
Personal Aeeounts 

Growing Up in 
the United States 

I by Luz Martinez 

The chatter of their voices and the d rum and h u m o f the machines is what I hear. Th i s only 
serves to make me sleepy again, for the warmth of my nest is cozy. My nest made up o f 
sheets is under the fo ld ing table where my mother works in the basement o f the hospital . It 
is very hot here and there are many women. As I look a round I see that they are all women. 
Some speak my language others do not but they are all do ing the same work my mother and 
mother 's cousin do, they wash and fold sheets all day long. There is no one to take care o f 
me at home so my mother brings me to her j ob . A l l the women here take care o f me and 
with my co lor ing books and my little nest under the table I actually find it quite comfort
able. I overhear my mother tel l ing my aunt (in Mex ico all your parents' cousins are aunts 
and uncles) that we are fortunate that her boss is so nice and that he allows my mother to 
br ing me a long. 

After work we r e turn to ou r apartment also i n 
a basement o f a b u i l d i n g . T h e water pipes r u n 
th rough ou r ce i l ing a n d they are encased in 
a l u m i n u m fo i l . I overhear my mothe r tel l my 
aunt that we are lucky to have f ound such a 
cheap apar tment so close to my mother 's j ob . 

O n weekends we visit my aunt who also lives i n 
the basement o f a bu i l d i ng . She too says she is 
lucky to have f o u n d such a cheap apartment 
close to her j ob . Maybe in this country every
t h i n g is i n basements o f bu i ld ings . 

These are the first memor ies o f our migra t i on 
to the U n i t e d States i n the late 50s. T h e im
ages are those o f a c h i l d who was the first to 
learn the language, the customs, the attitudes 
o f a country fore ign to my family, relatives and 
fr iends. As the eldest c h i l d my responsibi l i ty 

was to translate the language, the cul ture and 
the customs to adults i n our family and the 
barr io . >• > :> • 

In my schoo l we were the first o f the new 
immigrants i n the ne i ghbo rhood . A t schoo l it 
was my j o b to translate to the teachers what 
the o ther ch i l d r en were saying and to translate 
to them what they at times thought were our 
strange ways. "Why do you wear socks o n your 
hands i n the winter" , they wou ld ask. Because 
"I lost my only pa i r o f gloves and we do not 
have money to buy new ones", I w o u l d re
spond . "Why does your cous in always wear the 
same dresses", they wou ld ask. Because "my 
aunt cannot afford to buy her new ones", I 
wou ld again respond . O u r names were funny 
s ound ing and always were cause for jokes. O u r 
dark features somehow said that we were 
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Strange l o ok ing 
to those who 
only knew those 
who look l ike 
them. If ou r 
features were 
resembl ing 

As ian we were ch inks i f we were very dark 
sk inned we were niggers and i f we just l ooked 
La t ino we were spies. 

The re were the tragedies and my first impres
sions that b e ing a wo m an was really tough. A l l 
the women worked in factories, laundry shops 
and later as domestics. They worked whatever 
shifts they c o u l d a n d worked l o n g hours for 
less pay than the m e n . Besides pu t t ing in shifts 
that requ i red them to come h o m e at 2:00 a.m., 
they wou ld sleep u n t i l 5:00 a.m. so they c ou ld 
cook breakfast for the i r husbands. They 
caught another nap before wak ing up to 
prepare the ch i l d r e n for schoo l , take them to 
school , r e turn h o m e to wash clothes, i r on , 
c lean the house, prepare l u n c h and make sure 
d inne r was cooked for their ch i l d r en and 
husbands. O n weekends errands and grocery 
shopp ing for the week was done . O n Sundays 
the women h a d to get u p early to cook for the 
family get together that usually started r ight 
after Sunday m o r n i n g mass. 

T h e chores o f domest ic life were only part o f 
the b u r d e n for there were u n t o l d stories o f 
domest ic v io lence, inf idel i ty and accusations 
of i l l ic i t love interest. A t times one o f the 
women wou ld accept a r ide h o m e f rom a co
worker and the husband wou ld get jea lous 
and wou ld th ink that because they were work
ing they have contact wi th other males. T h e 
women wou ld cry a m o n g themselves a n d 
lament the unfairness o f their fate but little 
else c ou ld be done . The r e was always some
one to r e m i n d her that her fate is not nearly as 
bad because after a l l she c ou ld be back in her 
own country a lone and who knows what her 
husband wou ld be d o i n g a lone i n this country. 
What that usually meant was that many o f the 
m e n l iv ing a lone in the States had taken up 
with other women . N o w they cared for two 

famil ies and gett ing ahead financially only 
meant that there were now more expenses 
wi th more excuses as to why the money was 
not sufficient. Always someone ended up 
los ing in these deals and that someone was 
always one o f the women. Many o f the "new" 
women were l i ed to, and to ld by the m e n they 
were e i ther single or divorced. O f course 
everyone wou ld know that was not true but no 

one wou ld warn the "new" women . T h e 
loyalty to the m e n and how they c onduc t ed 
their personal lives was someth ing that was 
above reproach. If at al l discussed it was only 
in jest or with some sort o f admi ra t i on . I always 
wondered whether this acceptance w o u l d be 
given to the women who were wo rk ing to send 
money back home. M y quest ion was answered 
when a marr i ed relative fel l i n love wi th 
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a n o t h e r m a n . T h e s c a n d a l was so g r e a t t h a t 

s h e fled i n s h a m e . H e r o n l y s o n was k e p t b y 

h e r h u s b a n d a n d s h e was b a n i s h e d b y h e r 

p a r e n t s , s i b l i n g s a n d o t h e r r e la t i ves . I f t h e 

w o m e n w h o s u p p o r t e d h e r w e r e to see h e r i t 

was d o n e sec re t l y . T h e h u s b a n d o n t h e o t h e r 

h a n d was t r e a t e d b y a l l as a w o u n d e d w a r h e r o . 

It was n o t u n t i l m a n y years l a t e r t ha t I h e a r d 

w o m e n sec r e t l y say t h a t h e r h u s b a n d h a d n o t 

b e e n a l l t ha t l o v i n g a n d t h i s m i g h t hav e 
c a u s e d h e r i n f i d e l i t y . F o r m a n y years she 
a v o i d e d h e r f a m i l y f o r s h e s t i l l f e l t a s h a m e d by 
h e r a c t i o n s . 

W h i l e t h e m e n d i d w o r k h a r d a n d w e r e f re
q u e n t l y e x p o s e d to e x p l o i t a t i v e w o r k c o n d i 
t i o n s t h e y always h a d t h e i r wives to t ake c a r e o f 
t h e i r h o m e s a n d c h i l d r e n . O n t h e o t h e r h a n d 

t h e w o m e n a l so w o r k e d h a r d a n d w e r e j u s t as 
f r e q u e n t l y e x p o s e d to e x p l o i t a t i v e w o r k c o n d i 
t i o n s b u t w h e n s h e c a m e h o m e s h e was a l so 
e x p l o i t e d . 

T h e o n e t h i n g t h a t to t h i s d a y i m p r e s s e s m e is 
t h e n e t w o r k t h e w o m e n w e a v e d a m o n g t h e m 
selves. T h e w o m e n w o u l d p a r t i c i p a t e i n h o m e 
b a s e d i n c o m e g e n e r a t i n g ac t i v i t i e s to e a r n a 
l i t t l e m o r e . S e l l i n g o f m a i l o r d e r c o s m e t i c s , 
s e w i n g , s e l l i n g o f j e w e l r y , c o o k i n g a n d o r 
b a b y s i t t i n g . I n a d d i t i o n t o t h e i r i n c o m e g e n e r 
a t i n g p r o j e c t s t h ey w o u l d p a r t i c i p a t e i n w h a t is 
r e f e r r e d to as tanda. T h i s was a g r o u p o f 10 
to 15 w o m e n w h o w o u l d p i t c h i n a d e s i g n a t e d 
a m o u n t o f m o n e y i n t o a c o m m o n p o t a n d 
e a c h w o m e n w o u l d have a t u r n at g e t t i n g a 
l u m p s u m . T h i s e n a b l e d t h e m t o m a k e l a r g e 
p u r c h a s e s s u c h as b e d s , d r e sse r s o r o t h e r l a rge 
t i c k e t i t e m s . M a n y o f t h e s e tandas l a s t e d years 
w i t h a l l t h e m e m b e r s b e n e f i t i n g f r o m t h i s 
i n f o r m a l b a n k i n g sys t em. 

A s t h e o l d wave o f i m m i g r a n t s m a k e way f o r 
t h e n e w o n e s t h e s a m e i ssues a r e p l a y e d o u t 
l i k e dejd vu v i g n e t t e s w h i l e o t h e r issues are 
m o r e a p p l i c a b l e to t h e n e w wave , t h a t is find
i n g j o b s m o r e d i f f i c u l t t o find. M a n y have 
a l r e a d y have h e a r d o r e x p e r i e n c e d t h a t t h e 
i m m i g r a n t s ' d r e a m o f a b e t t e r l i v i n g is n o t 
always t r u e i n t h e States . T h e r e n t s are h i g h e r 
a n d t h e m o r e a f f o r d a b l e p l a c e s a r e l o c a t e d i n 
h i g h c r i m e areas . T h e s c h o o l s t h e i r c h i l d r e n 
are a t t e n d i n g r a n k t h e l owes t i n a c a d e m i c 
t e a c h i n g , a n d t h e b u y i n g a n d s a v i n g p o w e r o f 
t h e d o l l a r is n o t w h a t i t u s e d to b e . B u t f o r 
t h o s e f a m i l i e s t h a t c o n t i n u e t o l o o k f o r a 
b e t t e r f u t u r e t h e b a r b e d w i r e s a n d every 
a d d i t i o n a l l aw t o d e t e r t h e p o o r f r o m d r e a m 
i n g a r e n o t s t r o n g e n o u g h to k e e p t h e m f r o m 
l o o k i n g f o r a b e t t e r l i f e . A t a l l t i m e s , these 
m i g r a t i o n s t ake a 
s t r o n g e r t o l l o n w o m e n . 
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