Inst the lush backdrop of rural El Salvador at the turn of
tury, Claudia Lars' richly evocative memoir Is a simple,
bfound tribute to the folklore, customs, and traditions of
pople. It is a lyrical exaltation of her land's beauty,
ing with warm, vibrant imagery. Born to an lIrishs
an father and a Salvadoran mother, Lars takes readers
enchanting journey that celebrates her dual heritage and
, with innocence and charm, the gradual self-awareness
lld who, from a very young age, was endowed with the
fa poet.

f Childhood was first published in El Salvador in 1958,
tly in its seventeenth edition, it is an award-winning
that has become a beloved national classic as well as
od reading for students in secondary schools and
ity classrooms.

a lLars (1899-1974) was a gifted
ran writer whose extensive body of
earned her much critical praise and
ition  throughout Latin America. She
iwd one book of prose and fourteeh

of poetry, establishing herself as El

ir’s most distinguished poet.
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CHELES

My father was born in the United States of America, not far from Scrantom &
Pennsylvania. His friend, Mister Jeffries, was a native of Atanta, Georgia. he
two men had spent their childhood and adolescence in very different environ
ments and, despite their strong friendship, their distinct personalities ofi
placed them on opposing sides.

My father belonged to an adventurous Irish family who had endured povers
and innumerable difficulties. They had hopelessly fought for their island’s _.29_.6
dom and had later enthusiastically embraced the democratic ideas of the New
World, where they believed they had finally found the promised land. Mister Jefs
frics, on the other hand, had been raised by a chocolate-colored servant E:Er&_

the nch milico of the southern coton plantations.

I hey say Jettries did not leave his country for any material reasons, hig
and

he he would find, within the confines of the myster

_-«.. PLLN B

he longed o know other lands and other peoples. Like Cortés

Mzaceo, he _._.:_.,____.w_ h

ous tropical jungles, glittering, palaces, or perhaps a barefoot Indian princess witl
the eyes of a gazelle. Tam sure that he never would have joined the savage creature
in the bonds of matrimony, but I am just as certain that he would have fallen i
love with her with all the impetuousness of his passionate heart. Very proper and
southern in his speech, he was never afraid of publicly denouncing the Yankees'
many sins, and when someone talked about the incredible awakening of Gear
gia’s colored people, of the industries that were replacing the old plantations, o
the demands and victories of the working masses, Jeffries would always express:
his controversial views, shocking and scandalizing people. His outbursts had
made him famous. |

Mister Jeffries was not tall, but he had the strength of an athlete. His tanned
skin, his sharp, vigilant eyes, taut lips, strong arms, and limber legs reminded me
of a satiated jaguar. At his side, my father looked like a starving eagle. i

Jeffries had married a fine and elegant woman in Costa Rica, but due to his g
restless nature, he soon separated from his wife and devoted himself to wandering

across the Central American isthmus. In Nicaragua, he killed alligators and =

snakes; in Guatemala, he visited the ancient Mayan ruins and collecied idols and

Mo

CriBLEN

Gl beadss in Panama, he i yated o dacmg, _____x__._..__r__, venture which e

led with cremendous pride and eothustasng in Fl Salvador he associaced witl

(i povErnment groups i the frequent revolutions at the turn ol the century;
n Honduras he performed such extraordinary feats that the locals soon
Legan to call him “the general.” On one of his cheeks, a stray bullet had lefe 4
{4l mark, and every scar on his body was testament to his intrepid exploits,
(acious with the ladies, this exceptional character was also a fricnd o the
L iohborhood children and an expert leader of Indians and mestizos. | demanding
i times; yet always fair, he never imposed his authority in a cruel manner or got
gty without just cause. He vehemently fought for his convictions and honor,
ol those who contradicted him had to be prepared to suffer the consequences,
[ Jeliries was a terrible adversary. Nevertheless, his servant professed him grea
{lection, his dog followed him like a shadow, and in cheap E._,m.,ﬂ or dark taverns,
Lumble patrons often invited him to a drink or a cup of coffee. Like a Spanish
Jictocrat, he was capable of befriending any boor without losing his status as o
snileman. He was known for mocking many of his fellow >::.._.:_...:_., and fon
‘mning their insatiable greed, expressing with great emphasis his dislike for
ol “sharks.” However, he would never allow anybody to show contempt foi il
{nied States or ridicule one of his compatriots.
‘| can insult my mother because [ am her son,” he would say in a rage, ready
Lis fists for combat, “but I will not lec anyone else insult her!”
lonically, this complex individual would also defend Central Amenican pio
[rom American travelers, whose remarks and attitudes greatly exasper atedd b

:.._

g

fils
1l provoked him to say terrible things:

Idiots! They think they can keep these beautiful lands in a camera! The
\lieve they are John Lloyd Stephens, yet they confuse the ruins of Copian wili
(e city of Tegucigalpa! They are foolish, superimmunized beings, w
/lica alter eating a guava, and play prissy games like tennis and goll maead of

nfronting the dangers of the jungle!”

When Jeffries passed through El Salvador, on his way to another country, e
liwayvs visited our village and stayed at “the small house.” That house was iy
(her's haven, and was arranged according to his preferences. It had a
“1ed veranda, a bright parlor with crammed bookshelves where he would seques
1t himself to read, draw, or secretly write mystic love poems, and a small patio
where several gardenias opened their white and fragrant petals. In the garden,

nevt to the patio, he cultivated his rose-colored cocoa-plum trees, his sweet man

et i

gos, and his mandarin oranges. Since my mother and Grandfather didn’c undea

dand English and had no desire to learn, my father usually entertained his
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American guests at his cottage where, despite s modese dunensions, he el
would be more comfortable.

Almost every Saturday, cheles arrived on the alternoon tain: from San Sal
dor, from Acajutla, and from the mines located in the castern part of the sy
republic. They appeared on the main street of our village, wearing white Ly
suits, straw hats, and the smiles of contented folk. All day Sunday, they resied
comfortable rocking chairs or hammocks, stuffing fine tobacco in their loy
amber pipes, and watching the volcano’s eruptions. ;

“The misters are here,” Chica would say, as she occupied herself in the |y
house’s kitchen. “There they are, babbling away and sipping that drink they |
so much.”

For the family servants, “babbling away” was speaking any language ol
than their deformed Spanish, and the drink the misters seemed to relish was na
other than Scotch whiskey mixed with water.

On several occasions, Joe Milner, the same slender vagabond who had accon
panied young Patrick on his expeditions through South America, and whom iy
father regarded with brotherly affection, joined the group of friends at the _,.._:ﬁm -
house. He was either traveling from Jamaica, or on his way to California, return:
ing from Mexico, or waiting for the ship that would take him to Panama. .

“Where is Lady Rowena?” he would cheerfully demand the moment ¢

2

arrived at our home. “I have wonderful a surprise for her!

And since I was Lady Rowena—a name Joe Milner had given me in honor of
Walter Scott’s heroine—he would carefully open his bulging canvas bag and
hand me a pair of cowboy pants, a box of candied fruit, a case of colored pencils;
and a string of shiny, glass beads. Barely containing their impatience, every mem-
ber of the household would then gather around him, as Joe distributed lovely,
unexpected gifts with the skill and flair of a magician.

“Seeds for Nijia Teresita’s garden!...A recipe book for Nifia Adelal...A lace
doily for Niiza Mina’s dresser!... This doll for Maruca!...This one for her friend
Erlindal...A dictionary for N7jia Meches!...Soaps for Juana Morales!... Two
fancy combs for Chica!...An apron for Andreal...A petticoat for Toribia!...A
Mexican leather belt for Don Felipe!...”

“And...this dress...is for the lady of the house,” he would finally say, with a
deep bow.

Blushing, my mother would admire a green satin dress with embroidered ruf-
fles and a low-cut, scooped neckline that would have scandalized the neighbors
and the ladies of the village, who usually wore simple, cotton dresses. Thus, the

luxurious garment would be reserved for special occasions—perhaps for a visit to

4 ‘_..__ A_.. ,/._: ¢ _

vovineial familles who could aftord the trip would caperly

el o a dismal dheater o watch o mediocre presentation ol La raviata,

i, o }.h.._n..:__«,h,__f_
Vil what did you bring for me?” !
Lot you, Pat, something exquisite. Just exactly what you need.
[ would then offer his friend a small package and, after suspiciously remov-
veral layers of colorful dssue paper, my father would burst out laughing and
fifer an ,,x_,_,i,Zc in English. It was a box of laxaives! . )

{0 Milner's visits always brought great happiness to the children of the _:ﬂ:z.,.-
Ll whom he amused with entertaining stories and whimsical songs. At night,
I would go near a wall and, with his hands’ shadows, give life and movement J:
| cariety of amusing licte animals. Sometimes, he would tell us the tale of Rip
\ 1 Winkle, Sir Walter Raleigh, Pocahontas and Captain Smith’s tender z.,?r.:.

or accounts of how the Pilgrims came to America in the Mayflower. His
Ciatives. however, would distinctly acquire added enthusiasm and 55:,:.”“
hen he recalled Lake Titicaca, “so high, it almost seems like heaven’s doorway.
e Andes’ snowcapped peaks, the majestic city of Lima, “where all women _::r..
(lowers,” and the river-sea that pulses and glides through the dark jungles of

my Luher would playfully interrapt.

AT

e,

[razil.
is voice was soft and full of profound scales, and his gaze seemed to contem-

plate a road of memories. At the time, I knew very little about r._w nrm;n_,c_. zJ:_
i rsonal affairs, yet he so impressed my childish sensitivity, that his attractive _;_".
\we has remained engraved in my memory, with vivid colors and .aﬁ..,:_,.,__ his
ieamer’s face. his melancholic eyes, his eloquent thetoric, his loyal affection, and
(e thoughtful gifts tha suggested we had accompanied him on his voyages
(hroughout foreign lands.

One day, Joe Milner and General Jeffries arrived together at the small house
il remained there for several months. They both felt tired and needed a .m::__
iest. Tt was during this particular visit, that Joe, the mnﬂmnm_, and my father
Jdecided to expand and cultivate the small gardenia plantation. They Sm:.r.p,_ (o
impress Mister Jenkins and my father’s other frequent guests, who were especially

fond of the beautiful, white flowers. Using special gardening tools, the three
o open new holes, and to build better hedges,

friends began to remove clods, d to ;
fretfully hovering over the baby plants and eagerly anticipating H.rn. future crop's
sweet perfume. However, along with the first tiny buds, a vm:m__o.: of zompopos
Jlso arrived—Central American leaf-cutter ants which, with their tireless pincers,

can decimate an entire vine in one single night.
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i most countries around the world, farmers had o fieh teuly dithcnle batles

against an infinity of unrelenting insects. The three gardeners tried a variety of
known remedies in a desperate attempt to destroy the importunate pests, but
their methods were hopelessly inadequate. They were almost ready to give up,
when the general—honoring his nickname—informed his comrades that he had
prepared a magic formula that contained everything from sulfur to gunpowder,
and could set the very sea on fire. According to the inventor, they could readily
eliminate cheir foe by irrigating the potent mixture into their subterranean
homes. Once victory was attained, it would be easy to patent the invention and
make a huge profit.

Thus, on a beautiful moonlit night, the three friends placed the strange con-
coction at the mouth of cach anthill and, after opening the faucets at the back of
the main house, waited for the water to flood their enemies’ underground ciries
through carefully constructed channels. As they triumphantly watched the water
slowly disappear into the holes, the weary men finally decided to go to bed, conh-
dent they had put an end to their annoying problem.

Grandfather’s two nieces lived behind the small house. They spent their lives
embroidering, darning, baking pastries, and growing old amidst endless anxieties
and pruderies. The wwo spinsters always carried paper fans decorated with birds
and burterflies, and never set foot on the street without a parasol to protect them
from the sun. Because they were uncommonly small, they were known around
the village as the Veguita sisters.

Back in those days, American toilets had not yet appeared in our country, and
latrines in well-to-do homes consisted of deep excavations covered with movable
lids that served as a seat. Such compartments looked like royal thrones and were
located in little adobe huts a short distance from the rest of the house.

The morning after the horticultural experiment, the spinsters’ cries stirred the
entire neighborhood into an uproar. Still in their nightgowns, the two women
frantically interrupted each other as they attempted to explain what had hap-
pened:

“We were awakened by a strange smell that seemed to come from there. .. from
the latrine,” they breathlessly repeated in a shrill voice. “Praying to all the saints,
we lic a lamp, removed the lid, and looked inside. The stench became unbearable,
and to our horror, we noticed the hole was filling up with water! An aquatic vein
from the volcano has probably reached our house and now everything is flooded

and smells of sulfur!”

_.__. thive

___.. Al

cocmmphioes soon realized thae the warer dhae had heen URTRTIRTIE

- had somchow found s way 1o the sisiers” Larine. Tanehing

wlls

antil tears rolled down their cheeks, they closed the faucets and bit their o
wo as not to reveal their secret. Later, Hrnw_ joined the curious crowd and weni 1o
visit the flooded house.

‘I smells of sulfur,” said Joe Milner, wrinkling his nose.

“Yes, it smells of sulfur,” agreed my father.

“What we have here is definitely volcanic sulfur,” explained the general, with
the solemnity of a scientist.

The mayor assured Grandfather that such an unusual occurrence had proba
bly originated in the volcano. The priest, the school principal, the telegraphist,
and the rest of the townspeople shared the same opinion. A reporter from the
capital wrote a long article about “the mysterious geological phenomenon,” and
the Veguita sisters were delighted to see their name and picture in the newspaper.

Time went by with its trials and tribulations, and one rainy day in August we
received news that Joe Milner had died. He died during one of his endless voy-
ages, following a path that ultimately led him to the most beautiful place he had
ever visited, taking with him the magic of his words and the twinkle of his deep,
blue eyes. Nevertheless, the memory of his marvelous narratives has remained
alive and vibrant in a sensitive heart, which now invokes his name and writes
upon his footsteps these simple words of love: what a great friend he was!

Mister Jeffries went into seclusion as he grew older, and later took refuge in
the home of noble friends. One morning, the general decided o return to his
country. He wanted to see his son and his daughters, now married and living in
Adanta; he wanted to enjoy the delicious Georgian cuisine; he wanted to admire
the forgotten landscapes; to talk in his own language and with his own people.
He would later return to these lands, for he was a tropical bird. He was certain
that the winter frosts would aggravate his ailments and his theumartism. He just
wanted to play in the snow for a while, like when he was a little boy.

And the general left at last, full of dreams and projects...He never came back,
for the first December snows carried him to his grave. There, in the land of the
old cotton plantations, his bones turned into grass and flowers, or perhaps into a
tall, majestic tree which, on autumn afternoons, sings a nostalgic song of sun-

shine.
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