EL RETORNO
Gloria Anzaldua

Ml movements are accomplished in six stages, and the
seventh brings return.

I CHING

I stand at the river, watch the curving, twisting serpent, a ser-
pent nailed to the fence where the mouth of the Rio Grande
empties into the Gulf.

I have come back. Tanto dolor me costo el alejamiento. 1
shade my eyes and look up. The bone beak of a hawk slowly
circling over me, checking me out as potential carrion. In its
wake a little bird flickering its wings, swimming sporadically
like a fish. In the distance the expressway and the slough of
traffic like an irritated sow. The sudden pull in my gut, la tierra,
los aguaceros. My land, el viento soplando la arena, ellagartijo
debajo de un nopalito. Me acuerdo como era antes. Una region
desértica de vasta llanuras, costeras de baja altura, de escasa
lluvia, de chaparrales formados por mesquites y huizaches. 1f
I look real hard I can almost see the Spanish fathers who were
called “the cavalry of Christ” enter this valley riding their bur-
ros, see the clash of cultures commence.

Tierra natal. This is home, the small towns in the Valley,
los pueblitos with chicken pens and goats picketed to mesquite
shrubs. En las colonias on the other side of the tracks, junk cars
line the front yards of hot pink and lavender-trimmed houses—
Chicano architecture we call it, self-consciously. I have missed
the TV shows where hosts speak in half and half, and where
awards are given in the category of Tex-Mex music. I have
missed the Mexican cemeteries blooming with artificial tlow-
ers, the fields of aloe vera and red pepper, rows of sugar cane,
of corn hanging on the stalks, the cloud of polvareda in the dirt
roads behind a speeding pickup truck, el subor de tamales de
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rez y venado. 1 have missed la yegua colorada gnawing the wooden
gate of her stall, the smell of horse flesh from Carico’s corrals. Echo
de menos las noches calientes sin aire, noches de linternas y lechu-
zas making holes in the night.

I still feel the old despair when I look at the unpainted, dilapi-
dated, scrap lumber houses consisting mostly of corrugated alumi-
num. Some of the poorest people in the U.S. live in the Lower Rio
Grande Valley, an arid and semi-arid land of irrigated farming, in-
tense sunlight and heat, citrus groves next to chaparral and cactus.
I walk through the elementary school I attended so long ago, that
remained segregated until recently. I remember how the white teach-
ers used to punish us for being Mexican.

How 1 love this tragic valley of South Texas, as Ricardo Sanchez
calls it; this borderland between the Nueces and the Rio Grande.
This land has survived possession and ill-use by five countries: Spain,
Mexico, the Republic of Texas, the U.S., the Confederacy, and the
U.S. again. It has survived Anglo-Mexican blood teuds, lynchings,
burnings, rapes, pillage.

Today I see the Valley still struggling to survive. Whether it does
or not, it will never be as I remember it. The borderlands depression
that was set off by the 1982 peso devaluation in Mexico resulted in
the closure of hundreds of Valley businesses. Many people lost their
homes, cars, land. Prior to 1982, U.S. store owners thrived on re-
tail sales to Mexicans who came across the border for groceries and
clothes and appliances. While goods on the U.S. side have become 10,
100, 1000 times more expensive for Mexican buyers, goods on the
Mexican side have become 10, 100, 1000 times cheaper for Amer-
icans. Because the Valley is heavily dependent on agriculture and
Mexican retail trade, it has the highest unemployment rates along
the entire border region; it is the Valley that has been hardest hit.

3

“It’s been a bad year for corn,” my brother, Nune, says. As he
talks, I remember my father scanning the sky for a rain that would
end the drought, looking up into the sky, day after day, while the
corn withered on its stalk. My father has been dead for 29 years,
having worked himself to death. The life span of a Mexican farm
laborer is 56—he lived to be 38. It shocks me that I am older than he.
1, too, scarch the sky for rain. Like the ancients, I worship the rain

god and the maize goddess, but unlike my father I have recovered
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their names. Now for rain (irrigation) one offers not a sacrifice of
blood, but of money.

“Farming is in a bad way,” my brother says. “Two to three thou-
sand small and big farmers went bankrupt in this country last year.
Six years ago the price of corn was $8.00 per hundred pounds,” he
goes on. “This year it is $3.90 per hundred pounds.” And, I think
to myself, after taking inflation into account, not planting anything
puts you ahead.

I walk out to the back yard, stare at los rosales de mamd. She
wants me to help her prune the rose bushes, dig out the carpet grass
that is choking them. Mamagrande Ramona también tenia rosales.
Here every Mexican grows flowers. If they don’t have a piece of dirt,
they use car tires, jars, cans, shoe boxes. Roses are the Mexican’s
favorite flower. I think, how symbolic—thorns and all.

Yes, the Chicano and Chicana have always taken care of growing
things and the land. Again I see the four of us kids getting off the
school bus, changing into our work clothes, walking into the field
with Papi and Mami, all six of us bending to the ground. Below our
feet, under the earth lie the watermelon seeds. We cover them with
paper plates, putting terremotes on top of the plates to keep them
from being blown away by the wind. The paper plates keep the freeze
away. Next day or the next, we remove the plates, bare the tiny green
shoots to the elements. They survive and grow, give fruit hundreds of
times the size of the seed. We water them and hoe them. We harvest
them. The vines dry, rot, are plowed under. Growth, death, decay,
birth. The soil prepared again and again, impregnated, worked on.
A constant changing of forms, renacimientos de la tierra madre.

This land was Mexican once
was Indian always
and is.
And will be again.





