sounds would dim, grow harder to hear. Once
more at home, | would grow less aware of that fact. It required,
however, no more than the blurt of the doorbell to alert me to
listen to sounds all over again. The house would turn instantly still
while my mother went to the door. I'd hear her hard English
sounds. I'd wait to hear her voice return to soft-sounding Spanish,
which assured me, as surely as did the clicking tongue of the lock
on the door, that the stranger was gone.

Plainly, it is not healthy to hear such sounds so often. It is not
healthy to distinguish public words from private sounds so easily.
I remained cloistered by sounds, timid and shy in public, too
dependent on voices at home. And yet it needs to be emphasized:
I was an extremely happy child at home. I remember many nights

L)
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when my father would come back from work, and I'd hear him call
out to my mother in Spanish, sounding relieved. In Spanish, he'd
sound light and free notes he never could manage in English. Some-
nights I'd jump up just at hearing his voice. With mis hermanos 1
would come running into the room where he was with my mother.
Our laughing (so deep was the pleasure!)} became screaming. Like
others who know the pain of public alienation, we transformed the
knowledge of our public separateness and made it consoling — the
reminder of intimacy. Excited, we joined our voices in a celebra-'
tion of sounds. We are speaking now the way we never speak out in
public. We are alone — together, voices sounded, surrounded to tell
me. Some nights, no one seemed willing to loosen the hold sounds
had on us. At dinner, we invented new words. (Ours sounded
Spanish, but made sense only to us) We pieced together new
words by taking, say, an English verb and giving it Spanish endings.
My mother's instructions at bedtime would be lacquered with
mock-urgent tones. Or a word like s7 would become, in several
notes, able to convey added measures of feeling. Tongues explored
the edges of words, especially the fat vowels. And we happily
‘sounded that military drum roll, the twirling roar of the Spanish
r. Family language: my family’s sounds. The voices of my parents
and sisters and brother. Their voices insisting: You belong here. We
are family members. Related. Special to one another. Listen! Voices
singing and sighing, rising, straining, then surging, teeming with
pleasure that burst syllables into fragments of laughter. At times it
seemed there was steady quiet only when, from another room, the
rustling whispers of my parents faded and I moved closer to sleep.

2

Supporters of bilingual education today imply that students like me
miss a great deal by not being taught in their family’s language.
What they seem not to recognize is that, as a socially disadvantaged
child, I considered Spanish to be a private language. What I needed
to learn in school was that I had the right — and the obligation —
to speak the public language of los gringos. The odd truth is that
my first-grade classmates could have become bilingual, in the con-
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ventional sense of that word, more easily than 1. Had they been
taught (as upper-middle-class children are often taught early) a
second language like Spanish or French, they could have regarded
it simply as that: another public language. In my case such bilingual-
ism could not have been so quickly achieved. What I did not
believe was that I could speak a single public language.

Without question, it would have pleased me to hear my teach-
ers address me in Spanish when I entered the classroom. 1 would
have felt much less afraid. I would have trusted them and re-
sponded with ease. But [ would have delayed — for how long
postponed? — having to learn the language of public society. 1
would have evaded — and for how long could I have afforded to
delay? — learning the great lesson of school, that I had a public
identity.

Fortunately, my teachers were unsentimental about their re-
sponsibility. What they understood was that | needed to speak a
public language. So their voices would search me out, asking me-
questions. Each time I'd hear them, 1'd look up in surprise to see
a nun’s face frowning at me. I'd mumble, not really meaning to
answer. The nun would persist, “Richard, stand up. Don't look at
the floor: Speak up. Speak to the entire class, not just to me!” But
I couldn’t believe that the English language was mine to use. (In
part, I did not want to believe it) I continued to mumble. I resisted
the teacher's demands. (Did I somehow suspect that once I learned
public language, my pleasing family life would be changed?) Silent,
waiting for the bell to sound, I remained dazed, diffident, afraid.

Because [ wrongly imagined that English was intrinsically a pub-
lic language and Spanish an intrinsically private one, I easily noted
. the difference between classroom language and the language of
home. At school, words were directed to a general audience of
listeners. (“Boys and girls.”) Words were meaningfully ordered. And
the point was not self-expression alone but to make oneself under-
stood by many others. The teacher quizzed: “Boys and girls, why
do we use that word in this sentence? Could we think of a better
word to use there? Would the sentence change its meaning if the
words were differently arranged? And wasn't there a better way of
saying much the same thing?” (I couldn’t say. I wouldn't try to say.)
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Three months. Five. Half a year passed. Unsmiling, ever watch-
ful, my teachers noted my silence. They began to connect my
behavior with the difficult progress my older sister and brother
were making. Until one Saturday morning three nuns arrived at the
house to talk to our parents. Stiffly, they sat on the blue living room
sofa. From the doorway of another room, spying the visitors, I
noted the incongruity — the clash of two worlds, the faces and
voices of school intruding upon the familiar setting of home. 1
overheard one voice gently wondering, “Do your children speak
only Spanish at home, Mrs. Rodriguez?” While another voice
added, “That Richard especially seems so timid and shy.”

That Rich-heard!

With great tact the visitors continued, “Is it possible for you and
your husband to encourage your children to practice their English
when they aré home? Of course, my parents complied. What
would they not do for their children’s well-being? And how could
they have questioned the Church’s authority which those women
represented? In an instant, they agreed to give up the language (the
sounds) that had revealed and accentuated our family’s closeness.
The moment after the visitors left, the change was observed.
“Ahora, speak to us en inglés,” my father and mother united to
tell us. .

" At first, it seemed a kind of game. After dinner each night, the }
family gathered to practice “our” English. (It was still then inglés,
a language foreign to us, so we felt drawn as strangers to it)-
Laughing, we would try to define words we could not pronounce.
We played with strange English sounds, often over-anglicizing our .
pronunciations, And we filled the smiling gaps of our sentences
with familiar Spanish sounds. But that was cheating, somebody
shouted. Everyone laughed. In school, meanwhile, like my brother
and sister, | was required to attend a daily tutoring session. I needed
a full year of special attention. I also needed my teachers to keep
my attention from straying in class by calling out, Rich-heard—
their English voices slowly prying loose my ties to my other name,
its three notes, Ri-car-do. Most of all I needed to hear my mother
and father speak to me in a2 moment of seriousness in broken —
suddenly heartbreaking — English. The scene was inevitable: one
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Saturday morning I entered the kitchen where my parents were
talking in Spanish. I did not realize that they were talking in
Spanish however, until, at the moment they saw me, [ heard their
voices change to speak English. Those gringo sounds they uttered
startled me. Pushed me away. In that moment of trivial misunder-
standing and profound insight, I felt my throat twisted by un-
sounded grief. I turned quickly and left the room. But I had no place
to escape to with Spanish. (The spell was broken,} My brother and
sisters were speaking English in another part of the house,

' Again and again in the days following, increasingly angry, I was
obliged to hear my mother and father: “Speak to us en inglés.”
(Speak.) Only then did I determine to learn classroom English.
Weeks after, Tt happened; ometay 16 school I raised my hand to
volunteer an answer. I spoke out in a loud voice. And I did not-
think it remarkable when the entire class understood. That day, [
moved very far from the disadvantaged child I had been only days
earlier. The belief, the calming assurance that I belonged in public,
had at last taken hold.

“Shortly after, I stopped hearing the high and loud sounds of los
gringos. A more and more confident speaker of English, I didn't
trouble to listen to how strangers sounded, speaking to me. And
there simply were too many English-speaking people in my day for
me to hear American accents anymore, Conversations quickened.
Listening to persons who sounded eccentrically pitched voices,
- usually noted their sounds for an initial few seconds before I
concentrated on what they were saying. Conversations became
content-full. Transparent. Hearing someone’s tone of voice —
angry or questioning or sarcastic or happy or sad — I didn’t distin-
guish it from the words it expressed. Sound and word were thus
tightly wedded, At the end of a day, I was often bemused, always
relieved, to realize how “silent,” though crowded with words, my
day in public had been. (This public silence measured and quick-
ened the change in my life.) 7

At last, seven years old, I came to believe what had been
technically true since my birth: I was an American citizen.

But the special feeling of closeness at home was diminished by
then. Gone was the desperate, urgent, intense feeling of being at
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home; rare was the experience of feeling myself individualized by
‘family intimates. We remained a loving family, but one greatly
changed. No longer so close; no longer bound tight by the pleasing
and troubling knowledge of our public separateness, Neither my
older brother nor sister rushed home after school anymore. Nor did
1. When [ arrived home there would often be neighborhood kids
in the house. Or the house would be empty of sounds.

Following the dramatic Americanization of their children, even
my parents grew more publicly confident. Especially my mother.
She learned the names of all the people on our block. And she
decided we needed to have a telephone installed in the house. My
father continued to use the word gringo. But it was no longer
charged with the old bitterness or distrust. (Stripped of any emo-
tional content, the word simply became a name for those Ameri-
cans not of Hispanic descent.) Hearing him, sometimes, I wasn't
sure if he was pronouncing the Spanish word gringo or saying gringo
in English. X

Matching the silence I started hearing in public was a new quiet
at home. The family’s quiet was partly due to the fact that, as we
children learned more and more English, we shared fewer and
fewer words with our parents. Sentences needed to be spoken-
slowly when a child addressed his mother or father. (Often the
parent wouldn't understand) The child would need to repeat
himself. (Still the parent misunderstood.) The young voice, frus-
trated, would end up saying, “Never mind” — the subject was
closed. Dinners would be noisy with the clinking of knives and
forks against dishes. My mother would smile softly between her
remarks; my father at the other end of the table would chew and
chew at his food while he stared over the heads of his children.

My mother! My father! After English became my primary lan-
guage, I no longer knew what words to use in addressing my
parents. The old Spanish words (those tender accents of sound) I
had used earlier — Mamd and Papd — I couldn't use anymore.
They would have been too painful reminders of how much had
changed in my life. On the other hand, the words [ heard neighbor-
hood kids call their parents seemed equally unsatisfactory. Mother
and Father; Ma, Papa, Pa, Dad, Pop (how I hated the all-American:
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sound of that last word especially) — all these terms I felt were
unsuitable, not really terms of address for my parents. As a result,
I never used them at home. Whenever I'd speak to my parents,
would try to get their attention with eye contact alone. In public
conversations, I'd refer to “my parents” or “my mother and father.”
My mother and father, for their part, responded differently, as
their children spoke to them less. She grew restless, seemed trou-
bled and anxious at the scarcity of words exchanged in the house.
It was she who would question me about my day when I came
home from school. She smiled at small talk. She pried at the edges
of my sentences to get me to say something more. (What?) She'd
join conversations she overheard, but her intrusions often stopped
her children’s talking. By contrast, my father seemed reconciled to
the new quiet. Though his English improved somewhat, he retired
into silence. At dinner he spoke very little. One night his children
and even his wife helplessly giggled at his garbled English pronunci-
ation of the Catholic grace before meals. Thereafter he made his
wife recite the prayer at the start of each meal, even on formal
occasions, when there were guests in the house. Hers became the
public voice of the family. On official business, it was she; not my
father, one would usually hear on the phone or in stores; talking to
strangers. His children grew so accustomed to his silence that, years
later, they would speak routinely of his shyness. (My mother
would often try to explain: both his parents died when he was
eight. He was raised by an uncle who treated him like little more
‘than a menial servant. He was never encouraged to speak. He grew
up alone. A man of few words) But my father was not shy, I
realized, when I'd watch him speaking Spanish with relatives.
Using Spanish, he was quickly effusive. Especially when talking
with other men, his voice would spark, flicker, flare alive with
sounds. In Spanish, he expressed ideas and feelings he rarely re-
vealed in English. With firm Spanish sounds, he conveyed confi-
dence and authority English’ would never allow him. 7_
The silence at home, however, was finally more than a literal

silence. Fewer words passed between parent and child, but more
profound was the silence that resulted from my inattention to
sounds. At about the time I no longer bothered to listen with care
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to the sounds of English in public, I grew careless about listening
to the sounds family members made when they spoke. Most of the
time I heard someone speaking at home and didn't distinguish his
sounds from the words people uttered in public. I didn’t even pay
much attention to my parents’ accented and ungrammatical
speech. At least not at home. Only when I was with them in'public
would 1 grow alert to their accents. Though, even then, their
sounds caused me less and less concern. For I was increasingly
confident of my own public identity.

I would have been happier about my public success had I not -

sometimes recalled what it had been like earlier, when my family

had conveyed its intimacy through a set of conveniently private |

sounds. Sometimes in public, hearing a stranger, I'd hark back to
my past. A Mexican farm worker approached me downtown to ask
directions to somewhere. “Hijito . . . ?” he said. And his voice
summoned deep longing. Another tlme, standing beside my
mother in the visiting room of a Carmelite convent, before the
dense screen which rendered the nuns shadowy figures, I heard
several Spanish-speaking nuns — their busy, singsong overlapping
voices — assure us that yes, yes, we were remembered, all our
family was remembered in their prayers. (Their voices echoed
faraway family sounds)) Another day, a dark-faced old woman —
her hand light on my shoulder — steadied herself against me as she
boarded a bus. She murmured something I couldn’t quite compre-
hend. Her Spanish voice came near, like the face of a never-before-
seen relative in the instant before I was kissed. Her voice, like so
many of the Spanish voices I'd hear in public, recalled the golden
age of my youth. Hearing Spanish then, I continued to be a careful,
if sad, listener to sounds. Hearing a Spanish-speaking family walk-
ing behind me, I turned to look. I smiled for an instant, before my
glance found the Hispanic- -looking faces of strangers in the crowd
going by.

Today I hear bilingual educators say that children lose a degree of

“individuality” by becoming assimilated into public society. (Bilin-
gual schooling was popularized in the seventies, that decade when
middle-class ethnics began to resist the process of assimilation —
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the American melting pot.) But the bilingualists simplistically scorn-
the value-and necessity of assimilation. They do not seem to realize
that there are two ways a person is individualized. So they do not
realize that while one suffers a diminished sense of private in-
~ dividuality by becoming assimilated irito public society, such as-
similation makes possible the achievement of public individuality.

The bilingualists insist that a student should be reminded of his
difference from others in mass society, his heritage. But they equate
mere separateness with individuality. The fact is that only in pri-
vate — with intimates — is separateness from the crowd a pre-
requisite for individuality. (An intimate draws me apart, tells me
that I am unique, unlike all others.) In public, by contrast, full
individuality is achieved, paradoxically, by those who are able to
consider themselves members of the crowd. Thus it happened for
me: only when I was able to think of myself as an American, no
longer an alien in gringo society, could I seek the rights and oppor-
tunities necessary for full public individuality. The social and politi-
cal advantages I enjoy as a man result from the day that [ came to
believe that my name, indeed, is Rich-heard Road-ree-guess. It is
true that my public society today is often impersonal. (My public
society is usually mass society) Yet despite the anonymity of the
crowd and despite the fact that the individuality I achieve in public
is often tenuous — because it depends on my being one in a
crowd — I celebrate the day I acquired my new name. Those
middle-class ethnics who scorn assimilation seem to me filled with
decadent self-pity, obsessed by the burden of public life. Danger-
ously, they romanticize public separateness and they trivialize the
dilemma of the socially disadvantaged.

My awkward childhood does not prove the necessity of bilin-
gual education. My story discloses instead an essential myth of
childhood — inevitable pain. If I rehearse here the changes in my
private life after my Americanization, it is finally to emphasize the
‘public gain. The loss implies the gain: the house I returned to each
afternoon was quiet. Intimate sounds no longer rushed to the door
to greet me. There were other noises inside. The telephone rang.
“ Neighborhood kids ran past the door of the bedroom where 1
was reading my schoolbooks — covered with shopping-bag paper.
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Once I learned public language, it would never again be easy for me
to hear intimate family voices. More and more of my day was spent
hearing words. But that may only be a way of saying that the day
I raised my hand in class and spoke loudly to an entire roomful of
faces, my childhood started to end.

3

I grew up victim to a disabling confusion. As I grew fluent in
English, I no longer could speak Spanish with confidence. I con-
tinued to understand spoken Spanish. And in high school, I learned
how to read and write Spanish. But for many years I could not
pronounce it. A powerful guilt blocked my spoken words; an
essential glue was missing whenever I'd try to connect words to
form sentences. I would be unable to break a barrier of sound, to
speak freely. I would speak, or try to speak, Spanish, and I would
manage to utter halting, hiccupping sounds that betrayed my
unease.

When relatives and Spanish-speaking friends of my parents
came to the house, my brother and sisters seemed reticent to use
Spanish, but at least they managed to say a few necessary words
before being excused. I never managed so gracefully. I was cursed
with guilt. Each time I'd hear myself addressed in Spanish, I would
be unable to respond with any success. I'd know the words I
wanted to say, but I couldn’t manage to say them. I would try to
speak, but everything I said seemed to me horribly anglicized. My
mouth would not form the words right. My jaw would tremble.
After a phrase or two, I'd cough up a warm, silvery sound. And
stop. .

It surprised my listeners to hear me. They'd lower their heads;
better to grasp what I was trying to say. They would repeat their
questions in gentle, affectionate voices. But by then I would answer
in English. No, no, they would say, we want you to speak to us in
Spanish. (*. . . en espafiol.”) But I couldn’t do it. Pocho then they
called me. Sometimes playfully, teasingly, using the tender diminu-
tive — mi pochito. Sometimes not so playfully, mockingly, Pocho.
(A Spanish dictionary defines that word as an adjective meaning
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“colorless” or “bland.” But I heard it as a noun, naming the Mexican- -
American who, in becoming an American, forgets his native soci-
ety) “{Pocho!” the lady in the Mexican food store muttered, shak-
ing her head. I looked up to the counter where red and green
peppers were strung like Christmas tree lights and saw the frown-
ing face of the stranger. My mother laughed somewhere behind
me. (She said that her children didn’t want to practice “our Span-
ish” after they started going to school) My mother’s smiling voice
made me suspect that the lady who faced me was not really angry
at me. But, searching her face, I couldn't find the hint of a smile.
Embarrassed, my parents would regularly need to explain their
children’s inability to speak flowing Spanish during those years. My
mother met the wrath of her brother, her only brother, when he
came up from Mexico one summer with his family. He saw his
nieces and nephews for the very first time. After listening to me,
he looked away and said what a disgrace it was that I couldn’t speak
Spanish, “su proprio idioma.” He made that remark to my mother;
I noticed, however, that he stared at my father.
~ 1 clearly remember one other visitor from those years. A long-
time friend of my father from San Francisco would come to stay
with us for several days in late August. He took great interest in me
after he realized that I couldn’t answer his questions in Spanish. He

‘would grab me as I started to leave the kitchen. He would ask me

something, Usually he wouldn't bother to wait for my mumbled
response. Knowingly, he’d murmur: “;Ay Pocho, Pocho, adénde

‘vas?” And he would press his thumbs into the upper part of my

arms, making me squirm with currents of pain. Dumbly, I'd stand
there, waiting for his wife to notice us, for her to call him off with
a benign smile. I'd giggle, hoping to deflate the tension between us,
pretending that I hadn’t seen the glittering scorn in his glance.

I remember that man now, but seek no revenge in this telling,
I recount such incidents only because they suggest the fierce power
Spanish had for many people I met at home; the way Spanish was
associated with closeness. Most of those people who called me 4
pocho could have spoken English to me. But they would not. They
seemed to think that Spanish was the only language we could use,
that Spanish alone permitted our close association. {Such persons’
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are vulnerable always to the ghetto merchant and the politician
who have learned the value of speaking their clients’ family lan-:
guage to gain immediate trust) For my part, I felt that I had
somehow committed a sin of betrayal by learning English. But
betrayal against whom? Not against visitors to the house exactly.
No, I felt that I had betrayed my immediate family. I knew that my
parents had encouraged me to learn English. I knew that I had
turned to English only with angry reluctance. But once I spoke
English with ease, | came to feel guilty. (This guilt defied logic,) I
felt that I had shattered the intimate bond that had once held the
family close. This original sin against my family told whenever
anyone addressed me in Spanish and I responded, confounded.
But even during those years of guilt, | was coming to sense
certain consoling truths about language and intimacy. I remember
playing with a friend in the backyard one day, when my grand-
mother appeared at the window. Her face was stern with suspicion
when she saw the boy (the gringo) I was'with. In Spanish she called
out to me, sounding the whistle of her ancient breath. My compan-
ion looked up and watched her intently as she lowered the window
and moved, still visible, behind the light curtain, watching us both.
He wanted to know what she had said. [ started to tell him, to
say — to translate her Spanish words into English. The problem
was, however, that though I knew how to translate exactly what
she had told me, I realized that any translation would distort the
deepest meaning of her message: it had been directed only to me.
This message of intimacy could never be translated because it was
not in the words she had used but passed through them. So any
translation would have seemed wrong; her words would have been
stripped of an essential meaning. Finally, I decided not to tell my "
friend anything, I told him that I didn’t hear all she had said.
This insight unfolded in time. Making more and more friends
outside my house, I began to distinguish intimate voices speaking
through English. I'd listen at times to a close friend’s confidential
tone or secretive whisper. Even more remarkable were those in-
stances when, for no special reason apparently, I'd become con-
scious of the fact that my companion was speaking only to me. I'd
marvel just hearing his voice. It was a stunning event: to be able to-
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break through his wotds, to be able to hear this voice of the other,
to realize that it was directed only to me. After such moments of
intimacy outside the house, I began to trust hearing intimacy con-
veyed through my family’s English. Voices at home at last punc-
‘tured sad confusion. I'd hear myself addressed as an intimate at
home once again. Such moments were never as raucous with sound
as past times had been when we had had “private” Spanish to use.
(Our English-sounding house was never to be as noisy as our
Spanish-speaking house had been.) Intimate moments were usually
soft moments of sound. My mothér was in the dining room while
I did my homework nearby. And she looked over at me. Smiled.
Said something — her words said nothing very important. But her
voice sounded to tell me (We are together) 1 was her son.
(Richard! -

Intimacy thus continued at home; intimacy was not stilled by
English. It is true that I would never forget the great change of my
~ life, the diminished occasions of intimacy, But there would also be
times when 1 sensed the deepest truth about language and inti-
macy: intimacy is not created by a particular language; it is created
by intimates. The great change in my life was not linguistic but
social. If, after becoming a successful student, I no longer heard
intimate voices as often as I had earlier, it was not because I spoke
English rather than Spanish. It was because I used public language
for most of the day. I moved easily at last, a citizen in a crowded

city of words. '

4

This boy became a man. In private now, alone, I brood over
language and intimacy — the great themes of my past. In public I
expect most of the faces I meet to be the faces of strangers. (How
do you do?) If meetings are quick and impersonal, they have been
efficiently managed. I rush past the sounds of voices attending only
to the words addressed to me. Voices seem planed to an even
surface of sound, soundless. A business associate speaks in a deep
baritone, but I pass through the timbre to attend to his words, The
crazy man who sells me a newspaper every night mumbles some-
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thing crazy, but I have time only to pretend that I have heard him
say hello. Accented versions of English make little impression on
me. In the rush-hour crowd a Japanese tourist asks me a question,
and I inch past his accent to concentrate on what he is saying. The
Eastern European immigrant in a neighborhood delicatessen speaks
to me through a marinade of sounds, but I respond to his words.
I note for only a second the Texas accent of the telephone operator

or the Mississippi accent of the man who lives in the gpartment

below me. -

My city seems silent until some ghetto black teenagers board the
bus I am on. Because I do not take their presence for granted, I

listen to the sounds of their voices. Of all the accented versions of
English I hear in a day, I hear theirs most intently. They are the
sounds of the outsider. They annoy me for being loud — so self-
sufficient and unconcerned by my presence. Yet for the same
reason they seem to me glamorous. (A romantic gesture against

public acceptance.) Listening to their shouted laughter, I realize my.

own quiet. Their voices enclose my isolation. I feel envious, envi-
ous of their brazen intimacy.

1 warn myself away from such envy, however. I remember the
black political activists who have argued in favor of using black
English in schools. (Their argument varies only slightly from that
made by foreign-language bilingualists) 1 have heard “radical” lin-
guists make the point that black English is a complex and intricate
version of English. And I do not doubt it. But neither do I think that

black English should be a language of public instruction. ‘What;

makes black English inappropriate in classrooms is not something

in the language. It is rather what lower-class speakers make of it.

Just as Spanish would have been a dangerous language for me to
have used at the start of my education, so black English would be
a dangerous language to use in the schooling of teenagers for whom
it reenforces feelings of public separateness.

This seems to me an obvious point, But one that needs to be.

made. In recent years there have been attempts to make the

language of the alien public language. “Bilingual education, two -

ways to understand . . . ,” television and radio commercials glibly
announce. Proponents of bilingual education are careful to say that
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they want students to acquire good schooling. Their argument goes
something like this: children permitted to use their family language
* in school will not be so alienated and will be better able to match
| the progress of English-speaking children in the crucial first months
of instruction. (Increasingly confident of their abilities, such chil-
dren will be more inclined to apply themselves to their studies in
the future)) But then the bilingualists claim another, very different
goal. They say that children who use their family language in school
will retain a seénse of their individuality — their ethnic heritage and
cultural ties. Supporters of bilingual education thus want it both
ways. They propose bilingual schooling as a way of helping stu-
dents acquire the skills of the classroom crucial for public success.
But they likewise insist that bilingual instruction will give students
a sense of their identity apart from the public.

Behind this screen there gleams an astonishing promise: one can
become a public person while still remaining a private person. At
the very same time one can be both! There need be no tension
between the self in the crowd and the self apart from the crowd!
Who would not want to believe such an idea? Who can be sur-
prised that the scheme has won the support of many middle-class
Americans? If the barrio or ghetto child can retain his separateness
even while being publicly educated, then it is almost possible to
believe that there is no private cost to be paid for public success.
Such is the consolation offered by any of the current bilingual
schemes. Consider, for example, the bilingual voters' ballot, In
some American cities one can cast a ballot printed in several
languages. Such a document implies that a person can exercise that
most public of rights — the right to vote — while still keeping
‘apart, unassimilated from public life.

It is not enough.to say that these schemes are foolish and
certainly doomed. Middle-class supporters of public bilingualism
toy with the confusion of those Americans who. cannot speak
standard English as well as they can. Bilingual enthusiasts, more-
over, sin against intimacy. A Hispanic-American writer tells me, “1
will never give up my family language; I would as soon give up my
soul.” Thus he holds to his chest a skein of words, as though it were
the source of his family ties. He credits to language what he should
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credit to family members. A convenient mistake. For as long-as he
holds on to words, he can ignore how much else has changed in his
life. A '

It has happened before. In earlier decades, persons newly suc-
cessful and ambitious for social mobility similarly seized upon
certain “family words.” Working-class men attempting political
power took to calling one another “brother.” By so doing they
escaped oppressive public isolation and were able to unite with
many others like themselves. But they paid a price for this union.
It was a public union they forged. The word they coined to address
one another could never be the sound (brother) exchanged by two.
in intimate greeting. In the union hall the word “brother” became
a vague metaphor; with repetition a2 weak echo of the intimate
sound. Context forced the change. Context could not be overruled.
Context will always guard the realm of the intimate from public
misuse,

Today nonwhite Americans call “brother” to strangers. And
- white feminists refer to their mass union of “sisters.” And white
middle-class teenagers continue to prove the importance of con-
text as they try to ignore it. They seize upon the idioms of the
black ghetto. But their attempt to appropriate such expressions
invariably changes the words. As it becomes a public expression,
the ghetto idiom loses its sound — its message of public separate-
ness and strident intimacy. It becomes with public repetition a
series of words, increasingly lifeless.

The mystery remains: intimate utterance. The communication
of intimacy passes through the word to enliven its sound. But it
-cannot be held by the word. Cannot be clutched or ever quoted.
It is too fluid. It depends not on word but on person.

My grandmother! '

She stood among my other relations mocking me when I no 3
longer spoke Spanish. “Pocho,” she said. But then it made no
difference. (She'd laugh) Our relationship continued. Language '
was never its source. She was a woman in her eighties during the
first decade of my life. A mysterious woman to me, my only living
grandparent. A woman of Mexico. The woman in long black
dresses that reached down to her shoes. My one relative who spoke
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no word of English. She had no interest in gringo society. She
remained completely aloof from the public. Protected by her
daughters. Protected even by me when we went to Safeway to-
gether and I acted as her sranslator. Eccentric woman. Soft. Hard.

When my family visited my aunt’s house in San Francisco, my
grandmother searched for me among my many cousins. She'd chase
them away. Pinching her granddaughters, she’d warn them all away
from me. Then she'd take me to her room, where she had prepared
for my coming. There would be a chair next to the bed. A dusty
jellied candy nearby. And a copy of Life en Espatiol for me to
examine. “There;” she'd say. I'd sit there content. A boy of eight.
Pocho. Her favorite. I'd sift through the pictures of earthquake-
destroyed Latin American cities and blond-wigged Mexican movie
stars. And all the while I'd listen to the sound of my grandmother’s
voice. She'd pace round the room, searching through closets and
drawers, telling me stories of her life. Her past. They were stories
so familiar to me that I couldn’t remember the first time I'd heard
them. I'd look up sometimes to listen. Other times she'd look over
" at me, But she never seemed to expect a response. Sometimes I'd
smile of nod. (I understood exactly what she was saying) But it
never seemed to matter to her one way or another. It was enough
I was there, The words she spoke were almost irrelevant to that
fact — the sounds she made. Content.

The mystery remained: intimate utterance.

I learn little about language and intimacy listening to those social
activists who propose using one’s family language in public life.
Listening to songs on the radio, or hearing a great voice at the opera,
or overhearing the woman downstairs singing to herself at an open
window, 1 learn much more, Singers celebrate the human voice.
Their lyrics are words. But animated by voice those words are
subsumed into sounds. I listen with excitement as the words yield
their enormous power to sound — though the words are never
totally obliterated. In most songs the drama or tension results from
the fact that the singer moves between word (sense) and note
(song): At one moment the song simply “says” something. At
another moment the voice stretches out the words —~—the heart
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cannot contain! — and the voice moves toward pure sound. Words
~ take flight, :

Singing out words, the singer suggests an experience of sound
most intensely mine at intimate moments, Literally, most songs are
about love. (Lost love; celebrations of loving; pleas) By simply
being occasions when sound escapes word, however, songs put me
in mind of the most intimate moments of my life. '

Finally, among all types of song, it is the song created by lyric
poets that | find most compelling, There is no other public occasion
of sound so important for me. Written poems exist on a page, at
first glance, as a mere collection of words. And yet, despite this,
without musical accompaniment, the poet leads me to hear the
sounds of the words that I read. As song, the poem passes between
sound and sense, never belonging for long to one realm or the other.
As public artifact, the poem can never duplicate intimate sound.
But by imitating such sound, the poem helps me recall the intimate
times of my life. I read in my room — alone — and grow conscious
of being alone, sounding my voice, in search of another. The poem
serves then as a memory device. It forces remembrance, And
refreshes. It reminds me of the possibility of escaping public words,
the possibility that awaits me in meeting the intimate.

The poems I read are not nonsense poems. But I read them for
reasons which, I imagine, are similar to those that make children
. play with meaningless rhyme. I'have watched them before: [ have
noticed the way children create private languages to keep away the
adult; [ have heard their chanting riddles that go nowhere in logic
but hark back to some kingdom of sound; I have watched them
listen to intricate nonsense rhymes, and I have noted their wonder.
I was never such a child. Until I was six years old, [ remained in a
magical realm of sound. I didn't need to remember that realm
because it was present to me. But then the screen door shut behind
me as I left home for school. At last I began my movement toward
words. On the other side of initial sadness would come the realiza-
tion that intimacy cannot be held. With time would come the
knowledge that intimacy must finally pass.

I would dishonor those I have loved and those I love now to
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claim anything else. I would dishonor our closeness by holding on
to a particular language and calling it my family language. Intimacy
is not trapped within words. It passes through words. It passes. The
truth is that intimates leave the room. Doors close. Faces move
away from the window. Time passes. Voices recede into the dark.
Death finally quiets the voice. And there is no way to deny it. No
way to stand in the crowd, uttering one's family language.

The last time I saw my grandmother I was nine years old. I can
tell you some of the things she said to me as I stood by her bed.
I cannot, however, quote the message of intimacy she conveyed
with her voice. She laughed, holding my hand. Her voice illumined
disjointed memories as it passed them again. She remembered her
husband, his green eyes, the magic name of Narciso. His early
death. She remembered the farm in Mexico. The eucalyptus
nearby. (Its scent, she remembered, like incense.) She remembered
the family cow, the bell round its neck heard miles away. A
dog. She remembered. working as a seamstress. How she’d leave
her daughters and son for long hours to go into Guadalajara
to work. And how my mother would come running toward
her in the sun — her bright yellow dress— to see her return.
“Mmmaaammmmaaaa,” the old lady mimicked her daughter (my
" mother) to her son. She laughed. There was the snap of a cough.
An aunt came into the room and told me it was time I should leave.
“You can see her tomorrow,” she promised. And so I kissed my
grandmother’s cracked face. And the last thing [ saw was her thin,
oddly youthful thigh, as my aunt rearranged the sheet on the bed.

At the funeral patfdr a few days after, I knelt with my relatives
during the rosary. Among their voices but silent, I traced, then lost,
the sounds of individual aunts in the surge of the common prayer.
And [ heard at that moment what I have since heard often again —
the sounds the women in my family make when they are praying
in sadness. When I went up to look at my grandmother, I saw her
through the haze of a veil draped over the open lid of the casket.
Her face appeared calm — but distant and unyielding to love. It
was not the face I remembered seeing most often. It was the face
she made in public when the clerk at Safeway asked her some
question and I would have to respond. It was her public face the
mortician had designed with his dubious art.
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