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Praise for the work of Rolando Hinojosa:
“Another unusual police procedural is Rolando Hinojosa’s realistic-feeling Ask a Policeman. As this case about cross-border murder and drug-smuggling unravels, Hinojosa gets to you in his sneaky way. He’s witty about the Orwellian bylaws in the middle-class neighborhoods of Klail City, Texas . . . and once in a while he nails a character with a single line of dialogue. Hinojosa is also mordantly funny about the local law enforcement honchos who queue up at the U.S. federal trough.”               —The Washington Post on Ask a Policeman
“Rolando Hinojosa has established himself as sole owner and proprietor of fictional Belken County, which, like the author’s native Mercedes, is situated in the Lower Rio Grande Valley. If Belken is the Lone Star Yoknapatawpha, Hinojosa is its Faulkner.”             —The Texas Observer on Ask a Policeman: A Rafe Buenrostro Mystery
“The timeless truths of war—the slaughter of civilians, atrocities condoned, legions of refugees—are related with near-documentary realism in this powerful novel of the Korean War. Hinojosa draws on his own experience in Korea to reveal the racism that Mexican Americans faced from fellow soldiers. Hinojosa gives us a graphic picture of the unchanging face of war—raw, gritty and inhumane.”             —Publishers Weekly on The Useless Servants
“Hinojosa’s novel is in the form of a diary kept by a young Mexican-American soldier serving in the Korean War. Its spare style, heavily spiced with military lingo, and episodic form are intended to recreate the fragmented process of discovery that occurs when one is at war. But what the narrator, Rafe Buenrostro, discovers is not heroism or patriotism, but the futility of war and its heavy human toll.”             —Booklist on The Useless Servants
“Like Faulkner, [Hinojosa] has created a fictional county (Belken County), invested it with centuries of complex history, and populated it with generations of families and a host of unique characters. The saga is a rich mosaic, and Hinojosa renders the collective social history of a Chicano community. Hinojosa’s tack in this novel is to dramatize how the community responds to la mujer nueva, the Chicana who eschews traditional roles and asserts her independence and individuality. [He] spins the story of Becky and her twenty-five friends and enemies with sensitivity, humor, wit and keen insight into the history and attitudes of the people of the lower Rio Grande Valley of Texas.”           —World Literature Today on Becky and Her Friends
“Hinojosa turns his Faulknerian gaze upon a particular family struggle, in this case a divorce. It is an opportunity to observe a master of voice and characterization at work, to watch a web-spinner weave a narrative masterpiece.”           —The Texas Observer on Becky and Her Friends 
“Themes which predominate and are explored in a humorous, good natured fashion include: the migration experience of Texan Mexicans, family feuds, the ongoing conflict between Anglos and Mexicans and the experiences of Mexicans in the Korean conflict and the Second World War. While Hinojosa explores the exploitation of Texas Mexicans at the hands of Anglos, his message is never heavy-handed or didactic, but rather pointed and understated. Hinojosa has an unusual talent for capturing the language and spirit of his subject matter.”           —Western American Literature on Klail City
“Hinojosa’s Dear Rafe effectively uncovers social, economic and political relationships along the Texas border. A mystery of sorts, it permits readers to make their own judgments about the reality of Klail City. The dozens of characters speaking in their own voices create not a babble but a sort of call and response pattern between cultures, classes and generations. With a quiet irony and persistent understatement, Hinojosa describes an alien place that is part of who we are as a people.”            —Newsday on Dear Rafe
“Hinojosa’s obvious and heartfelt feminism, his linguistic facility, erudite allusions and, above all, his witty, colloquial, epigrammatic pronouncements make this novel a feast for scholars.”	—Choice on Dear Rafe
“Rites and Witnesses has delighted and mystified [Hinojosa’s] audience. In the very ambiguity of the documents, his purpose becomes known. The issues are clear, the battle lines are drawn, the reader now knows that what is at stake is the death of a culture.”	—Houston Chronicle on Rites and Witnesses
“Partners in Crime reads like Dashiell Hammett with a Texas twang, but underneath it all is Hinojosa’s gift for conversational lyricism. . . . a brilliant technical achievement.”	—Dallas Morning News on Partners in Crime
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Introduction:
The Many Lives of Rolando Hinojosa
I recall first meeting Rolando Hinojosa in the early 1980s at an MLA (Modern Language Association) National Convention. He had just delivered a paper at a panel and was answering questions in the hallway just as he was leaving. Besides beginning a career as a writer, Hinojosa was one of the first Chicano professor activists advocating for the inclusion of Chicano literature within the MLA. I was waiting in line to introduce myself. I had just begun my career as an assistant professor. A Chicano graduate student had questioned, in a more critical than inquisitive tone, why Hinojosa just wrote about one county in Texas. That Hinojosa had, obviously, read widely in many literatures did not matter to the student. Or that other writers like James Joyce, William Faulkner, Juan Rulfo and Gabriel García Márquez had chosen to write about their own fictional corner of the world did not matter either. Hinojosa smiled back without any anger and responded that he was happy with his county and did not see a need to change that. Hinojosa had two published novels in the United States at that time, Estampas del valle y otras obras (1973) and Generaciones y semblanzas (1977). We did not yet know his expanding literary corner of the world, Belken County, Texas. As is well known, Hinojosa has continued with his Klail City Death Trip Series through some eleven installments; his latest We Happy Few was published in 2006.
Hinojosa is a Chicano writer who spans the entire tradition, one of the founding members of what is termed the Quinto Sol Generation. He received the third annual Premio Quinto Sol for Novel in 1973. This is now ancient history of which many of my current graduate and all of my undergraduate students are not aware. In his We Happy Few, Hinojosa enters the world of campus politics, faculty promotions and tenure at Belken State University. In his first two novels of the 1970s, readers were introduced in Spanish to nineteenth-century Texas Mexicano ranching culture and the deaths of elder Mexicanos who passed away in mid- twentieth century. This then is a developing history that Hinojosa has been writing in a variety of literary forms, chronicle, biographical sketch, epistolary novel, diary, detective fiction, comedy and poetry all told through monologues, conversations, dialogues with his characteristic wit, humor and irony. Needless to say, Hinojosa is one of the tradition’s canonical writers. 
But it should be clear that becoming canonical was not an easy matter for the first generation of Chicano writers or those who were Chicanos or Mexicanos before the Chicano Movement. Becoming a student, an academic, a professor and a writer had its strange turns and twists. The many lives of Rolando Hinojosa began before the Chicano Movement as a teenager in the mountains above Saltillo, Coahuila, in a Mexican rural environment where he wrote his first stories, which were in Spanish; upon returning from Mexico, Hinojosa joined the army and served in Korea; the citizen soldier returned to Texas for undergraduate study at the University of Texas, Austin in the 1950s; he earned an M.A. at New Mexico Highlands University in 1963 and a Ph.D. at the University of Illinois in 1969, both advanced degrees were in Spanish literature. He was a “Chicano scholar” before the Chicano Movement.
A Voice of My Own: Essays and Stories is a parallel volume to Hinojosa’s fragmented history of Belken County. Those who know Hinojosa’s fiction understand his own use of time. Readers, more often than not, are left in medias res, looking at the past from an indeterminate present and anticipating a future yet to be told. This constancy of change can occur within as well as between books. In A Voice of My Own, Hinojosa’s life is more fully fleshed out, certainly as a writer, but also as son, student, high school teacher, civil servant, office manager, sales manager, laborer, professor, university administrator, translator and as a Texas Mexicano from the Rio Grande Valley who has lived through decades of change. There is much useful personal and institutional history in this volume that can take the reader back to the Klail City Death Trip Series.
A Voice of My Own presents a collection of essays spanning some three decades. History, place, language and the border are the constant interrelated themes of the essays. Hinojosa is a product of the first northern Mexican settlers in the Spanish Province of Nuevo Santander established in 1749 which along the Rio Grande would become the cradle of ranching culture in the United States. This history has nurtured a sense of place based not on cattle and horsemen but on relationships among family and friends, a way of looking at the world from a disadvantaged position given the history of Texas but with a certainty of self and cultural identity. Like Hinojosa in these essays, his characters survey the situation, the problem and arrive at decisions, conclusions in a rational manner. Loud, blustery voices are not part of his characters nor of Hinojosa’s voice. 
The early settlers brought with them northern Mexican Spanish which has remained constant through the twenty-first century. I am pleased that A Voice of My Own includes essays in Spanish. In 2011, Spanish is a personal as well a public language, of oral expression as well as literary expression in the United States. Hinojosa makes it clear in this volume that literature in Spanish had existed in Texas before the Chicano Movement of the 1960s. As then, this language continues to unify Spanish-speakers across the jurisdictional barrier between Mexico and the United States. Hinojosa says it often in this collection; the border was never a cultural barrier. In the initial essay, “A Voice of One’s Own,” Hinojosa responded to Richard Rodriguez’s Hunter of Memory (1981), to his shame of being Mexican, the son of Spanish-speaking parents, so much so that Rodriguez advocated against bilingual education and the use of Spanish as a public language. With Rodriguez in mind, Hinojosa wrote “I wonder about those who choose adaptation over true happiness in a desire to please others; and I wonder, but not for very long, about those who ignore, and about those who choose to deny the existence of at least two cultures” (4-5). Hinojosa’s parents, Manuel G. Hinojosa and Carrie Effie Smith, like other Mexican and Anglo families and marriages from the Valley, both spoke Spanish and English. Hinojosa is the finest exponent in literature of the duality and fusion of these two cultures.
The border as a political barrier between two cultures has existed since 1835—the Texas Republic. The subsequent War of 1848, Hinojosa writes, created the Valley, el Valle which is Texas (in the past Union and Confederate) north of the Rio Grande but always will be Mexican which also means that social and racial strife will continue to condition relations among cultures be they Mexican, Anglo or African American. In addition to wars on  Mexican-U.S. soil and in Korea, Hinojosa recalls the Mexican Revolution of 1910. After the celebrations of the centennial of the Revolution, it will serve us well to emphasize that this Mexican civil war declared in San Antonio was a northern Mexican phenomenon that also included Texas Mexicanos. As we discover in this volume in “E Pluribus Vitae,” Don Manuel G. Hinojosa, like other Mexicanos del Valle, supported the Mexican Revolution. Throughout Hinojosa’s fiction, the Revolution has been a constant—his first short story written in the 1940s as a youth in Coahuila was based on events in the Revolution. As in 1910 with Mexican émigrés in el Valle recalled by Hinojosa, Mexican immigrants have continued in waves after waves to enter the United States and el Valle. Let’s now in 2011 state clearly that Hinojosa is an American writer, a Texas writer, a Chicano writer and a writer of the Mexican cultural diaspora of North America.
Rolando Hinojosa and I did eventually meet at that MLA Convention. I was patient and took my turn. Readers of A Voice of My Own will find a voice that has remained constant in his fiction, in these essays and in his lives. Rolando is a friend and through the years the profession has brought us together in Germesheim, Paris, Aix-en-Provence, New Haven, Austin, Palo Alto, Claremont and Los Angeles. I have relied on his knowledge as an administrator, scholar, writer and friend. He has always been generous with his time, support and advice. Most recently, he expressed his condolences for my recent personal losses. I thank him here publicly. In the very insightful “The Baroque in the Life and Literature of the Hispano-American,” Hinojosa speaks of the brevity of life as the most Baroque of all elements. Life is “[i]n brief, a one-way trip where we all share the same destination if not the same estimated time of departure” (111). The solemnity of death, the passing away of time and life, is acknowledged in his Baroque novel, the Klail City Death Trip Series, in the essays collected here in this volume and, personally, in our friendship. These essays in A Voice of My Own whether in the form of personal recollection, biographical sketch, short story or literary criticism are all delivered with that unmistakable Hinojosa style—direct, personal, witty and honest. The voice does not vary. It’s the one I heard in that hallway many years ago.
ESSAYS
A Voice of One’s Own
(1982)
Texas Library Association (TLA) San Antonio, TX
I make no claim to a privileged position in regard to living in two cultures or within two cultures or, even, between two cultures. I happen to think and to observe that most of us who reside in Texas live in various cultures, anyway. And, if one is to believe the latest U.S. Census Report in regard to the population make up of Texas, there are some 2.9 million Texas Mexicans who are residents of this state. Of that number, then, I’d hazard the claim that some ninety-five percent—an arbitrary figure—are bound by both cultures. But, by the same token, and in varying degrees of intensity in acculturation and assimilation, many Anglo Texans and Black Texans are also living in a bicultural environment.
It’s a busy two-way street this thoroughfare of ours, and, as is well known, no one group can live and work in proximity to another without developing some cultural as well as some psy chological bonds. Now, that some people do not recognize this, or that they choose to ignore this, or that they choose to deny this fact, nevertheless, the fact remains. Eustace Budgell, a minor figure in English history, once remarked that facts are bother some things in that they refuse to go away. Bonds exist.
The following is a fact of unperceived biculturalism: In this city, the Ignacio Lozano family, through its newspaper, La Prensa, and through its other publications as well as through its own publishing house, maintained a Texas Hispanic tradition in arts and letters for over fifty years. And not only here in San Anto nio, but also throughout the state. That the majority population, that is, the solely English-speaking population, did not recognize this does not and did not alter the fact that La Prensa and thus Texas Mexican letters existed and enjoyed rude health.
That distribution was carried on a daily basis for those fifty years, that Mexican national writers as well as homegrown Texas Mexicans contributed to its literary pages (as my present colleague, Américo Paredes, did, as a young poet some forty years ago) may have been ignored by the rest of Texas, but this too, did not and does not alter the fact of La Prensa’s long and lively existence.
The inheritors of this half-century of literary tradition were well served by this tradition in Texas, and when their sons and daughters began to write and to publish in Spanish, or in English, or in both languages as a matter of conscious choice, and then began calling it Chicano Literature, it didn’t matter if there were denials of its existence—the facts, proof and evidence of its existence were and are both palpable and available. And because of subsequent creativity, publication and distribution, those who buy and read the texts enjoy the two cultures which are, after all, inextricably bound. As professional librarians, I’m sure that you noticed the omission of the words acquisition and cataloguing when I mentioned creativity, publication and distribution.
Let me assure you that I and other writers can take care of the first; that friends and colleagues such as Professors Kanellos and Rodríguez* can handle the publication and the distribution of it, but it is you—and no one else—who is responsible for acquisition, cataloguing and, eventually, the assigning of shelf space for this literature. And this is your charge since one can neither ignore nor deny the existence of this American literature.
All of us live within two cultures—in varying degrees, as I said, and whatever the degree, the two cultures are inescapable.
I speak neither in rancor nor in disappointment; a learned society such as yours needs no preaching of truths since librari ans and no one else in or out of the academy are the maintainers and the keepers of the keys to the libraries, those repositories of learning without which no nation can either survive or call itself free. Yours, then, is a most serious responsibility.
When I was first asked to consider speaking before you in the Summer of 1982, I asked, among other things, what the topic would be. The topic would be the two cultures. I also took it upon myself that this also meant the lack of awareness and the omissions in Texas’ cul tures, and I’ll tell you why: One of the courses I teach at the University is Life and Literature of the Southwest. The number for the course is E 342, an upper-division course populated, mostly, by graduating seniors. We read George Sessions Perry, Américo Paredes, Fred Gipson, Katherine Anne Porter, Tomás Rivera and Larry McMurtry, among others. Prior to my coming to the University on a full-time basis, no Texas Mexican writers were read in that course; it was a simple omission and nothing personal since Texas Mexican writers were already included in similar courses in as disparate universities as Texas A&M, North Texas State University, Tarleton State University and the like. A simple omission, as I said, and one that was corrected without fanfare.
The chief reason presented for the inclusion of the Texas Mexican writers—and their talent demanded it—lay in the question, how, then, can one conduct classes about Texas literature, in a course devised years ago by J. Frank Dobie, which do not include the writings of and about those Texans who comprise an important part of Texas history and culture? A similar question could be raised for our public and school libraries and their holdings if such omissions exist.
On a personal note, the very fact of my being the issue of my Texas Mexican father and his Anglo Texas wife, and because of my long life in Texas, I have seen and lived in both cultures from a first-hand experience. But it has also been my experience to note a certain reticence by some to recognize the worth of the seemingly parallel cultures in Texas life. As a few of you may know, I was born in the Valley; I was nurtured there and educated there both in Mexican and in American Schools. One language supplanted the other for a while, but eventually they balanced each other out. What developed from this, among other matters, was an idiosyncratic vision of the world; an awareness of differ ences and similarities. What I worked on, as far as my life was concerned, was toward a personal voice which was to become my public voice.
What you see here, this professor, and what ideas I may present, is what you will see in my writings: the voice doesn’t vary —I was not ashamed of my parents after I received my edu cation, for I was not ashamed of them before I acquired one; I never ran out of things to say to them because of my education nor did they to me because of theirs. And neither of them spoke in hushed, soft-Spanish voices as some Chicano writers describe those who speak that often strident and vowel-filled language. In short, they were my parents, and I their son, and I was not going to write about them or about our mutual cultures as if they were pieces of some half-baked mosaic. A mosaic envisioned, and worse, fostered, by some publishing houses which should know better, and do, but who rather choose not to when it comes to selling their books as products and not as con veyors of ideas or truths in respect to this population group.
I come from those cultures, I’m a product—albeit not a finished one, yet—of them, I cannot be anything else, and I choose not to be anything else other than what I am.
At times, I wonder about those who choose adaptation over true happiness in a desire to please others; and I wonder, but not for very long, about those who ignore, and about those who choose to deny the existence of at least two cultures and of the complex symbiotic relationship inherent in the various Texas cultures. It must be a strange world, this ostrich-like existence and attitude which flies—bottoms up, if I may—against evidentiary proof.
When I was invited to speak on two cultures I was also somewhat befuddled, as no less a figure than Virginia Woolf was befuddled when she was asked to talk on women in literature. In both our cases, there was so much to say and so little time to say it in. Added to this, in her case, she didn’t know if she were to be anecdotal about Jane Austen, the Bröntes, Fanny Burney and Miss Mitford or if she were to talk about women characters in English literature. She decided that what women needed, and lacked, was a room of one’s own. And she wrote on that. Recalling that fine introduction of hers to her little book of the same title, I wondered what the host had in mind. Was I to be anecdotal? Entertaining? Educational? Or what? As you must know, or suspect, putting oneself in the position of wanting to please the audience is the first step toward abdicating one’s position and ideas. I decided that wouldn’t do; if I were to accept the invitation, make the time to sit and write an acceptable paper, from my point of view, then I would have to devote the necessary time to think about the vast, the humorous and the often sad contradictions in Texas; but to embark on that ship and journey lies madness since twenty minutes is hardly the realistic time to list, let alone to comment upon, our shared history and culture. Whatever I did decide, though, it was to be with one’s own voice.
What also helped in my decision to accept and to write this paper was that this was not my first talk to librarians on an allied subject: Mexican-American literature, which is part and parcel of our Texas culture. Remembering that meeting, I decided to accept the invitation. That talk was given years ago when Mexican- American literature was struggling for inclusion in higher education; that time is now past, and now many of us spend time tightening up, shoring up and continually working up newer themes and topics and dropping others, as one does in the continuous revision of higher education curricula, until the subject is hammered into workable shape. (In a parenthetical remark, I’ve mentioned the word decision no less than half a dozen times here, but you see, it so happens that writing is a decision, and not to be taken lightly).
As to my qualifications to speak on two cultures and on literature of the Southwest, time will take care of that piece of business. Time is the ultimate judge, not I, and not you. Time is also the great leveller, and all of us in this room, myself included, will succumb to time and not all of us in this room will see the end of this century, a mere seventeen-years away. On that somber but realistic note, I’ll end my long-winded introduction and begin my brief remarks which deal with my experience as a writer and to personalize my literary career, to quote from the letter of instruction sent by the TLA.
I have been writing rather seriously since the age of fifteen, and I had my first acceptance—three of them, in fact—in high school in Mercedes, Texas. It concerned an annual literary event called Creative Bits. These writings were bound and, as far as I know, they were still available some ten years ago, for those curious enough to see them, in the Mercedes High School library.
My first paid publication, on the other hand, appears twenty-seven years later in V. 3, Spring 1972 of the journal El Grito. Since then, I’ve published six books and some sixty-plus briefer works of prose, poetry and assorted critical essays on literature. My publishing career, then, has been brief but feverish.
In my case, it seems that a prolonged drought has been followed by a torrent. I by no means advocate this as a guide for those who wish to write, or, worse still, for those who wish to see their names in print. It just happens to be my case, and since I am unable to alter my life, I accept the way it is turning out. So much, then, for publications.
What do I write about? I write about what I assume other writers write about: that which they know. I happen to know something about people and about how some of us are. I happen to know some history about the Valley, this country, the state. And I happen to work toward improving and maintaining a grip on memory and events. Add to this two lifetimes, one of observation and participation, and another of unsystematic but enjoyable reading, and you’ll see that idiosyncratic vision I mentioned earlier, and you’ll be able to read the personal and public voices as well as the voices of those hundreds of characters who populate the works: the fair and the mean, the fools and knaves, the heroes and cowards, those who are selfish, and those who are full of self-abnegation in a place called Belken County, of which I’m the sole owner and proprietor, as Faulkner once said when he spoke of his county.
My published career, then, is going on its eleventh year. Because of this, my experiences as a writer are not worth accounting for. It is the time of my childhood and young manhood that have served me well in my writing; that, and a somewhat sketchy education, an interestingly remarkable home life, and with neither apologies nor bombast, the ability to sit down and write, to rewrite and to keep at it, until I am both satisfied and convinced that nothing more can be added or deleted to whatever it is I’m writing.
These concluding remarks have been mercifully brief for you and me. Thinking back on my life, I found that talking about writing produced very little of it; I decided at one point to cut down on talking and to concentrate on writing. I think it was a wise choice for me.
I am, primarily, a professor of literature, but my writing has increased my capacity for life, and I hope that this has helped my students.
To sum up, I also consider myself a reader and a lover of books; my first school job was that of librarian in the fourth grade in North Ward Elementary in Mercedes; I know the name’s been changed, but it will always be North Ward to me. My college job was a four-year stint in the Reserve Reading Room at the University of Texas; I gravitated to those jobs, as you may have already guessed by now, by the example set at home by parents who read to themselves and to each other and who—not once—ever ordered us to read something or—if in the act of reading—not once denigrated the book or the choice of our reading material. I keep reminding myself of this whenever I see my children read whatever it is they read.
In conclusion, I am now convinced that I am a reader who decides to write until the opportunity to read again becomes available.
*    Publisher Nicolás Kanellos and distributor Juan Rodríguez were panelists with Hinojosa at this Texas Library Association session.
This Writer’s Sense of Place
(1983)
I begin with a quote from a man imprisoned for his participa tion in the Texas-Santa Fe Expedition of 1841; while in his cell in Mexico City, he spurned Santa Anna’s offer of freedom in exchange for renouncing the Republic of Texas. Those words of 1842 were said by a man who had signed the Texas Declaration of Independence and who had served in the Congress of the Republic. Later on, he was to cast a delegate vote for annexation and contributed to the writing of the first state constitution. He would win election to the state legislature and still later he would support secession.
And this is what he said:
I have sworn to be a good Texan; and that I will not forswear. I will die for that which I firmly believe, for I know it is just and right. One life is a small price for a cause so great. As I fought, so shall I be willing to die. I will never forsake Texas and her cause. I am her son.
The words were written by José Antonio Navarro. A Texas historian named James Wilson once wrote that Navarro’s name is virtually unknown to Texas school children and, for the most part, unknown to their teachers as well. A lifetime of living in my native land leads me to believe that Professor Wilson is correct in his assessment of the lack of knowledge of this place in which we were born and in which some of us still live.
The year 1985 marks the one hundredth anniversary of the birth of my father, Manuel Guzmán Hinojosa, in the Campacuás Ranch, some three miles north of Mercedes, down in the Valley; his father was born on that ranch as was his father’s father. On the maternal side, my mother arrived in the Valley at the age of six weeks in the year 1887 along with one of the first Anglo-American settlers enticed to the mid-Valley by Jim Wells, one of the early developers on the northern bank. As you may already know, it’s no accident that Jim Wells County in South Texas is named for him.
One of the earliest stories I heard about Grandfather Smith was a supposed conversation he held with Lawyer Wells. You are being asked to imagine the month of July in the Valley with no air conditioning in 1887; Wells was extolling the Valley and he said that all it needed was a little water and a few good people. My grandfather replied, “Well, that’s all Hell needs, too.” The story is apocryphal; it has to be. But living in the Valley, and hearing that type of story laid the foundation for what I later learned was to give me a sense of place. By that I do not mean that I had a feel for the place; no, not at all. I had a sense of it, and by that I mean that I was not learning about the culture of the Valley, but living it, forming part of it, and thus, contributing to it.
But a place is merely that until it is populated, and once populated, the histories of the place and its people begin. For me and mine, history began in 1749 when the first colonists began moving into the southern and northern banks of the Rio Grande. That river was not yet a jurisdictional barrier and was not to be until almost one hundred years later; but, by then, the border had its own history, its own culture and its own sense of place: it was Nuevo Santander, named for old Santander in the Spanish Peninsula.
The last names were similar up and down on both banks of the river, and as second and third cousins were allowed to marry, this further promulgated and propagated blood relationships and that sense of belonging that led the Borderers to label their fellow Mexicans who came from the interior, as fuereños, or outsiders; and later, when the people from the North started coming to the Border, these were labeled gringos, a word for foreigner, and nothing else, until the gringo himself, from all evidence, took the term as a pejorative label.
For me, then, part of a sense of the Border came from sharing: the sharing of names, of places, of a common history and of belonging to the place; one attended funerals, was taken to cemeteries, and one saw names that corresponded to one’s own or to one’s friends and neighbors, and relatives.
When I first started to write, and being what we call “empapado,” which translates as drenched, imbibed, soaked or drunk with the place, I had to eschew the romanticism and the sentimentalism that tend to blind the unwary, that get in the way of truth. It’s no great revelation when I say that romanticism and sentimentalism tend to corrupt clear thinking as well. The Border wasn’t paradise, and it didn’t have to be; but it was more than paradise, it was home (and as Frost once wrote, home, when you have to go there, is the place where they have to take you in).
And the Border was home; and it was also the home of the petty officeholder elected by an uninformed citizenry; a home for bossism and for old-time smuggling as a way of life for some. But, it also maintained the remains of a social democracy that cried out for independence, for a desire to be left alone and for the continuance of a sense of community.
The history one learned there was an oral one and somewhat akin to the oral religion brought by the original colonials. Many of my generation were raised with the music written and composed by Valley people, and we learned the ballads of the Border little knowing that it was a true native art form. And one was also raised and steeped in the stories and exploits of Juan Nepomuceno Cortina, in the nineteenth century, and with stories of the Texas Rangers in that century and of other Ranger stories in this century and then, as always, names, familiar patronymics: Jacinto Treviño, Aniceto Pizaña, the Seditionists of 1915 who had camped in Mercedes, and where my father would take me and show and mark for me the spot where the Seditionists had camped and barbecued their meat half a generation before. These were men of flesh and bone who lived and died there in Mercedes, in the Valley. And then there were the stories of the Revolution of 1910, and of the participation in it for the next ten years off and on by Valley mexicanos who fought alongside their south bank relatives, and the stories told to me and to those of my generation by exiles, men and women from Mexico, who earned a living by teaching us school on the northern bank while they bided their time to return to Mexico.
But we didn’t return to Mexico; we didn’t have to; we were Borderers with a living and unifying culture born of conflict with another culture and this, too, helped to cement further still the knowing exactly where one came from and from whom one was descended.
The language, too, was a unifier and as strong an element as there is in fixing one’s sense of place; the language of the Border is a derivative of the Spanish language of Northern Mexico, a language wherein some nouns and other grammatical complements were no longer used in the Spanish Peninsula, but which persisted there; and the more the linguistically uninformed went out of their way to denigrate the language, the stiffer the resist ance to maintain it and to nurture it on the northern bank. And the uninformed failed, of course, for theirs was a momentary diversion while one was committed to its preservation; the price that many Texas Mexicans paid for keeping the language and the sense of place has been exorbitant.
As Borderers, the north bank Border Mexican couldn’t, to repeat a popular phrase, “go back to where you came from.” The Borderer was there and had been before the interlopers; but what of the indigenous population prior to the 1749 settlement? Since Nuevo Santander was never under the presidio system and since its citizens did not build missions that trapped and stultified the indigenous people, they remained there and, in time, settled down or were absorbed by the colonial population and thus the phrase hurled at the Border Mexican “go back to where you came from” was, to use another popular term, “inopera tive.” And this, too, fostered that sense of place.
For the writer—this writer—a sense of place was not a matter of importance; it became essential. And so much so that my stories are not held together by the peripeteia or the plot as much as by what the people who populate the stories say and how they say it, how they look at the world out and the world in; and the works, then, become studies of perceptions and values and decisions reached by them because of those perceptions and values which in turn were fashioned and forged by the place and its history.
What I am saying here is not to be taken to mean that it is impossible for a writer to write about a place, its history and its people, if the writer is not from that particular place; it can be done, and it has been done. What I am saying is that I needed a sense of place, and that this helped me no end in the way that, I would say, Américo Paredes in With His Pistol in His Hand, Larry McMurtry in Horseman, Pass By, Fred Gipson in Hound Dog Man, William Owens in that fine, strong This Stubborn Soil and Tomás Rivera in . . . and the earth did not part were all helped by a sense of place. And I say this, because to me, these writers and others impart a sense of place and a sense of truth about the place and about the values of that place. Theirs isn’t a studied attitude, but rather one of a certain love, to use that phrase, and an understanding for the place that they captured in print for themselves; something that was, for themselves, then, at that time and there. A sense of place, as Newark, New Jersey, is for Phillip Roth, and thus we see him surprised at himself when he tells us he dates a schicksa, and then, the wonderful storyteller that he is, he tells us of his Jewish traditions and conflicts, and we note that it becomes a pattern in some of his writings whenever he writes of relationships, which, after all, is what writers usually write about: relationships.
I am not making a medieval pitch for the shoemaker to stick to his last here, but if the writer places a lifetime of living in a work, the writer sometimes finds it difficult to remove the place of provenance from the writings, irrespective of where he situates his stories. That’s a strong statement and one which may elicit comment or disagreement, but what spine one has is formed early in life, and it is formed at a specific place; later on when one grows up, one may mythicize, adopt a persona, become an actor, restructure family history, but the original facts of one’s formation remain as facts always do.
It’s clear, then, that I am not speaking of the formula novel, nor is it my intent to denigrate it or its practitioners; far from it. I consider the formula novel as a fine art, if done well, and many of us know that they do exist. I speak of something else—neither nobler nor better, no—merely different from that genre. It’s a personal thing, because I found that after many years of hesitancy, and fits and spurts, and false starts, that despite what education I had acquired, I was still limited in many ways; that whatever I attempted to write, came out false and frail. Now, I know I wanted to write, had to write, was burning to write and all of those things that some writers say to some garden clubs, but the truth and heart of the matter was that I did not know where to begin; and there it was again, that adverb of place, the where; and then I got lucky: I decided to write whatever it was I had, in Spanish, and I decided to set it on the border, in the Valley.
As reduced as that space was, it too was Texas with all of its contradictions and its often repeated one-sided telling of Texas history. When the characters stayed in the Spanish-speaking milieu or society, the Spanish language worked well, and then it was in the natural order of things that English made its entrance when the characters strayed or found themselves in Anglo institutions; in cases where both cultures would come into contact, both languages were used, and I would employ both, and where one and only one would do, I would follow that as well. What dominated, then, was the place, at first. Later on I discovered that generational and class differences also dictated not only usage but which language as well. From this came the how they said what they said. As the census rolls filled up in the works, so did some distinguishing features, characteristics, viewpoints, values, decisions, and thus I used the Valley and the Border, and the history and the people. The freedom to do this also led me to use the folklore and the anthropology of the Valley and to use whatever literary form I desired and saw fit to use to tell my stories: dialogs, duologs, monologs, imaginary newspaper clippings and whatever else I felt would be of use. And it was the Valley, but it remained forever Texas. At the same time, I could see this Valley, this border, and I drew a map, and this, too, was another key, and this led to more work and to more characters in that place.
It was a matter of luck in some ways, as I said, but mostly it was the proper historical moment; it came along, and I took what had been there for some time, but which I had not been able to see, since I had not fully developed a sense of place; I had left the Valley for the service, for formal university training and for a series of very odd jobs, only to return to it in my writing.
I have mentioned values and decisions; as I see them, these are matters inculcated by one’s elders first, by one’s acquaint ances later on and usually under the influence of one’s society which is another way of saying one’s place of origin. Genetic structure may enter into holding on to certain values and perhaps in the manner of reaching decisions, for all I know. Ortega y Gasset, among others, I suspect, wrote that man makes dozens of decisions every day, and that the process helps man to make and to reach more serious, deliberate and even important decisions when the time presents itself. A preparatory stage, as it were. The point of this is that my decision to write what I write and where I choose to situate the writing is not based on anything else other than to write about what I know, the place I know, the language used, the values held. When someone mentions universality, I say that what happens to my characters happens to other peoples of the world at given times, and I’ve no doubt on that score. What has helped me to write has also been a certain amount of questionable self-education, a long and fairly misspent youth in the eyes of some, an acceptance of certain facts and some misrepresentations of the past which I could not change, but which led to a rejection not of those unalterable facts but of hypocrisy and the smugness of the self-satisfied. For this and other personal reasons, humor creeps into my writing once in a while, because it was the use of irony, as many of us know, that allowed the Borderer to survive and to maintain a certain measure of dignity.
Serious writing is deliberate as well as a consequence of an arrived-to decision; what one does with it may be of value or not, but I believe that one’s fidelity to history is the first step to fixing a sense of place, whether that place is a worldwide arena or a corner of it, as is mine.
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