
Reviews 
I, L ATI N A 

Luz MARIA MARTINEZ REVIEWS FELLOW UTINAS ANA CASTILLO'S MIXQUIAHUALA LETTERS 
AND SANDRA CISNEROS' WOMAN HOLLERING CREEK 

n m y e u p h o r i a at l e a r n i n g tha t 
L a t i n a wr i ters are h i t t i ng the best 
seller l ist not only i n the U S but also 
in ternat iona l ly , I sat down to read 
b a c k to b a c k A n a C a s t i l l o ' s The 
Mixquiahuala Letters a n d S a n d r a 
C i sne ros ' Woman Hollering Creek. 
The stories I encounte red mi r ro red 
my life a n d cap tured the essence, 
contrad ic t ions , pa ins , and pass ions 
of b e i n g a L a t i n a i n the U n i t e d 
States. 

Different f rom the wr i t ings of 
other immig ran t women in the U S , 
The Mixquiahuala Letters a n d 
Woman Hollering Creek po in ted ly 
a n d sa l ient ly depict what it is l ike 
to j ou rney t h r ough life s t r add l ing 
two cu l tu res , whi le asser t ing only 
one identi ty. 

The largest immig ran t c o m m u 
n i t y i n t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s a r e 
L a t i n o s . M o s t l y c o m i n g f r o m 
Mex ico a n d Puer to Rico , m a n y of 
u s are c h i l d r e n of poor m ig ran t s 
who had come seek ing out the l and 
of " m i l k a n d honey . " B u t because 
we are poor a n d a people of co lor 
a n d m i n o r i t y e thn i c c u l t u r e s , we 
f ind that the honey is laced w i th 
v inegar a n d the m i l k is c u r d l e d . 
O u r geographica l p rox im i t y to our 
native l a n d s — M e x i c o , Puerto Rico 
a n d the rest of L a t i n A m e r i c a — 

make u s different f rom m a n y other 
i m m i g r a n t g roups bo th past a n d 
present. We have what sociologists 
ca l l "one foot i n the U S a n d the 
o ther i n the h o m e l a n d . " U n l i k e 
other i m m i g r a n t g roups in the U S 
we t r y h a r d no t to a s s i m i l a t e , 
c h o o s i n g to m a i n t a i n a n d 
s t r e n g t h e n o u r e x t e n d e d f ami l y 
connec t i ons across boundar i e s . It 
is these m e s h of f i l ial a n d c u l t u r a l 
ties that give u s ou r pr ide , ident i ty 
a n d sense of be longing. 

In the late 1960 ' s a n d ear ly 
1970 's my generat ion became the 
first large cont ingent of La t inos i n 
the U . S. to have fo rmal educa t i on . 
The C i v i l R ights Ac ts a n d the newly 
es tab l i shed equa l oppor tun i t y quo
tas f inal ly gave m a n y of u s a n op
por tun i ty to go th rough college a n d 
have careers. M a n y of those who 
took th is opt ion were women . S u d 
den ly we h a d a chance to work at 
a career, a n d to avo id ear ly mar 
riage a n d mothe rhood w h i c h was 
the only choice given o u r mothers . 
We were rife for the feminist move
ment , w h i c h at that t ime was en 
erg iz ing society. It took some t ime 
however for u s to define ou r femi
n i s m s ince the movemen t i n i ts 
ear ly years h a d a n o v e w h e l m i n g l y 
whi te a n d m idd l e - c l a s s c ompos i 
t i on . We st rugg led w i th o u r own 

c o n t r a d i c t i o n s : we r e s i s t e d the 
v o i c e s o f w h i t e w o m e n o n the 
f ront l ines who seemed to s ing a 
different tune from u s , yet we could 
not he lp bu t hear the pa ined and 
a n g u i s h e d cr ies of ou r own moth
ers, s is ters , ne i ghbors a n d friends. 

L ike myself. A n a Cast i l lo and 
S a n d r a C i s n e r o s are produc ts of 
these t i m e s . The s to r i e s i n The 
Mixquiahuala Letters a n d Woman 
Hollering Creek, resonate with the 
struggle of that first generation of 
e d u c a t e d , l i b e r a t e d , a n d p r o u d 
La t inas i n the U S d u r i n g that pe
riod i n our life w h i c h Cast i l lo cal ls 
our " f ledgl ing womanhood . " 

A n a Cast i l lo 's The Mixquiahuala 
Letters is the story of best friends 
Tere a n d A l i c i a told through a se
ries of the former 's letters to the 
latter. M i x q u i a h u a l a is where the 
two met: a n obscure , pre-conquest 
Mex i can vil lage, as Tere describes 
it. A daughter of migrant laborer, 
Tere descr ibes hersel f as a woman 
wi th d a r k ha i r a n d As i an eyes. In 
contrast , A l i c i a has fair s k i n and 
ha i r , t ra i ts that give no h in t that 
her g r a n d m o t h e r was a S p a n i s h 
gypsy who had sang strange, dark 
love songs. Her parents had kept 
these connec t ions away from her; 
they have l ong e m b r a c e d m a i n -
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s t r eam Amer i ca ' s idea ls a n d way of 
life. 

These two women from differ
ent places in life navigate its m a n y 
byways. They look for love i n a l l the 
wrong places, test the ir va lues , a n d 
take in life's p a i n s a n d glories. Tere 
the wr i ter of the letters, con jures 
u p memor ies of days gone by in her 
a n d A l i c ia ' s para l l e l l ives. E a c h let
ter revea ls the i n t i m a c y of the i r 
f r i endsh ip a n d the dep ths of the ir 
be ing. 

A na Casti l lo, writes in the ly r i 
cal and myst ical way on l y a 
poet k n o w s how to. The two 

f r i ends—one of i nd i g enous roots, 
the o ther of E u r o p e a n roots bu t 
bo th ass im i l a t ed into the U S m a i n 
s t r e a m c u l t u r e — s i g n i f y the t e n 
s i ons tha t ex is t be tween L a t i n o s 
a n d the i r co lon i zed roots. The de
s c endan t s of the co lon izers , s h u n 
n i n g the i so la t i on of be ing boxed 
i n the ro le of S p a n i s h - s p e a k i n g 
c i t i z e n s of E u r o p e now , seek to 
identi fy w i th L a t i n A m e r i c a . They 
now a t t empt to u n d e r s t a n d a n d 
imb ibe a cu l tu r e tha t h a s surv i v ed 
c o l o n i a l i s m a n d abso rbed the var 
ied co l o r s of a l l the peop le t ha t 
sett led i n the A m e r i c a s . 

M y g randmother u s e d to tel l u s 
her g randch i l d r en , " you s h o u l d not 
be afraid of the dead , for they w i l l 
not h u r t y ou bu t be fearful of the 
l i v ing for they are the ones who can 
do y ou h a r m . " I grew u p in a c u l 
ture where the s u p e r n a t u r a l is seen 
as a n a t u r a l par t of life, a n d some
t imes a m e d i u m t h r o u g h w h i c h 
life's p ro f ound m e a n i n g s are d i s 
cerned. In letter Twenty Four , (the 
letters are identi f ied on ly as n u m 
bers), the two w o m e n are revealed 
to have exper ienced be ing "v i s i t ed" 
by beings f rom another d imens i on . 
T h i s l e t t e r s t r o n g l y s h o w s h o w 
m u c h A n a Cast i l l o has achieved i n 
g iv ing words a n d color to those ex
p e r i e n c e s a n d f ee l ings t h a t m y 
L a t i n a fr iends a n d I have a lways 
t aken for granted : 

"There were hushed 
stirrings in the 
house...Furious rain poured 
outside on the patio, bathing 
the foliage that adorned the 
building's facade. We had 
gone to bed in scant clothing, 
the humidity of the night suf
focated. Again, I was stirred 
from my sleep. I felt you 
leave the bed. You went to 
close the door to our room. We 
had deliberately locked it be
fore going to bed . The skel
eton key was in the lock. You 
had just closed it, turned the 
skeleton key...yet we both 
watched as it deliberately 
pushed inward. You jumped 
back into bed and my hands 
were moist as I reached out 
and clutched you...I recalled 
my spiritual guardian's ad
vice, my grandmother, who 
had told me long ago: only 
fear could harm 
one...Clutching the crystal-
beaded rosary in my hands 
and winding it around your 
fingers against my chest. I 
whispered with an exorcists 
will in your ear.. Our Father 
Who art in heaven...You've 
never been indoctrinated into 
an institutionalized religion, 
never heard eerie folktales 
from the old ones who lived 
in the Sierra Madre or near 
ancient ruins: never feared 
God or Satan, but there you 
were, quivering spasmodi
cally in my arms. Hallowed 
be thy name." 

S a n d r a C i s n e r o s ' Woman 
Hollering Creek i s 
a c o m p i l a t i o n of w e l l -

w r i t t e n , w i t t y sho r t s to r i es tha t 
demonstrate th is writer 's abil i ty to 
c a p t u r e t h e a b s u r d i t i e s a n d 
contrad ic t ions , as well as the zest 
a n d spice of be ing a Lat ina . 

M e x i c a n s in the U S ho ld on 
feverishly to the i r cus toms , t rad i 
t ions a n d beliefs. For u s who are 

p r edominan t l y Ca tho l i c , o u r re l i 
g ion is a n integra l par t of o u r ev
eryday life. We m a y or m a y not 
know it, bu t o u r b r a n d of s t rong 
C a t h o l i c i s m is a c t u a l l y i n f u s e d 
w i th the pagan beliefs of o u r a n 
cestors from a l l three c o n t i n e n t s — 
Afr ica , A s i a a n d the Ame r i c a s . To 
most people then, i n c l u d i n g Ca tho 
l ics from other c u l tu r e s , o u r re l i 
g iosity is s omewha t odd . We be
lieve for ins tance i n a Ho l y T r i n i t y 
t ha t p r e s i d e s over h u n d r e d s of 
sa ints who each c a n a n d w i l l m a k e 
mirac les for a n d g rant the prayers 
of the most devout. We therefore 
m a k e it o u r b u s i n e s s to k n o w 
w h i c h sa int does w h a t a n d wha t 
r i t u a l is a p p r o p r i a t e for e a c h 
heaven-bound pet i t ion . The story 
Little Miracles, Kept Promises 
shows th is side of o u r ident i ty as 
a people. Irreverent b u t not d isre 
spectful, S a n d r a injects h u m o r , re
f lecting on the i s s u e s tha t affect 
Mex i cans a n d M e x i c a n - A m e r i c a n s 
a l ike . 

In Eyes of Zapata, C i s n e r o s 
deals w i th ou r bel ief tha t love a n d 
hate are e q u a l j u s t a s l i fe a n d 
death are. Z a p a t a is of course the 
r eve red M e x i c a n r e v o l u t i o n a r y . 
C i sneros cleverly us e s the legend
ary hero 's r epu ta t i on w i t h women 
as a s t a r t i n g p o i n t of t h i s tale 
about the comp l ex i t i e s of L a t i n a 
women 's r e l a t i onsh ips w i th m e n . 
The na r ra t o r is one of Z a p a t a ' s 
mistresses . We see he r ado ra t i on 
of her lover, a n d we feel the heat 
and pass i on between t h e m . Yet we 
are a l so made aware of h e r u n 
f l i n ch ing awareness of Zapa ta ' s 
boor i sh m a c h i s m o . She m a k e s u s 
rile aga inst the in jus t i ces women 
s u f f e r j u s t b e c a u s e t h e y a r e 
women. More p ro found ly , she lets 
u s into her secret: she c a n love and 
hate th i s m a n , he r lover , at the 
same t ime a n d w i t h e q u a l fierce
ness because she is s t ronger than 
t h i s great r e v o l u t i o n a r y . A s she 
tries to u n d e r s t a n d h i s ph i l ande r 
ing she says : 
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Sandra Osneros 

|\ slorlts 

' You have your pas
times. That's how it's said, 
no? Your many pastimes. I 
knoiv you take to your bed 
women half my age...These 
stupid country girls, how can 
they resist you? The magnifi
cent Zapata in his elegant 
charro costume, riding a 
splendid horse. Your wide 
sombrero a halo around your 
face. You're not a man for 
them; you're a legend, a myth, 
a god. But you are as well my 
husband. Albeit sometimes. 
How can a woman be happy 
in love? To love like this, to 
love as strong as we hate. That 
is how we are, the women of 
my family. We never forget a 
wrong. We know how to love 
and we know how to hate." 

W i t h C i sne ros ' stories we are 
allowed to traverse different b o u n d 
ar ies , to move t h r o u g h t ime a n d 
h is tory . The reader q u i c k l y f inds 
herse l f i m m e r s e d i n two cu l tu r e s 
w i thout loos ing s ight of one s ingu 

lar identity. O r one's feminist per
spective. The feminist perspective 
though that permeates C i sne r o s ' 
stories is not the same as the view
point of sisters from the North or 
even of na t i v e L a t i n A m e r i c a n 
women. Th i s is a perspective that 
recognizes and deals w i th our con 
t r ad i c t i ons as La t i nas who have 
"one foot i n the U S a n d the other 
in the home land . " We are re luctant 
to be l ike our mothers a n d sisters, 
yet we embrace their own love for 
pass i on a n d romance . We ho ld on 
to a cu l ture that is intensely pa t r i 
a r cha l , because that same cu l ture 
a l so de f ines o u r peop le ' s great 
sp ir i t . In Woman Hollering Creek, 
S a n d r a Cisneros boldly, pass ion
ately and sensuous l y b r ings th i s 
to the fore. 

Luz Maria Martinez was born in 
Mexico and grew up in the same streets 
in Chicago as Castillo and Cisneros. She 
has been a Philippine resident in the last 
four years. 
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