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Turning the Tides of Exclusion

Excerpts from:
Hunger of Memory. The Education of Richard Rodriguez
by Richard Rodriguez. (1982). Boston, MA: D.R. Godine. Used with permission.

With great tact the visitors continued, “Is it possible for you and your husband to
encourage your children to practice their English when they are home?” Of course, my par-
ents 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 prac-
tice “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, some-
body shouted. Everyone laughed. In school, meanwhile, like my brother and sister, I 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 a moment of
seriousness in broken—suddenly heartbreaking—English. The scene was inevitable: One
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, 1
heard their voices change to speak English. Those gringo sounds they uttered startled me.
Pushed me away. In that moment of trivial misunderstanding and profound insight, I felt my
throat twisted by unsounded grief. I turned quickly and left the room. But [ 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.” Only then did I determine to learn classroom
English. Weeks after, it happened: One day in school I raised my hand to volunteer an
answer. | spoke out in a loud voice. And I did not think it remarkable when the entire class
understood. That day, I 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 confi-
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Chapter Four: Understanding Complexities

dent 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, I 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—1I did-
n't distinguish 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 crowd-
ed with words, my day in public had been. (This public silence measured and quickened the
change in my life.) '

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 des-
perate, urgent, intense feeling of being at 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 I. When I 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 dis-
trust. (Stripped of any emotional content, the word simply became a name for those
Americans not of Hispanic descent.) Hearing him, sometimes, [ wasn’t sure if he was pro-
nouncing the Spanish word gringo or saying gringo in English.

Matching the silence I started hearing in public was a new quiet at home. The fami-
ly’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, frustrat-
ed, 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 language, I no longer knew
what words to use in addressing my parents. The old Spanish words (those tender accents
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Turning the Tides of Exclusion

of sounds) I had used earlier—mamé and papa—I couldn’t use anymore. They would have
been too painful remainders of how much had changed in my life. On the other hand, the
words I heard neighborhood kids call their parents seemed equally unsatisfactory. Mother
and Father; Ma, Papa, Pa, Dad, Pop (how I hated the all-American sound of that last word
especially)—all these terms I felt were unsuitable, not really terms of address for my parents.
As a result, | never used them at home. Whenever I'd speak to my parents, I would try to
get their attention with eye contact alone. In public conversations, I'd refer to “my parents”
or “my mother and father.” i

My mother and father, for their part, responded differently, as their children spoke to
them less. She grew restless, seemed troubled and anxious at the scarcity of words
exchanged in the house. It was she who would question me about my day when 1 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 intru-
sions 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 pronunciation 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, flick-
er, flare alive with sounds. In Spanish, he expressed ideas and feelings he rarely revealed in
English. With firm Spanish sounds, he conveyed confidence and authority English would
never allow him.

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 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 dis-
tinguish his sounds from the words people uttered in public. I didn't even pay much atten-
tion to my parents’ accented and ungrammatical speech. At least not at home. Only when
] was with them in public would 1 grow alert to their accents. Though, even then, their
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sounds caused me less and less concern. For I was increasingly confident of my own public
identity.

[ would have been happier about my public success had I not sometimes recalled what
it had been like €arlier, when my family had conveyed its intimacy through a set of conve-
niently private sounds. Sometimes in public, hearing a stranger, I'd hark back to my past. A
Mexican farmworker approached me downtown to ask directions to somewhere.
“;Hijito...?” he said. And his voice summoned deep longing. Another time, standing beside
my mother in the visiting room of a Carmelite convent, before the dense screen which ren-
dered the nuns shadowy figures, 1 heard several Spanish-speaking nuns—their busy,
singsong, overlapping voices—assure us that yes, yes, we were remembered, all our family
were 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 comprehend. 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 walking behind me, [ turned to look. I smiled for an
instant, before my glance found the Hispanic-looking faces of strangers in the crowd going by.

BTy

I grew up victim to a disabling confusion. As I grew fluent in English, I no longer
could speak Spanish with confidence. I continued to understand spoken Spanish. But for
many years | could not pronounce it. A powerful guilt blocked my spoken words; an essen-
tial 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 1
would manage to utter halting, hiccuping sounds that betrayed 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 suc-
cess. I'd know the words I wanted to say, but I couldn’t manage to say them. [ 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 |
was trying to say. They would repeat their questions in gentle, affectionate voices. But by
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then I would answer in English. No, no, they would say, we want you to speak to us in
Spanish (“en espafiol”). But 1 couldn’t do it. Pocho then they called me. Sometimes playful-
ly, teasingly, using the tender diminutive—mi pochito. Sometimes not so playfully, mock-
ingly, Pocho. (A Spanish dictionary defines that word as an adjective meaning “colorless” or
“bland.” But I heard it as a noun, naming the Mexican American who, in becoming an
American, forgets his native society.) “jPocho!” the lady in the Mexican food store mut-
tered, shaking her head. I looked up to the counter where red and green peppers were strung
like Christmas tree lights and saw the frowning face of the stranger. My mother laughed
somewhere behind me. (She said that her children didn’t want to practice “our Spanish”
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 dis-
grace it was that I couldn’t speak Spanish, “su proprio idioma.”
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