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In Spring 2015 I taught my first sociology class in the Stateville 
Correctional Center — a maximum-security state prison for men — in 
the state of Illinois. My course, History and Culture of Latinos, followed a 
similar syllabus used in courses I taught at an Ivy-League college and a 
large public university.

I didn’t know what to expect and I was understandably nervous as 
I prepared for my first class. I quickly learned that my new students at 
Stateville share many characteristics of my former students across various 
universities — they were curious, read voraciously, and asked in-depth 
questions. Though their circumstances were obviously different — all 
were serving long sentences — our discussions were always honest, direct, 
thought provoking and focused. Every class possessed an urgency rarely 
felt within traditional classroom settings and we never seemed to have 
enough time to finish our discussions or cover all the topics.

My previously settled and configured ideas about teaching at a prison 
were immediately shaken and dislodged and I was confronted with the 
meaning and value of the liberal arts, higher education, and its value even 
in a setting where it was not immediately obvious how these outcomes 
would be realized nor the impact apparent. What I did learn was that 
the power of learning is quite potent — in all spaces, and in person. The 
journey, discovery, and the transformation that unfolded would not have 
been possible in an online course. Physical and contiguous space matters 
to the architecture of learning and teaching.

We discussed questions of what it meant to be Latino/a in the United 
States, about colonization, assimilation, language, immigration, education 
and poverty. We briefly reviewed the histories of Mexico, Puerto Rico, 
and Cuba and how individuals from those countries came to settle in the 
United States. Sharing and discussing ideas filled our time and I always 
left knowing that there was so much more to talk about.

Introduction 
by Christina Gómez
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I am grateful for the participation and engagement undertaken by the 
men in the class; I have become a stronger and more effective teacher. 
Their insights have challenged my assumptions, and I trust will inform 
the direction of further research initiatives in ways that I have yet to 
process or realize. I would also like to thank Sarah Ross for all her help in 
organizing these courses and the many conversations we had driving back 
and forth to class, as well as the other teachers — Erica Meiners, Marvin 
Tate, and Beth Richie — who filled me with new ideas and inspiration.
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Unfortunately growing up in my neighborhood I never had the expe-
rience of interacting with another race. I lived in a predominantly black 
school. I hung around and played with the people in that area. There was 
no plan to this, no one taught me nor did I learn hate for another race; 
growing up I never even noticed this “unconscious separation.” I just 
continued on with what was familiar to me. 

Now in the adjacent neighborhood there where “Latinos.” Even though 
they were so close they seemed so far away because there was absolutely no 
interaction or peaceful communication between us and them at all. From 
my own experience as a kid it was clear that Latinos hated “black.” I’m 
sure blacks might feel the same way about Latinos. I never even thought 
why this was or how come this anger existed between the two races at all. 
Because now that I am older, whether you believe it or not, we are both 
one and the same. 

Furthermore I begin to see that identity plays a very important role in 
people’s lives. Identity is formed at the start of our birth. We as humans 
love to identify with something; it can be language, skin color, or social 
status anything: we are familiar with. So something you are unfamiliar 
with can influence negative thoughts or total unacceptance, period. I’m 
not trying to excuse any conduct of either race but it definitely exists. 

In addition here in America identity has such an effect on your standard 
of living and the word we call “equality.” Your language and skin color 
can influence your level of education, social acceptance, health, political 
presence and advancement in life. So here in America it’s not surprising 
that Latinos and blacks face the same hardships, but we so adamantly 
fight against each other. The majority of blacks and Latinos live in the 
highest crime neighborhoods and have the poorest educational programs 
in their schools. Most likely they are producing the highest population of 
incarcerated individuals, creating single parent households. 

“Fear:” False Evidence Appearing Real
by Antoine B.
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Many we instantly depriving their children of an important resource, 
which enables them to reach their full potential. So what if I told you this 
was strategic. If we look more closely at the condition of the majority of 
blacks and Latinos clearly our condition is caused by something. I say 
what’s the cause? If you pay attention to the reports by the media you 
will see they play on race at all times. 

Someone once told me race is a social construct, something made up. 
Race, gender, language, age, education and wealth are what the powers 
that be use to create separation. They use these labels to force people 
to choose a side, which in turns enables them to accomplish their real 
goal — keeping the masses from achieving unity. With unity we can have 
more of a political presence and influence the decisions made that affect 
our communities. Like the funding for education and the neighborhood 
programs for our kids that seem to be disappearing. 

The police force seems to be more of a brutality and capture mindset 
than to protect and serve, keeping our minds on things like race and 
language instead of us as human beings and knowledge. We will never see 
true reform in the black and Latino community without these initial steps.

Hard work is the answer they say to improve the condition of the 
poor, which happens to be mostly blacks and Latinos. I say that solution 
is untrue. The harder I work doesn’t equal success or the improvement 
of my people, when just my skin color or language in this country can be 
detrimental. 

Systematic racism that has been denied for far too long enables people 
to use stereotypes and biases to deny me equality, which is an important 
step to improve our condition as a whole. Equality would improve my con-
fidence, sustain my hope and instill the values I need to create excellence 
and influence generations and generations to come.
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Prologue

“En estos momentos yo soy uno” (In these moments I am one)

As I sit in a state of “confusion” (confusión) I am trying to translate the 
words of the Afro-Peruvian Queen Susana Baca music. It is a short film 
called blacks in Latin America, brought to class today by “Mi Profesora” (My 
teacher) Dr. Christina Gómez, who I hope did her best in her Wednesday 
job interview. 

I close my eyes as the queen continues to sing and visualize the sweet 
sound of “esto merla” (this blackbird) singing to “mi alma” (my soul) 
and carrying me through “los cielos de cultura latina” (the skies of latin 
culture). The feeling is unbelievable, though my Spanish translation is 
not as fluent as I would prefer. But still I am humble and at peace as the 
music brings me one with the “Aztecas, Mestizos, Chicanos, Cubanos, 
Dominicanos, Mexicanos, Boricuas and Afro- Latinos.” 

Like the powerful words of Rodolfo Corky Gonzales “Yo soy Joaquin.” 
I reach deep down to the depth of the struggles and rise with the hope, 
love and beauty of the Latin Culture. 

“La Poeta Oculto”/ the Hidden Poet

In this story you will learn about two childhood friends named “Saul 
and Donell,” the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo and the back fire at the 
border. I hope you enjoy this reading and be inspired for “Justica.”

Chapter 1: What border?... I don’t see no border here. 

The treaty has been broken, 

“El Poeta Oculto” (The Hidden Poet) 
by Donell S.
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The treaty has been broken.
Hell to the “Gringos”(foreigners)
Hell to the “Gringos”(foreigners) 
“La vida de Mexico” 
Yell out “mi amigo” (my friend) Saul, while standing on a park bench 

in Garfield Park. As a crowd began to form around him, holding up a sign 
that said, “Justicia por Mexico” ( Justice for Mexico). As I approach Saul 
his eyes widen and his face held a great surprise, for it’s been years since 
we last saw each other. 

Saul: What up, Donell when you get back?
Me: I came back today, I am good, but what are all these people for and 

what are you hollering about? 
Saul: They are here because the “Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo,” 

“Hermano”(brother) has been broken, here read this…

By the Louisiana Purchase, Texas had become a part of the United 
States: but in 1819 it had been ceded to Spain in the negotiations 
for Florida, two years later Mexico, including Texas, had become 
independent. The United States made two unsuccessful attempts to 
purchase Texas from Mexico. The settlement of Texas by immigrants 
from the United States, with the result that the Mexican War broke 
out in May, 1846. It was closed by this treaty, by which the United 
States gained not only Texas but New Mexico and upper California. 
Treaty of Peace, friendship, limits, and settlement between the 
United States of America and the United Mexican states concluded 
at Guadalupe Hidalgo, February 2, 1848; ratification advised by...
Senate, with amendments, March 10, 1848, ratifications exchanged 
at Queretaro, May 30, 1848; proclaimed July 4, 1848. 

After viewing the document that Saul had given me I was still confused 
about what it meant. So I asked him to explain to me why this affected 
him so much. Because like me, Saul was born in the United States but we 
both had lovely immigrant grandparents. Mine were from the island of 
Barbados and his from Mexico City. 

Since the age of maybe 9 or 10 years old until I moved out of North 
Carolina, where I went to attend college, Saul and I were always together. 
We went to grade school, played sports and spent nights over at each oth-
er’s homes. We were the best of friends, along with “Jamaican Bam-boo” 
who had a sister a few years older than us that had silky smooth long hair, 
hazel green eyes and a perfect milk chocolate light brown complexion. 
That made Saul and I secretly want to marry when we became adults. Or 
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whoever grew a mustache like Saul’s “padre” (father) first. One of those 
thick ones that looked like it came with a mustache comb, cowboy boots 
and a “sombrero” (hat). 

We all grew up together along with our families in a 13th floor and 32 
unit apartment complex building on the Northwest side of Chicago just 
right across from Garfield Park. The complex was filled with a diverse 
family community from Africans, Haitians, Puerto Ricans, Mexicans, 
Jamaicans and a family of Muslims from Pakistan who sang “Allahu Akbar” 
every morning before sun rise, then once again when the night came. 
There were also Ecuadorians who I thought were white people because of 
their blonde hair and blue eyes and white complexion. But Mr. Lenski, a 
grumpy old white guy, cursed at all who were immigrants. He believed that 
white America was being overrun by the growing population of foreigners 
with their customs and religion and what not. And he hated the fact that 
the next leader of the Great United States would probably be some “F… 
Asia” bum with a Jewish background since we owed them millions and 
billions of dollars anyway he would say. He sat in the window of his first 
floor apartment over looking the park (where Saul and I stood) smoking 
his light cigarettes and tossing back Miller beer cans. Mr. Lenski quickly 
made it clear that the Ecuadorians weren’t from “No Damn Kansas, that’s 
for sure”!

Finally, there’s my Barbadian grandparents who always talked about 
missing the life of the “Parish of Christ Church” in Barbados. How great 
the weather, the white sandy beaches, the rum, fishing and friendly people 
were compared to the fast pace and windy life in Chicago. If it wasn’t for 
the wait for independence and grandpa’s new job, they probably would 
have stayed. My grandma would pour my grandpa a shot of “Mount Gay” 
rum sent over by Great Aunt Nita from Barbados, and then fill the kitchen 
with the island’s best foods. A little cariba, Mac pie and mahi mahi, while 
singing in a heavy accent an old Barbados folk song: “Lick and lock-up done 
wid, Hurray Fuh Jin-Jin ( Queen Victoria) De Queen come from England 
to set we free. Now, lick and lock-up done wid, Hurray Fuh Jin-Jin.”

I always promised Saul that I will return from college one day and catch 
up on life with him. Maybe even open that “Barbadian and Mexican” style 
restaurant we had talked about growing up. And we would have Jamaican 
Bam-boo auntie hook us up with the best jerk chicken in town. But now 
I see in Saul’s eyes the compassion as he held up high the sign “Justicia 
por Mexico,” has brought Saul to a better place. 

In school we both loved history, but it was the times listening to Saul’s 
“abuelo” ( grandparents) when we sit down while eating fired chorizo 
sausage and pork skin. He would then tell us all about life in Mexico, the 
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Aztecs, Mestizos and Afro-Latinos. Since my Spanish was not that good, 
Saul helped translated what I didn’t understand. Though I was happy 
eating the food it was like the poem of “Yo Soy Joaquin” always brought 
me closer to the Latin culture. I didn’t realize that those days were trans-
forming Saul into a revolutionary. 

Saul came closer to me and pointed out a few articles for me to read:

Article VIII 
Mexicans now established in territories previously belonging 
to Mexico, and which remain for the future within the limits of 
the United States, as defined by the present treaty, shall be free to 
continue where they now reside, or to remove at any time to the 
Mexican Republic, retaining the property which they possess in 
the said territories or disposing thereof, and removing the proceeds 
wherever they please, without their being subjected, on this account, 
to any contributions, tax, or charge whatever. 
Those who shall prefer to remain in the said territories may either 
refrain the title and rights of Mexican citizens, or acquire those of 
citizens of the United States. But they shall be under the obligation 
to make their election within one year from the date of the exchange 
of ratifications of this treaty; and those who shall remain in the 
said territories after the expiration of that year, without having 
declared their intention to retain the character of Mexicans, shall be 
considered to have elected to become citizens of the United States. 
In the said territories, property of every kind, now belonging to 
Mexicans not established there, shall be inviolably respected. The 
present owners, the heirs of these and all Mexicans who may here-
after acquire said property by contact, shall enjoy with respect to 
its guarantees equally ample as if the same belonged to citizens of 
the United States. 
Article IX.
The Mexican who in the territories aforesaid, shall not preserve the 
character of citizens of the Mexican Republic, conformably with 
what is stipulated in the preceding article, shall be incorporated 
into the Union of the United States. And be admitted at the proper 
time (to be judged of by the Congress of the United States) to the 
enjoyment of all the rights of citizens of the United States, according 
to the principles of the constitution, and in the meantime shall be 
maintained and protected in the free enjoyment of their liberty 
and prosperity, and secured in the free exercise of their religion 
without; restriction. 
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Me: Wow, Saul these articles are amazing, but I thought your “abuela 
y abuelo” (grandma and grandpa) were from Mexico City? 

Saul: si hermano, mi abuelo y abuela desde cuidad de mexico” / yes 
brother, my grandpa and grandma are from Mexico City. But the U.S. 
southwest, which included the Florida purchase from Spain in 1819, to 
land stretching west of Texas all the way to the Pacific Ocean was roughly 
Mexico territory. 

Me: So because of the treaty some of Mexico territory became property 
of the U.S.? But what about the Mexican people who still occupied the land. 

Saul: To answer your first question, Yes! Now to the second one, lets 
look at article VIII…: “Those who shall prefer to remain in the said terri-
tories may either retain the title and rights of Mexican citizens or acquire 
those of citizens of the United States. …”

Me: Yes, yes I read that part! But what I referring to what happened 
to the Mexican people within or after one year following election of the 
treaty? 

Saul: That election was said to protect the Mexican people of that 
time and their future inheritors, who were established in said territories, 
even if they decided to retain the character of Mexicans. Property of 
every kind and heirs of present ownership to be inviolable respected 
and guaranteed equally ample as the same belonging to citizens of the 
United States. 

But this did not happen!... What happened was since a major percent-
age of Mexicans did not speak or understand American laws, as well as 
not being protected once the Mexican republican army and government 
left the territories, they were regardless of the election, forced off their 
property, discriminated against, made to join U.S. armies in hopes of 
becoming U.S. citizens, but still that was not promised. They were still 
preyed upon immigrants. However, conditions like these did prompt the 
1900s Mexican revolution. 

Me: Presented within the treaty is stated: “Upon a solid basis relations 
of peace and friendship.” 

Saul: With friends like those who needs peace?
Me: So we fought completely against this error by the United States, 

when this document was agreed and signed by the president of the 
Mexican Republic? 

Saul: No, we cannot totally point the finger at one particular party while 
protesting another because of the aftermath. But we must take in consid-
eration of the good intention of the appointed Dons when arrangements 
were made between them and the United States. For they were not the 
ones who broke the treaty. 
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Me: Wow, Saul the U.S. legislation of this treaty was preempting with all 
intention of fabricating the opportunity for a few to none, which simply 
violates the right to obtain equal protection of a person, house, land or 
property as provided by the 4th amendment of the United States constitu-
tion if an individual is born or legal citizen on the land governed by the U.S. 

Saul: “Si mi hermano,” (Yes, my brother,) by the articles states within the 
treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, establish Mexicans of those territories as legal 
citizens who should have been protected and given the free enjoyment 
of their liberty, property and secured in the free exercise of their religion 
without restriction as well to their inheritors upon the land. 

Me: You heard of a book called, “Latinos Remaking America” edited 
by Marcelo M. Suarez-Orozco and Mariela Paez? 

Saul: No.
Me: I have it in my bags. I will let you read it. 
Saul: What is it about and where did you get it? 
Me: Well, it was this “profesora” (teacher) by the name of Dr. Christina 

Gomez. A remarkable and intelligent woman who climbed through all 
the stereotypes that impede her. Plus she was down to earth, had a little 
hip-hop hood in her and no doubt “muy bello.” 

Saul: Very beautiful, huh? 
Me: Yeah, you should have seen her. Now would you let me finish? 
Saul: Don’t let me slow down “muchacho”(boy). 
Me: Alright, she was hosting a summit on “Introduction to Latino and 

Latin American studies,” at a convention center right outside my college. 
It was this hot “Chillena” (chile girl) that I was trying to hook up with who 
asked me to take her to the summit. 

There at the summit the “profesora” started talking about out of 320 
million people in the United States population, 17% were Latinos. That 
means 58 million or maybe a little more are Latinos. Now, I am telling you 
if you so happen to ever run across a hot “Chillena” walking around you 
better not mess with her because she probably was my girl since there 
are only 0.2% Chileans in the United States. 

Saul: 0.2%? 
Me: No, my bad 0.3% and for Mexicans 64.0%
Saul: Wow, I didn’t know that. Is there other percentages? 
Me: Yep, all based on Hispanic population for 2005 census bureau. 

“Scientists at the U.S. Bureau of the Census concluded that by year 2050 
some 50% of the U.S. population would be members of ethnic minorities 
— making the term minority somewhat anachronistic.” 

Saul: That sounds really promising especially if 2050 was right around 
the corner. Not easy to say that I am not going to read that book you are 
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referring too. But lets take in consideration the tripling of the death rate 
of migrants trying to cross the border… What must we do to help them? 

Me: “Si hermano tu derecho” ( Yes, brother you right). Well, okay what 
must we do? 

Saul: Gather as many people as possible and tell them about what 
happened to the Mexican people of “Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo.” Tell 
them how the United States fabricated and built road blocks to deny the 
articles of that treaty. Either the U.S. must return the territorial land or 
there must be no more “La trulla llego, pero no podemos entrar” (The 
troops have arrived, but we can’t get in) because of barricades. 

Otherwise we will — we must — reunite with “Guerreros” (warriors) 
from the souls of the Mexican war ( 1846-1898), The Spanish American 
War (1898), Wars of independence (1868-78, 1895-98), Cuban Exiles (1954-
1994) The Chicano March ( 1969), Poor People Campaign (1968). To the 
one who heard across the world the speech of “Rodolfo Corky Gonzales”…
The Lemon grove incident (1930), The Jones Act (1983), even the strength 
from the riot after the first Puerto Rican Parade (1968). And down to the 
hundreds of thousands of Latinos marching through the streets of Little 
Havana (in Miami) protesting the United States treatment of a 6-year-old 
Cuban rafter boy named Elian Gonzalez (2000). 

Until we overthrow the oppression and obtain “Justicia.”
By the end of Saul’s speech I stood next to him along the park bench 

yelling over the growing crowd...
The treaty has been broken!!!
“Law is a strange thing, it makes a man swear to tell the truth, and every 

time he shows signs of doing so, some lawyer objects.” 

Chapter 2: The Cipher (borderline) 

Despite your increases of your enforcers, 
Your blockade and gatekeeper, 
Imma jump fences and dig deeper. 

So call FEMA…. The storm coming, 
Since the 1980s we been long-running. 

Though the trade liberalization took a step forward, 
The labor market’s mobility took a step backward. 

So you wanna reform and control that... With a control Act!
Criminalize the hiring of me, 
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While I got money, 
A few kids
Some aunties, 
A hopes dream, 
And I still can’t even board – the – line. 

Beneath the rain drops, 
And quick winds, 
My soul-cries. 

Where’s “Carlos Salinas”?
Forging a continent-wide alliance
Two nations… 235 billion! 
Got my toes-tied. 

Green cards with a back clause,
Or a visa with temporarily,
Just to throw me in the sanctuary.

Call the Holy Ghost, 
“El dia de todos Los Santos” (All saints day) 
Or the other guys. 

In other words, 
I am just Jesus walking
On the land of my ancestors. 

Through these… remote regions, 
I’m hoping that the sun goes down, 
Because every time I look around man the death rate rises. 

So may the Lord help us, 
I need a baptism, 
Like the 2005 initiative of the… Bush challenge.

You wanna push-challenge!
Handcuff me,
And man-handle. 

While let me dig up the dirt of my ancestors. 
The orange fields,
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Apple trees, 
Banana sleeves, 
And planted seeds. 
My people work harder than sweat bends and bad knees
I guess American Pie got another trick to it,
because everytime I look around there’s another slice
to it.

But I gotta keep pushing, 
On this one-way ticket, 
Trying to catch that train… Borderline

—Backfire at the border, by Douglas S. Massey

Despite increased enforcement at the U.S.-Mexican border beginning 
in the 1980s, the number of foreign-born workers entering the United 
States illegally each year has not diminished…

The year 1986 was pivotal for the political economy of North America...
While trade liberalization took a step forward in 1986, labor markets 

mobility took a step backward…
To underscore its resolve, in 1986 congress passed the Immigration 

Reform Control Act, which criminalized the hiring of undocumented 
workers by U.S. employers and increased funding for the U.S. border 
patrol…

President Carlos Salinas approached the United States in 1988 to make 
the economic reforms permanent by forging a continent-wide alliance 
to create a free trade zone stretching from Central America to the Arctic, 
which ultimately resulted in the North America Free Trade Agreement 
(NAFTA)…

Then in 1993, Border Patrol officials launched Operation Blockade in 
El Paso, followed by Operation Gatekeeper in San Diego. Those operations 
mobilized massive resources in two border sectors to prevent undocu-
mented border crossing…

From 1986 to 2003 total trade between the two nations increased by a 
factor of eight, reaching $235 billion...

A border policy that relies solely on enforcement is bound to fail. 
Congress should build on President Bush’s immigration initiative (2005 
challenge to congress)…
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Increased border enforcement has only succeeded in pushing immi-
gration flows into more remote regions. That has resulted in tripling of 
the death rate, at the border…

“When it’s too cold outside
for angels to fly. 
Do the sun still rise on, 
“El día de los Muertos” (Day of the dead)”.
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This in no way symbolizes the life of every Latino in the United States. 
All our stories are different. I can only speak about my experiences from 
my life, for this is my story. 

TO ALL MY LATINO BROTHERS

I want to dedicate this to all my Latino brothers, and I don’t mean to 
exclude any races, but Latino brothers are starting to fill up these peni-
tentiary places. 

Is this what it’s come to? 
Is this the state of Illinois solution to gather all my Latino brothers and 

place them in an institution?
It saddens my heart to see, my Latino brothers kicking down the door 

to get in here, instead of trying to remain free. I guess you don’t realize 
what you got when you’re living so fast, but that type of lifestyle is not 
meant to last. 

So my Latino brothers if I could tell you something and you would 
listen, I would tell you that my words are coming straight from prison, I 
would tell you to stay in school and educate your mind, because there is 
no glory in doing penitentiary time. 

If I could tell you something and you would listen, I would tell you to 
put down that gun before your freedom is missing. Put it down before it’s 
too late and you make a mother’s heartache. 

If I could tell you something and you would listen I would tell you I 
speak the truth, because once upon a time that fast life was embedded in 
my roots. I played that game and I dwelled in the street fame and I thought 
I played it well, but it’s plain and clear, I’m writing these words from 
jail. I too was once a boy lost in a man’s world and with my hollow heart 
and faulty start I sought love and belonging from the streets. Little did I 

The Wonder Years:
Wonder What the Hell I Was Thinking
by Puppet 18th Street
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know then that this path I chose was wrong because the bond of love and 
belonging I had was so strong, because my family cared and I belonged 
there but being young I was blinded by the streets. Since I’ve grown from 
a boy to a man, I finally realize and see that there is no greater treasure in 
the world than the love of your family. 

So although the Indian ink glows on me from head to toe, I want to 
let you know that my outside is an illusion, from all my young years of 
confusion, but I am always on alert, cause with these tattoos I flirt with 
death every day. 

Please don’t judge me as you walk past because if you would have 
walked the path that I walked, 99.9% of you would not have last. I’ve picked 
myself up through the years with all the education I took and yes it’s true 
just like you, I can read a book. I’m not ashamed of who I am because I 
know who I used to be, just like you, a young wild Latino male, living the 
fast life when I was free. 

My name is Michael Gonzalez, but everyone calls me Puppet. I have 
had that name since I was about 12 years old, but it was Little Puppet, but 
I’m not little no more. I am Puerto Rican/Mexican. My father was 100% 
Puerto Rican; he was only in my life to the age of about 5 years old. I was 
raised by my mother, who did all she could to provide for me as a single 
parent. My mother was Mexican, but she was born in Waco, Texas. Her 
parents and their parents were born in Mexico. 

I just lost my mother to cancer on February 7, 2015, as I sat in a prison 
cell here at Statesville Maximum Security Correctional Center in Illinois. 
I can remember my last visit with my mother. She knew she was sick, but 
kept it from all of us, and she held me tight, and told me to promise her 
that I would get out of here and not get into any trouble no matter what 
happens to her. I had no idea she was sick, and she kissed me so many 
times, cause she knew she would not see me anymore. (That was the last 
time I saw my mother alive.) I realize now how strong a woman she was 
and the loss I feel in my heart is one that could never be filled again. 

My mother raised my three sisters, one brother, and me, the youngest 
of all on the Southside of Chicago, in the Pilsen neighborhood on 18th 
Street and Paulina. We moved from the Humboldt Park neighborhood 
in 1979, which was a predominately Puerto Rican neighborhood, to the 
Southside, because my older brother was involved in a gang and he was 
getting into a lot of trouble and he was out of control and she did not want 
me to end up following him down that path of destruction. If she would 
have known that where we were moving to would lead me into a life of 
gangs, guns, drugs and murders, I know we never would have moved 
into this neighborhood, populated by a Mexican community. My mother 
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worked constantly so she was not there to supervise our activities. My 
brother had gotten incarcerated, so he was gone. My two oldest sisters 
moved back to the northwest side with their boyfriends, so it just left me 
and the second youngest, my sister Diane. 

We were always together; she looked out for me in the beginning, 
because she was my older sister, so she would always be there with me 
at lunch in school, or after school, until I started making friends. We all 
spoke English in my family since we were all born here and went to school 
in the public school system, so Spanish was not spoken in our house, 
English was. I learned Spanish on 18th Street; the block I moved on was 
predominately Puerto Rican in a Mexican community. That was odd, now 
that I look back on it. 

The first person I met in this new neighborhood was Mario “Buff” 
Rodriguez. He was in my 4th grade class and sat next to me and he became 
my best friend, and he introduced me to his best friend Jose “Frido” Burgos 
and we put together a gang organization in 1980 that is still functioning 
to this day 2015. 

The gang was already functioning before us, but we elevated and took 
it to heights it’s never seen before us, or since us. It all started the summer 
of 1980, 1 year after I moved to the Southside, I had found a gun and Frido 
and Buff were in Harrison Park talking to some guy I never met, I was 
standing across the street eating a bag of chips on some porch steps, and 
I had this .38 revolver I found, and I saw another guy walk up to Frido, 
Buff, and this other guy I didn’t know, and I could tell they were arguing 
or something and the guy slapped Buff, I dropped my chips and ran across 
the street, and walked up behind him and kicked him, he turned around 
and he was kind of big and I pulled out the gun, he looked at me and said, 
you ain’t going to do shit with that and I started shooting. I hit him four 
times, he ran and fell twice and jumped a fence in the corner of the park. 
We all ran and ended up in Frido’s basement and the guy they were talking 
to was there also, his name is Spy and he was a member of a gang. 

The guy I shot was a rival gang member, and I never got locked up for 
that shooting, but it put Frido, Buff, and me in line to become members 
especially me. After Spy saw what I did, he took me to another neighbor-
hood to meet more members of the gang he was in. That is when I met 
Puppet and he took me under his supervision and schooled me to the 
street life and I was 10 years old. 

Two years passed and we had established our own neighborhood 
and had our headquarters on Wolcott and Cullerton. I had a good drug 
connection in Puppet, and I had become known as Little Puppet, and he 
supplied me with drugs, sold us guns, and the more drugs we sold, the 
more guns we bought. 
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In 6th grade when I was 12 years old, I met Martin Pakman Torres, and 
he would become more than a friend. We would become brothers for life. 
I introduced him to all the guys and he became a member. I can’t lie, he 
took us to a whole different level when it came to violence against our 
enemies, and his loyalty to us was for life. 

I talked to him on the phone the other day and we have been familia for 
33 years, that’s my brother, he’s still got my back with whatever I need. In 
1983 I ended up getting locked up for a gang related shooting, and I was 
sent to an Illinois juvenile correctional facility in St. Charles. I did not get 
out until 85 for a brief 8 months, but only because I escaped. 

I remember being in the gym, this is where we use to line up after 
school and I had gotten a big flat head screwdriver from one of my guys, 
called Little Scorpio. He was locked up for a shooting as well. We were 
both from the same neighborhood and grew up together. 

So I can remember standing in line talking to a black kid named Bean. 
I asked him if he knew how to get to Chicago from here. He said yeah, so 
I told him I had a screwdriver. He said so what. I said I know how to steal 
cars, and I can steal a car with this screwdriver, but I don’t know how to 
get back to the city. 

He asked if I wanted to escape. I said yeah, what’s up, he said man 
let’s do it. So two other black kids were listening and asked if they could 
come. I said I don’t care, but I told Bean make sure you stay with me when 
we run. I pushed the side doors open in the gym and we all took off and 
jumped the fence. I was the first one over, followed by Bean and then the 
other two guys. We ran through the woods for a brief moment, and I came 
across a pickup truck, so I jumped in it, and peeled the steering column, 
broke the bar, and steering wheel loose, and started it up, and we were 
gone, but the truck was real low on gas so I pulled into a mall and I told 
Bean to jump out with me, and I told the other two guys to wait in the 
truck while I get another vehicle. 

I stole a station wagon and picked up the guys in the pickup truck, 
and Bean got us headed in the right direction. Before long, I was getting 
off the highway on 18th Street and I told them they could have the car. I 
jumped out in one of my neighborhoods. All three of them got caught that 
night in the stolen car by the projects they were from. I was on the run 
for eight months till I was caught and sent back. I did not get out again 
until 1987 Sept. 8 and I got locked right back up on Sept. 16, eight days 
later, for eight aggravated batteries with a firearm. I had shot five rivals 
and three females hanging out with them. PakMan was with me, and 
we both went down handcuffed together to the Illinois Department of 
Corrections, Joliet Correctional Facility for adults. I was 18 years old. Life 
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in prison was comprised of fighting with rivals as well as structuring our 
organization behind prison walls. 

We ended up in Sheridan Correctional Facility, which is a medium 
security prison, but PakMan and I both knew we needed to get to head-
quarters for us and our organization, which was a maximum correctional 
center known as Pontiac, in order for us to structure our network. That’s 
what we did; we both ended up in Pontiac Correctional Center, cause of 
our violent acts while incarcerated. 

In 1988 August 23rd while in Sheridan correctional center, I was on 
the phone right before yard line movement and my girl told me the rivals 
had killed Mario Buff Rodriguez in the neighborhood. They shot him nine 
times on his birthday. I can remember immediately wanting to retaliate, 
so I hung up with my girl and went to the yard. I saw some rivals from the 
neighborhood lifting weights on the yard. So I walked up on them while 
they were working out with a 10 pound weight in my hand, I walked up 
behind one and hit him in the head with the weight and blood hit me all 
in the face, and I knocked him out immediately. I hit another one across 
the face with the weight and busted his forehead wide open. The other 
two got on the floor as the tower started shooting down on us, yelling for 
me to drop the weight. 

I began to walk away and he kept giving me commands to lie on 
the ground. The correctional officers ran up on me like 10 of them and 
cuffed me. I was immediately sent to Pontiac. In prison I really began to 
learn Spanish because we mainly communicated in Spanish around any 
non-Latino people, be it corrections officers, or other non Latino inmates;s 
it was our code of privacy among each other. 

When I got out of prison, I found my sister involved deeply with the 
nation. She was not no sleep around girl. She was respected because she 
was down with the nation, and plus she was my sister. She basically ran 
all the girls in the neighborhood and there were so many females in the 
neighborhood because we had established a good money spot selling 
drugs, and money was flowing, so it was good times for a moment. 

The neighborhood was filled with Mexican stores and the street ven-
dors selling corn mangos and cucumbers and you had the tamale lady 
selling tamales for a dollar out of a cooler. There was the ringing of the 
paleta vendor pushing his little cart selling Mexican freeze pops, and they 
were good. I can remember getting the coco de leche all the time. I loved 
growing up in a Mexican neighborhood. I can recall going to the carnita 
restaurant on Sunday morning, passing up the bar that was already open 
at 10am, with the loud Mexican music on. 

The Mexicans would all be out with family shopping and you had the 
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unsupervised kids, street kids, selling chicles for a quarter a piece, trying 
to hustle. I always gave them some money cause I knew they were hungry 
kids trying to eat. I speak good Mexican, because of where I grew up, but 
I also speak good Puerto Rican. People that are not Latino probably are 
saying what am I talking about, it is all Spanish, but Latinos knew exactly 
what I mean. I can decipher a Mexican from a Puerto Rican just by their 
language. I can pretty much do that for every Latino race. I can recall all 
the Mexican celebrations, Fiesta del Sol, Mexican day parade, the sacrifice 
of Jesus Christ down 18th Street. I loved being in this neighborhood. 
This neighborhood looked so peaceful and nice with families shopping, 
businesses doing business, but behind the scenes there was a dark side, 
a side of drugs, gangs, death, homicides, and though I played like I was a 
part of the daytime community, I really was part of the dark side. I am 45 
years old and I am currently incarcerated in an Illinois maximum security 
prison with a 54-year sentence for home invasion homicide. 

During the court proceedings in my case, the state of Illinois was 
seeking to put me to death by lethal injection. I was offered natural life 
sentence to plead guilty, but I did not accept that. I would have rather 
died than live the rest of my life in here. I was about to go to trial when 
the governor of Illinois Pat Quinn abolished the death penalty in Illinois 
and automatically turned my case into a 20–60 year sentence, but I was 
still eligible for a life sentence based on the judge’s discretion. 

I’ve been through a lot of things, but this event really changed my life 
and my way of thinking. It took me so long to realize what was important 
to me in my life. Sometimes you have to go through something drastic 
to wake you up and bring you to reality, and the reality is I am thankful 
to be alive. 

I speak to people still in the life, and I tell them, I’m not with that 
any more, and they laugh at me, because they remember who I used to 
be. There are only a few who walked with me through this drama, that 
truly know I mean it, when I say I’m done. I will never go back to the 
neighborhood ever again in my life. 

Losing my mother while I was incarcerated here hurt my soul deeply, 
because during her time in the hospital and her funeral and burial, I was 
the only one of her kids missing and that is something I will never forgive 
myself for. She deserved to have me there in her time of need, like she was 
for me, in my time of need. That is the ultimate reason why I will never be 
a part of that life again because I promised her. I will regain my freedom 
and do something with the remainder of my life. 

My sister Diane is now a Cook County sheriff and I just talked to her 
for the first time in 10 years the other day, as well as my oldest sister Mary, 
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who I also spoke to for the first time in 10 years. It’s funny that I thought 
they would be the main people in my life during this hardship. But who 
I thought would not be there because I didn’t feel we were that close, is 
my sister Cathy. I love her for never walking away on me. She has been 
here with me through everything. 

I thank God for her in my life. I’m thinking back on everything now 
and knowing what I know about this life. I would have done things so 
differently, I definitely would not have taken this road, but thank God, I 
still have the opportunity to change, and make a difference unlike most 
of the people who were in the life with me because they lost their lives 
to the streets. 

I’ve lost so many friends to the streets, it’s a shame that they did not 
get the chance to have a life; some of them did not have children because 
they got killed so young. I have always been drawn to this neighborhood 
for some reason. I always seem to end up back over in Pilsen and I am so 
known by the police over there. It should make me not even want to be 
around there but I did not care about the police. 

I could have gone a different route in life but I chose to go down this 
path. I was not forced to take this road. I know plenty of other Latinos 
my age now who went the other route and are doing a legit job living 
a regular life. They made better choices but they could have also had a 
better foundation than I had. It’s no excuse. I should have made better 
choices. I wish I did but I had no guidance in life. I did what I wanted when 
I wanted at a young age. I believe an unsupervised Latin youth is at risk 
for gangs and prison bound and a young Latin woman unsupervised are 
at risk of becoming pregnant at a young age on welfare. I believe if you get 
them young between the ages of 10–16 years old and show them some 
love and guidance their outcome will be different than a lot of ours was 
in this class. I believe that without a doubt. I can’t complain about what 
is already done; I can only live with the consequences of my actions and 
try to make a difference in other Latino youth’s lives so they don’t end up 
where I am. I hope my words catch the Latino youth’s attention and give 
them a glimpse of what could happen in their lives if they remain involved 
with gangs, drugs, and the streets. 
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I believe that for Latinas and Latinos, the United States means a great 
change for many, and the only home known to other Latino/as. What I 
mean is that many people have traveled from their home countries in 
search of a better way of life than what they may have previously had. 
For most people who struggle to support themselves and their family, 
when you hear there’s a place with better job opportunities and living 
conditions, you become interested in finding out more about the place 
to see if the rumors are true. 

Now what you may or may not know before coming to the United States 
is that the U.S. has social classes that divide the people into groups based on 
their looks and wealth. For some Latinos it may be hard to support yourself 
and family with the color of your skin being the main factor of the type 
of job you will get. Latinos who are bilingual and mixed with Europeans 
may find it much easier to find a good paying job to support themselves 
and their families. The challenges the Latinos face are basically the same 
faced by the other minorities in the United States, which is mainly based 
on race, skin color, and wealth. 

I’m not sure if the challenges for Latinos in the U.S. are more difficult 
than the ones they face in their home countries. I do believe that some 
of the Latinos born in the U.S. face the same challenges of poverty and 
racism as the other minority groups do. It’s unfair and a broken system 
that’s long overdue for repairs, so for Latinos it means being strong, patient 
and willing to fight for the well-deserved justice that all human beings 
are entitled to, regardless of race or color. 

If I had the ability to solve a problem for the Mexican population, with 
so many that currently exist, it would be hard to choose just one. Since I 
can only choose one, it would have to be citizenship for the people who 
travel from Mexico to the United States. I don’t entirely understand how 
the U.S. government can put a restriction on the Mexican people who want 

My view of Latinos’/as’ rise in the U.S.
by A. Grady
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to come to American soil to try to live a better life and support themselves 
and their families. 

What’s so disturbing about the limitation the government has put 
on the immigrants of Mexico, who are trying to live in the U.S. legally is 
absurd, seeing that a part of the U.S. was once part of Mexico (e.g., Los 
Angeles, California). To take land from the Mexicans and then tell them 
they have to gain citizenship and permission to go live on that land or 
any other part of the U.S. is just not fair and not right. How could people 
be foreigners in their own land after they were bullied out of it by the 
Americans? 

Actually, the Mexicans should have just as much right to be in the 
United States as the Americans do, but the government would never admit 
it. They also would not admit that it was wrong to take Mexican land, and 
then pass laws requiring a Mexican person to gain citizenship to enter 
the U.S. This is just another example of the excessive use of power by the 
wealthy Americans to control the United States by any means necessary, 
right or wrong. 

This is not a new problem for the Mexican population or the U.S. gov-
ernment, but a problem that has been moving at a snail’s pace to resolve. 
Just like racism in America, the Europeans are not ready to make the dra-
matic change that’s needed to better the country and the people living in it. 
The Mexicans who were here before the United States was formed should 
not be restricted to come and live on U.S. soil. The Americans are so unfair 
to the people of the countries they invaded, by forming laws to mainly 
benefit the Americans. This only encourages certain groups of people to 
take action against the Americans violently and also nonviolently. 

I believe that the only solution is to remove the restrictions and give 
citizenship to any person who wants to live in America, regardless of where 
their native home is. Those who are already living in America illegally 
should be granted citizenship instead of being deported or arrested. This 
will solve the senseless deaths of the people killed trying to cross the 
borders into America on a regular basis. The country is big enough and 
can maintain change as it has for all its years of existence. The problem 
lies within the white privileged Europeans who have to wake up and 
realize that they are not a superior race of people, they’re just people 
whose families just happen to be wealthier than most other people in the 
United States because their greed caused them to design the rules and 
laws to benefit their needs. 

As I point out some of the similarities and differences between the 
different groups of Latinas/os, such as Mexicans, Puerto Ricans and 
Cubans, you will see how the United States accepted their migrations in 
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different ways. All of them had different and similar reasons for coming 
to the United States to live. I will explain a little bit of the history of the 
Mexicans, Puerto Ricans and Cubans to give you an understanding of the 
experiences these groups had coming to America. 

The first group I will discuss and give you a little insight into is the 
Mexicans. When they migrated to America, most of them were working 
“low paying jobs, where land values and rent was low in communities 
that reflected their own customs and patterns, to lessen the effects of 
culture shock, after being forced to settle in areas they could afford.” (Vigil, 
Community Dynamics and the Rise of Street Gangs, pg. 98).

The treatment that the Mexican immigrants were receiving was unfair 
and “discrimination forced them to congregate in places separate from the 
dominant Anglo minority.” (Vigil, pg. 99) This caused Mexican immigrants 
to separate from surrounding communities, and create their own distinct 
neighborhoods. The phrase “across the tracks, which referred to irrigation 
canals, highways, river, or freeways” (Vigil, pg. 99), came from the spatial 
separation and reflected the visual distinctiveness. Forcing the Mexican 
immigrants into isolation caused the youth to create street gangs that, 
“twenty years later evolved into formal gangs with a more destructive 
and violent routines and rhythms, that was noted by a scholar, as shanty 
town.” (Vigil, pg. 97)

In the beginning of the Mexican migration, “they had been scattered 
around in different places throughout the area, working in the citrus and 
vineyard industries” (Vigil, pg. 99). Later, they ended up in one neighbor-
hood called “North town which was situated across the tracks and flood 
canal” (Vigil, pg. 99). The area was not well kept, because streets were 
unpaved and had no curbs or sidewalks. The homes were small with one 
bedroom that was supposed to house one family. “Mexican workers and 
their families had to settle in labor camps near train tracks lines, where 
railroad companies built long rows of sheds and deducted the rent form 
their earnings.” (Vigil, pg. 100) 

The “studies of early Mexican immigration in Los Angeles, show the 
new residents had settled in neglected and inferior locations that were ini-
tially bypassed in the development of urban Los Angeles, and considered 
the flats or low lands” ( Vigil, pg. 100). The living conditions in that area 
caused gangs to develop and “why many Mexican youth chose to hang on 
street corners and become delinquents” (Vigil, pg.101). Although many 
people are law abiding citizens in the barrios, they are still exposed to vices 
and anti-social activities, as victims of the community.” (vigil, pg. 102) 

“Street socialization resulted when households became crowded and 
family life was disrupted, causing children to spend more and more time 
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out on the streets.” (Vigil, pg.103) The fortunate people who found jobs 
that were good, were still affected by living in segregated communities 
with limited social and residential mobility. “They joined the ranks of the 
most prosperous in the barrio, and were recognized as lower class role 
models.” (Vigil, pg.103) 

They considered “Mexican to be second-class status, even though “labor 
from Mexico was sought after. For most Mexicans the job site and home 
site were synonymous.” (Vigil, pg.103) Adjusting to American society 
was a slow process and the Mexicans usually spoke Spanish at work and 
at home. They weren’t allowed into theaters or recreational facilities, so 
they barely left the barrio. The children of immigrants were pressured 
by the “Anglo teachers in school and reprimanded for speaking Spanish 
and by their own parents, where Spanish was a necessity.” (Vigil, pg.103) 

The term “choloization describes this linguistic and cultural conflict 
and confusion. It comes from cholo, a word used for centuries in Latin 
America to describe cultural or racial marginality.”(Vigil, pg.103) This 
was the key aspect to the “formation of gangs and the shaping of gang 
members. Cholo is a label street youths gave themselves that reflects their 
cultural marginality and the creation of their own language and style 
called Spanglish.” (Vigil, pg. 103)

It is important to know street gangs “remain the socializer of last resort 
and fills the voids in parenting, schooling, and policing. Also inferior 
law enforcement is a factor to barrio dwellers, because of police brutality 
and harassment.” (Vigil, pg.104) Rather than having an “open and fluid 
adaptation, and adjustment to American society, the insulated, isolat-
ed, closed community that emerges implodes on itself” (Vigil, pg. 104), 
causing the barrios to think only of itself. “The settlement of Mexicans in 
segregated, visually inferior locations made adaptation difficult and did 
little to enhance the adjustment of new groups of Mexican immigrants 
to American society. Mexicans felt unwanted and discriminated against 
in the aftermath of the American takeover of Texas, California, and the 
southwest.” (Vigil, pg.104-105)

“Ecological influences exert a strong force on all humans who are iso-
lated and different, affecting all children with this knowledge” (Vigil, pg. 
105) Those in gangs and those who are not know that their self-identity is 
shaped by the spatial and social distance of their more “affluent neighbors 
and its distinctiveness affects their quality of life, their job prospects, and 
their educational opportunities.” (Vigil, pg.106) Also “poverty, discrimina-
tion and social/cultural cohesiveness helped create Mexican barrios and 
the effects of urbanization along with poor city planning ad neglectful 
and uncaring authorities, made the barrios and ecologically inferior place 
to raise a family.” (Vigil, pg. 106) 
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“In short, immigrant adaptation to Los Angeles wreaked havoc for the 
Mexican people. Newcomers were engulfed in a sense of isolation and 
exclusion. The Anglo ethnic group precluded their learning the ways 
of urban life and the language and customs of the dominant culture. 
Americanization learning programs failed because of the racist assump-
tion that Mexicans were culturally deficient. Chicano youths created 
street gangs to address the voids in their socialization.” (Vigil, pg. 107) 

“Gender roles and processes strongly affect how second generation men 
and women come to understand their Mexican identity and profoundly 
affect their school and work practices, decisions, and aspirations because 
Mexicans occupy an ambivalent, in-between position in racial and ethnic 
hierarchies. They are not mainstream white, but neither excluded from 
the stigmatized groups of Blacks, Puerto Ricans, or immigrant groups 
such as Italians, Greeks and other immigrants and their descendants.” 
(Smith, Gender, Ethnicity, and Race, pg. 113) 

“Moreover, Mexican American women, who make up 17%, are almost 
twice as likely as the 9% of men to work in professional/technical jobs.” 
(Smith, pg.113) “Mexican boys and girls can adapt either an ethnic incor-
poration or a racial oppositional stance, depending on their labor market 
niche, the kind of school they attend, their activity settings, their gender 
roles and other factors.” (Smith, pg. 120) “The consequences of this gen-
dered capital are cumulative, because women stay in school longer or go 
to better schools has attached a stigmatized meaning to their ethnicity, 
giving them better skills and also opening up access to more and better 
ties beyond their immediate networks.” (Smith, pg. 121) 

“The Puerto Rican migration was quite diverse, because it included 
many people from the rural areas, where farming was rendered econom-
ically marginal.” (Rodriguez, Puerto Ricans in the U.S.A., pg.1) Puerto 
Ricans mainly moved to New York City and worked as “agricultural 
laborers and then moved to more urban areas.” (Rodriguez, pg. 2) It felt 
like a second migration for a lot of Puerto Ricans who were involved in 
campo living and they were unemployed or under employed following 
the same paths as those from the campos. A lot of Puerto Ricans arrived 
in the United States already highly urbanized and as urban proletarians 
who were familiar with urban living. 

The migration of Puerto Ricans did not just involve “peasants and 
urban workers, sugar cane cutters and laborers, but also accomplished 
musicians, fine needle craft workers, doctors, midwives, entrepreneurs, 
etc. but these skills went entirely unnoticed in the new land” (Rodriguez, 
pg.2) “The migrants brought nontransferable skills and transferable skills 
that were not transferred, because they had to accept whatever job was 
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available.” (Rodriguez, pg.2) “The Puerto Rican population is a hetero-
geneous one that reflects the distinct classes found on the island plus 
the development of new class positions and perspectives in the United 
States.” (Rodriguez, pg.2) 

The great migration occurred during 1946-1964 and received its name 
because “the largest numbers of Puerto Ricans arrived.” (Rodriguez pg. 
3) The 19th century Puerto Rican community was generally made up of 
well to do merchants, political activists closely allied with the Cuban rev-
olutionary movement, and the skilled workers who mostly were tobacco 
workers.” (Rodriguez, pg. 4) “The composition of these communities 
continued to reflect diversity, but with a strong working-class base.” 
(Rodriguez, pg. 5) Research showed that Puerto Ricans in the U.S had 
a higher literacy rate than the Puerto Ricans in Puerto Rico and were 
skilled or semi-skilled. A survey also showed that Puerto Rican English 
proficiency and literary levels increased each year. 

One of the reasons for the migration to the U.S. was the search of jobs, 
which looked better in the U.S. than in Puerto Rico. “Puerto Ricans were 
greatly valued by their employers and considered excellent workers, 
working for low wages, which produced substantial profits for employers.” 
(Rodriguez, pg. 7) Puerto Ricans didn’t have any problems obtaining citi-
zenship because they were born with it just it just like Americans. Puerto 
Rico was once a mining center, but turned to agricultural pursuits because 
of Spain. “Puerto Rico began to develop a survival strategy to deal with 
situations that were not to its advantage.” (Rodriguez, pg.9) “Puerto Rico 
continued to enhance the diversity of its population admitting runaway 
slaves into Puerto Rico as free men.” (Rodriguez, pg.9) 

“Puerto Ricans who are residents of Puerto Rico cannot vote in national 
elections, vote for president or send representatives to the Senate or House 
of Representatives, but they can be sent to fight in the United States wars.” 
(Rodriguez, pg.10) “Puerto Rico is politically and economically dependent 
on the U.S. which resulted in high unemployment, poverty and desperate 
conditions in Puerto Rico” (Rodriguez, pg. 11) “Puerto Ricans entered the 
U.S. as citizens, served for the U.S. armed forces had accessible transporta-
tion to their country of origin, came from a strategic base of the U.S. and 
had a Caribbean cultural and racial background, as opposed to a European 
one.” (Rodriguez, pg.13) 

“Cubans emigrated to the U.S after Fidel Castro overthrew the gov-
ernment of Fulgencio Batista, arriving after the revolution, during the 
freedom flights and the Mariel boatlift.” (Garcia, Havana U.S.A., pg. 1) The 
Cubans in America, became “symbols of the clash between democracy 
and communism” (Garcia, pg.2) causing new immigration laws to help 
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benefit the Cubans. “Two factors contributed to the Cubans creation of 
a viable economic enclave,” which were “their middle-class values and 
entrepreneurial skills that transferred readily across borders and the Cuban 
refugee program.” (Garcia, pg.2) Cubans were devoted to preserving their 
Cuban identity that was a political responsibility. 

“A political and economic success was the best revenge” (Garcia, pg.2), 
to throw in Castro’s face. “The émigrés all claimed to want democracy for 
their homeland, but had different views of what Democracy entailed and 
were shaped by the success and failures of Cuban politics (Garcia, pg 3). 
When it came to economics, “some were free-market capitalists, while 
others favored some variation of socialism” (Garcia, Pg 3). The Cubans 
“assimilated structurally in so short a period of time, while simultaneously 
forging a uniquely bi-cultural identity” (Garcia Pg.4). A Cuban-American 
culture can be seen in Miami by new arrivals from Cuba in the “schools, 
businesses, and organizations that shut down in Cuba” (Garcia, Pg.4)

Many émigrés had two identities as Cuban exiles and Cuban Americans. 
At first, they resisted naturalization as betrayal to their homeland and 
forces that sent them into exile in the first place. “The Cubans adapted 
socially, economically, and politically to the United States and at the same 
time influenced political realities in their homeland” (Garcia Pg.5). The 
Cubans continue to redefine themselves in relation to two nations and two 
cultures in Miami. “Many Americans see the Cuban émigré community 
as one who refuses to assimilate,” because “they are angered by Spanish 
as a public language and the role of Cuba in public debate” (Garcia Pg.9).

As I wrap up my view of Latino/as’ rise in the U.S., I believe that all 
Latino groups should be united as Latino/as, because they are already a 
minority as it is, compared to Caucasians. To separate themselves into 
separate groups would only make it harder to receive the equality and 
justice that they deserve as human beings. Together we stand, divided we 
fall, and even standing together it still takes a very long time to change the 
injustices in society. Even though Latinos come from about 19 different 
countries, they are all brothers and sisters who share a common language 
and history. They all migrated to the U.S. in search of a better life for them 
and their families, and even though each group of Latinos was welcomed 
differently, they all were treated as minorities when it comes down to 
living in the United States.

Latinos should have a good feeling about living in the United States. 
So many are citizens of the U.S. and even though they still have a long 
way to go fix poverty, discrimination and racism, I believe the country is 
ready for change and equality for everyone of every race. There are still 
a lot of people who will be against equality, but that will not stop people 
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of all races from coming together and uniting to get the justice for each 
other, the respect for one another and the wages that will be enough to 
support and maintain a household.

To me the term Latinidad makes a lot of sense because you can accom-
plish more as a group than individually. Even with different backgrounds 
and heritage, Latinos should be able to come together to overcome the 
obstacles that only certain Latinos (Mexicans) face, such as deportation 
and citizenship issues. Even though some groups are affected personally, 
the Latinos are still united as a whole race.
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It’s the fall of ‘91 and here I am in the Northwest suburbs living with my 
mom, grandma, and my little brother. I had lived in Chicago for the past 14 
years where I attended a school on the North Side of Chicago near Belmont 
and Cicero. I had attended the same grammar school from kindergarten to 
eighth grade. I was going to a school that was multi-cultural, which is to 
say that the Blacks and Latinos made a majority percentage of the school. 
So it never dawned on me to think of what I was or where I came from. 
I guess you don’t tend to think or even claim what race you are because 
you weren’t put in that situation. Most of my friends growing up were of 
Latino culture, while we had a few Filipino here and there.

But now that I graduated 8th grade, my mom kinda thought it was best 
to move out to the suburbs to get us a better education and, if possible, 
shelter us from the grasp of the streets. 

So here I am the first day of high school. I was so anxious to see the 
inside of this school and the new people who were going to be introduced 
into my life. I had a second cousin who had lived across from me who also 
was going to start his first day as well. But he had been living and going 
to school out in the suburbs since I could remember first meeting him. 
So here I am at the corner waiting for the bus to pick us up. This was 
something new to me because I had never ridden a school bus to school 
other than going on field trips. So as I enter the bus I feel like I’m the 
odd one out. You tend to see a lot more white faces. Some seem to have 
faces that it’s just another year, while others have that nervous face as I 
have but try to hide it as best I could. As we go along picking up people at 
different stops, these kids tend to step out of nice houses with cars in the 
driveway. Most of my life, we tended to live in apartments with at best 2 
bedrooms and hope you can use the bathroom in the morning. I wonder 
why we couldn’t live like the Waltons or the family I see coming out of 
these homes. So I drift back to reality and realize we are arriving to our 
destination, which is the high school. 

Promises to Myself
by R. Hernandez
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I had never seen anything like this. I mean I once visited the high 
school to enroll with my mother but you never really soak it in until it’s 
at its liveliest. The parking lot is full of cars with some being this year’s 
model or a couple of years back. The buses are lined up back-to-back 
letting out students. I look to my right and see the football field, which 
is no comparison to what the cement-topped fields we have in the city 
schools. You tend to think about the high schools in the city and the low 
budget ones tend to be a big ass building with a bunch of windows and 
the building tends to look like a factory with doors. But here where I’m 
looking at now is some way out shit. It seems to look modern, with glass 
doors and fields on both sides of the school. 

Now I feel like I’m different than everybody else. You tend to see a lot 
more white faces than what I remember going to school with. So I stand 
in front of the school, take a deep breath and proceed to enter this new 
level in my life. As soon as you walk in you can hear the sounds of people 
talking and probably gossiping of what people were wearing or who’s 
with who this year. The first thing that catches my eye is the trophy case 
that is as wide as 5 walls put together from different sports in which 
they’ve achieved success. I look to my right and see the gym through the 
doors to catch a new student’s eye. Now I proceed to go find my locker 
because this is another new experience I’ve never dealt with. Usually 
back then you would put your coat or book bag on a hook and go to your 
seat. I start talking to my cousin about how tripped out the environment 
is and looking for the combination to my locker, which they assigned to 
me when I went for enrollment. 

While I’m stuck in thought, I hear a voice behind me saying “Hey where 
you going.” It sounds so sweet that I have to turn around and see who it is. 
When I turn around I see two females. One of them has blondish/brown 
hair, is kinda skinny but looks Latina. The other catches my attention and 
wants to know who I am. She doesn’t seem to be Latina, even though she 
has some features but the nose doesn’t seem to be in the right race. Later 
on I find out that she is Armenian. But that doesn’t take my attention away 
from the curves of her body and here I am on my first day of school in the 
process of actually having a girlfriend. 

So here I am mid-day through my first day of school when I go to lunch 
and ready to get something in my stomach. So I walk in the line. I can’t 
really remember how it was on my ID or if I had another slip saying I was 
to get free lunch. I had been receiving free lunch since I started school. 
My mother had been on public aid since I think I was born and in my 
old school most of the students were either free lunch or reduced lunch, 
which meant they had family who made money somehow and had to pay 
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20 cents extra when they got their food. So as I’m standing in this line I 
see mostly the white kids paying money for their lunch, while I feel that 
I was different because I received a certain amount of the food free. In 
my head I feel that I was poor or couldn’t afford extra food. I mean my 
mother was the type who would give a dollar or two extra each day to go 
get a coke out of the machine or some snacks to go with the sandwich. So 
at times I had to look at others eat some good shit while I felt like I had to 
beg for extra shit. But I came to realize that I wasn’t always in this boat 
alone, a majority of the Latino population had this free lunch dilemma. 
You never know why it hits you at odd moments in your life of what you 
are or how people perceive you to be.

I was never born outside this country; I was born and raised in Chicago. 
I could never say we grew up poor. There was always a meal in our mouths 
as my brother and I grew up, even though a majority of the time my mom 
would shop at Aldi’s. I guess to save and raise two boys was a struggle at 
times for my mom. I didn’t grow up with all the name brand shoes or 
clothes. The new shoes for me were Pro Wings from Payless. Boy did I 
get ridiculed at school for my shoes. Clothes would be from K-Mart or 
Venture or if you can remember Zayres. I always wanted to be part of the 
crowd that got all the new name brand shit. Like Nike, Air Jordan, Starter 
or the style that everybody was rocking. The best moment in my life was 
when I was going to graduate the from 8th grade and my mom took me 
to Footlocker to get my graduation present and I got the newest Jordans, 
which were all black with two holes in the tongue. At the time I couldn’t 
realize or comprehend what my mother might have sacrificed at that time 
in life to buy me them. But I tend to think that at that moment my life 
might have changed or taken a different path. I say that because it was 
the first time I think my mother said to me that if you want to have all the 
flashy shit then you’re going to have to work for it and earn it for yourself.

My mother gave birth to me in ’77, when she was 17. In less than 10 
days from birth she was going to turn 18. I was the third generation born 
in the country. I tend to forget where my great-great-grandparents were 
from. But my mom told me where the Mexican boxer Julio Ceasar Chavez 
was from. I heard stories through the years that at first my grandmother 
didn’t want anything to do with me or my mother when I came into this 
country. I believe at the time she was the youngest. I can’t really say who 
my father was. After three decades I still don’t know anything about him. 
At times I tend to ask my mom about him, but the answer she always 
tends to use is “why you want to know. He never did nothing for you.” I 
can never tell what ethnicity my father is. I look Latino no matter what 
I may do to hide. On my mother’s side we are from Texas and Mexico. 
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While I was growing up I was mostly spoken to in English. I can’t really 
say I learned my family history through my grandparents. But as years 
passed my grandmother did find it in her heart to put us in her life. If it 
wasn’t for her I really would not understand Spanish. She used to speak to 
me 100 miles an hour and then wait for a response, which was in broken 
sentences. To this day I speak in broken sentences when it comes to 
speaking Spanish. But what can you do when you’ve grown up speaking 
nothing but English?

I believe what makes me is how I took everything around me and tried 
to mold it or try to make it in this world. At times I was seen as a gang 
banger because of what I wear or how I looked. I had tried years back to 
do the school routine and to make something of myself but with these 
routines or at times not getting that help to push me in the right direction 
we got lost within ourselves. I had dreams of joining sports in high school 
and maybe making it turn into a scholarship so I can go to college and 
hoping my family gets out of our cycle. But how can you stay after school 
for these activities when you have to go to work because you want to buy 
what you want. I’ve never had a car of my own. It’s hard to ride the school 
bus when everybody else around you is driving themselves. I was supposed 
to be the first male to try to achieve the greatness of school and actually 
graduate from high school and go to college. But let’s just really think 
about if I had graduated from high school and decided to go to college 
where would the funds come from? My family really wasn’t financially 
set and at times I feel if my side of family, which consists of me, Mom and 
brother were to actually achieve in life, the other half would think they 
are uppity or are on a higher level. Where did our so-called Latino values 
go when the family can’t even support each other to do good? 

I had lost my grandmother in 2006 and I feel the last of our tree has 
fallen down when we lost her. I’ve been gone from the world of the free 
for 17 years and hearing stories from my cousins or even my younger 
brother tells me that our family is not there anymore. I’m told that when 
my family is put in the room together it’s like enemies ready to slit each 
other’s throats. I’ve always been a person who always has strong family 
values. It hurts me to see that our family tree has been broken. As a Latino 
people who strive to become a strong force to give our race a voice to be 
reckoned with can’t even keep it together within our own family. I know 
that I have to at times deal with my own problems. I chose to throw my 
dreams away and walk down a path that sees no good outcome but misery 
or death or even spend most of my life behind these bars. Did I try to reach 
out and say can ya’ll help to get a lawyer to get me to beat this case. No. 
Because I already knew what the answer to that question was going to 
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be. I try to say to myself that I blame my mother for how my life turned 
out, but now that I think about the past she did struggle at a young age 
to make sure we were ok. At one point in my life, she decided to drop me 
and my little brother off at my Madrina’s house; I believe at the time she 
couldn’t raise us. I couldn’t understand why this was happening. But I 
guess at our age we were to believe that this was just a vacation. This 
is where the culture of Boriqua was introduced into my life. Now I may 
forget to mention that at my earlier years my Madrina had lived with my 
mother and her two boys. I couldn’t understand the significance of this. 
But we tend to learn of this later in our lives. I still try to believe that I 
had two mothers. 

So we flash forward a few years and my Madrina has found someone 
new for her life and me and my brother are now home in the Humboldt 
Park area, the streets are North Avenue and Francisco. The new type of 
culture was more vibrant and the music seemed to be tropical. I remem-
ber my Madrina showing me how to dance salsa. I could remember the 
weekends there, music was blasting from the speakers where you hear 
stories from the playa or certain revolutions they had to overcome. Artists 
from Celia Cruz to Frankie Ruiz, and Hector Lavoe. Those were voices that 
sang through the air when I had to either clean the house or play with the 
toys I had. I can’t say I was born with Puerto Rican blood but I believe I 
can claim this culture because I was raised around the environment and 
certain qualities were imbedded in me even though most of the time she 
was strict. I can’t recall or even remember when it happened but I was 
told by my Madrina that I was taken to Puerto Rico when I was 2 or 3 and 
was loved by her family. 

I’ve never been to Mexico and that blood flows through me through my 
family. But here I am in Puerto Rico as a Mexican child. Once again I don’t 
believe I have to voice my race to define who I am. I still don’t know what to 
say or what I believe I am. I just love to say I’m Latino. I’m multi-cultural. I 
love all the music that has the right beat to it. Who says what we are, this 
era of time has changed its face of what is us. I mean outside the circle we 
have voices saying send them back or they don’t belong here. But where 
does it give them the right to say that when this country was founded by 
immigrants from the other side of the world. Shit my ancestors bled blood 
in the dirt before so-called Columbus discovered them. How many times 
did they try to dilute our blood line so we can’t remember this was ours 
to start with? Where is our history in the schools? Are they too scared 
to let us know what they really did to take this land? I feel so ashamed 
that I fucked up my life and reinforced society’s view of us as thugs or 
gangbangers, but I can only blame myself. 
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But I’ve been raised by women my whole life so where do I go to find 
that father figure to explain to me where or what these new things are 
happening to my body or these thoughts that seem to be explicit when 
I think of the opposite sex? A woman can raise a man sonly so long, but 
those things we must find out on our. Remember I didn’t have a father 
growing up. I was the oldest of two kids, not including the two boys from 
my Madrina, which to this day I also consider my brothers which still 
makes me the oldest. Where do I go to find this father figure? In the streets 
where you believe that it loves you, but it’s an illusion to make you believe 
that it does. In reality it just takes control of your life and when you go 
to search forthat love when times get tough it just turns its back on you. 
Where are those father figures I looked up to, or to emulate or become 
that badass vato when I landed behind those bars? Nowhere but keeping 
their own lives living. You strive to find that love in gangs. But it’s never 
a good ending. You lose friends and some realize that it’s just not worth 
it. I was too blind to realize that I would become a statistic to those who 
chase the fast dream. Where was my father who was supposed to protect 
me or show me what Latino was being about, the struggles he may have 
endured while growing up? Or was he just a womanizer who tricked my 
mother and got her pregnant. Am I just like him when I was out there 
sleeping with every woman who would let me between her legs?

I’ve made promises to myself that I never want to do what my father did 
to me, of me not knowing who he was. When I do have kids I want them to 
know who their father is no matter what or how the mother would react. 
It takes me to break this typecast we have on our race where most fathers 
aren’t there. I believe in my heart that I may have a daughter, but that’s 
another long story within itself. But the outcome is no matter how long 
it takes me to get from these walls, I will find her and tell her the story of 
who I am and let her to know who I really was. She may accept me or not 
but it’s something my father never attempted to do. 
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Preface

I believe that sharing my story with the world at large is one of the 
greatest undertakings of my life. It is with the greatest humility that I 
hope my story can impact the lives of Latinos everywhere. Expressing my 

The Story of My Life.
“Insanity, Welcome to My World.”
by Nene, Bucktown’s Finest



 43Latinos: The Struggle is Real

thoughts and realities in my life through my story is something entirely 
new, and tackling a sensitive subject such as “what it means to be a Latino 
in the United States” has pervaded my life since birth and confused the 
heck out of me for about the same time. As I matured and entered into 
adulthood, I believe I may have finally figured out this Latino thing and 
what it means to me. But first, I had to reflect on my life. And my story, 
Insanity, Welcome to My World, is the fruit of my labor. Please join me and 
experience what it means to be Latino…

Chapter One: Humble Beginnings

On January 30, 1972, Ruben Juliano Hernandez was born in the farm 
town of San Jose de Ramos, El Oro de Durango, Mexico to the union of 
Amada and Cresencio Hernandez. I was my parent’s third child at the 
time and I joined my two older sisters Graciella and Veronica. But for 
some reason my birth was special because I was the first male child and 
thus instantly became the pride and heir to the throne in the Hernandez 
family name by the reason of my birthright. Wow! Never imagined that my 
birth caused so much joy and expectations within the family. The world 
was ready to receive me, but was I ready for the world and everything 
that came with it? As far as I can remember in the early years of my life, 
I was surrounded with so much love from so many family members. My 
abuelo, Porfirio, was the patriarch and my abuela was the matriarch of the 
family, and it seemed like every family member lived on the tiny 30-acre 
farmland my grandparents owned. The family was a tight knit bunch, 
but the train of poverty loomed on the horizon and this inescapable fact 
was overwhelming. I can remember that my mom and dad went to work 
in the fields to pick the various crops of fruits and vegetables while my 
abuela babysat me and my sisters, not to mention all of my other cousins. 
My two aunts, Lydia and Maria, worked in the family storefront and my 
uncles Pedro and Mario were in charge of the horse stables and the roosters 
Palenque. From an outsider’s perspective, you would believe that our 
family operated like a well-oiled machine and we had everything, but the 
reality was that poverty dominated our surroundings and it was absolutely 
the order of the day. I can remember that every night my mom used to cry 
because of her injuries and cuts to her fingers and because she realized 
that no matter how hard she worked to put food on the table, it was never 
enough. I never understood the order of feeding the family, but it seemed 
like it has been passed down through many generations. My abuela, my 
mom, and my aunts cooked for their husbands and children, and the men 
of the family ate first, the children next, and the women of the household 
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ate last — whatever was left of the meal. If my mom and aunts ate, it 
would be considered a good day. We ate the common standard of three 
meals a day, but it seemed like we ate a variation of huevos rancheros 
and the main course was always frijoles with tortillas, a slice of queso 
and some kind of red or green salsa. So definitely I went to sleep many 
nights very hungry. The times of tacos, chicken, mole, or enchiladas only 
existed for the holidays. I used to wonder late at night “when will this 
all end?” and “will this be the story of my life?” Going to sleep at night 
was another adventure altogether. I never owned a room or even a bed. 
My bedroom and bed consisted of a cold dirt floor where my mom and 
dad and sisters and I laid down on a large bed spread and we all huddled 
close together to create body heat to stay warm. Not only did we have 
to battle the elements to stay warm, but we had to fight off the ants and 
the worms that would crawl on our bodies as we slept. My grandmother 
always used to say that “God loves Mexicans,” but I always questioned 
that notion because if what I was living and going through at the moment 
was love, I’d hate to imagine what hate would bring. My only escape from 
the insanity I was growing up in was the love of school and education I 
had. In my household, the dominant language was Spanish, but in school 
I was being taught to speak a strange new language called English. I 
can remember running home after school and going into the bathroom, 
closing the door behind me and looking into the mirror and reciting the 
new words in English I just learned. It was very difficult and very new 
at first, but little did I know that I was actually transforming into some 
kind of hope for the future for my family. Just when I thought our family 
was finally turning over a new leaf and progress was moving in the right 
direction, a family tragedy almost brought us to the brink of destruction. 
It was such a black eye to our family; the shame and embarrassment was 
overwhelming. I remember that the talk and rumor was that my cousin 
Lupe and my cousin Jorge were living together as a couple and no longer 
was it a rumor when my cousin Lupe became pregnant and the father of 
her unborn child was my cousin Jorge. This tragic event tore the family 
apart and my grandfather banished them from our family and told them 
they were no longer part of the family and they had to leave immediately 
and go out of town. What was happening? How could incest infiltrate our 
hardcore Catholic family? And where would my two cousins go to live if 
they no longer were welcomed in their own homeland? Where was God 
to fix this mess that tore the fabric of our family values and beliefs? I was 
so confused and scared to even imagine what would happen to me and my 
sisters if my mom or dad ever did anything considered unforgiving by my 
family. I remember crying the day I saw my cousins leave our home and 
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travel into the unknown, not knowing if I would ever see them again. I 
couldn’t believe that once my cousins left, our family actually went back 
to business as usual. And no one ever again uttered their names. As time 
went on, I kept my mind occupied by reading and trying to excel in school 
so that maybe one day I could become somebody that someday would 
impact the world. In October of 1977, my mom gave us a most needed 
announcement of good news that she was pregnant. I remember the entire 
family celebrated in the back yard with a birria and shots of tequila. In the 
midst of this paranda, my dad announced that he was leaving Mexico in 
order to provide our family with a brighter future. He said he was going 
to los Estados Unidos, which meant he was going to the United States in 
search of the American dream. I asked my dad if we were going too and he 
said of course my son, why wouldn’t I take my family with me? I asked my 
dad, “Who would be there when we arrived?” His answer really perplexed 
me when he said “there are many Latinos there and they look just like us.” 
Latinos… What did my dad mean when he said Latinos and exactly what 
was a Latino? I asked my dad where in the gringos’ land were we going to 
live at? And he said “Cheecago” (Chicago). So for the next couple of weeks 
we packed our belongings and said our goodbyes. My dad had arranged to 
pay a coyote $500 to drive us across the border into Amarillo, Texas, where 
my godfather Martin lived and he would provide for our family with a van 
and money to travel into Chicago. Thanksgiving was fast approaching 
and my dad decided we would leave the day after Thanksgiving. I can 
still smell the tamales and the orchata my abuela made for the holidays 
and the live mariachi band playing in our backyard. It seemed that my 
sisters, my mom, and dad were ready to begin our new life, but I was sad 
because I was leaving what all my life I knew was home and I couldn’t 
imagine never again seeing my family, especially my abuelita. So in the 
morning I woke up and hugged and kissed all my family members and 
my abuela walked me to the coyote’s old rusty station wagon and before 
I got in, she prayed for me and gave me a gold chain with the Virgen de 
Guadalupe medallion. I told my grandmother that one day I would come 
back for her and she smiled and said “pronto mi hijo antes que me muera.” 
So as we drove away I waved goodbye and we set off into our journey. It 
was real dark outside and I looked up into the night sky and wondered if 
I’ll ever come back to my tierra querida? 

Chapter Two: Going to America

The coyote must have had some kind of connections because when we 
got to the border checkpoint, we were allowed to enter the United States 
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with no problem whatsoever. I remember falling asleep in my mother’s 
shoulder and waking up in front of my godfather’s house and seeing him 
waving to us. I got out of the stationwagon and helped my dad carry our 
luggage containing our clothes and personal belongings into the house. 
At first glance everything looked so much better and newer than back at 
home and I had never seen so many cars driving around everywhere. We 
stayed at my grandfather’s home for a few days before we got on the road 
in route to our new home in Chicago. As we got into my godfather’s van, 
I wondered how life would be in the strange new land. It seemed like we 
drove nonstop 16+ hours and we finally arrived in Chicago, Illinois. In late 
1977, we settled in our new digs at 1855 N. Damen Ave. in the Bucktown 
neighborhood. Our new home had two bedrooms in which one room was 
for my parents and the other room my sisters and I shared. I even had 
my own bed while my two sisters slept in a double bunk bed. We shared 
a walk-in closet and being on the second floor really gave us a nice view 
to look out the window. Our kitchen was beautiful and our living room 
was spacious. The bathroom came with a lot of new adjustments because 
back in Mexico we had to go outside to an outhouse to use the toilet and 
we had to heat up the water in buckets to shower. So far I was quickly 
loving my new home. I remember our first Christmas in America felt 
so special to experience the cold weather and the snow falling outside, 
given the fact that I had never before seen snow. As the New Year ushered 
in 1978, I celebrated my 6th birthday with a cake and six candles for 
the first time. My mom on July 13th, 1978 gave birth to my brother Saul 
Hernandez. And for some reason it felt different not having our entire 
family there. I can still remember starting school in early September 
1978 with my sisters at Thomas Drummond Elementary School which 
was 2 blocks away from home. Being that I spoke Spanish, I was put in a 
bilingual kindergarten class. The first day of school really frightened me 
because most of the students looked like me — Spanish — but I spoke 
fluent Spanish while they spoke broken Spanish. I soon learned that all 
of us were trying to learn English. My dad began working in a steel mill 
making good money and my mom started working at a printing press. 
So basically while my parents worked long hard hours Mondays-Fridays, 
my oldest sister, Graciella, raised me and my younger sister Veronica 
while a baby sitter took care of my younger brother, Saul. Things were 
really bright for our family. I enjoyed eating new food and wearing nice 
clothes and even loved watching English shows on TV. Growing up, my 
favorite show was The Brady Bunch because our family kind of resembled 
that show. In July 1980, my mom became pregnant and my father had to 
get another job at the corner tavern as a bartender on the weekends. My 
mom was 5 months pregnant on New Year’s Day 1981 when she received 
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the crushing news that my father had been arrested for murder on New 
Year’s Eve. Apparently my dad, while working at the tavern, got into a 
fight with a drunk patron who tried to stab my dad. My father took the 
knife and stabbed the guy twice in the chest and killed him. My sisters 
and I were on school vacation for the holidays. We were asleep when I 
was awakened by my mother’s loud screams from the living room. I got 
up and entered the living room to see two detectives in suits speaking in 
Spanish and trying to console my mother. Finally my sisters joined me 
and we asked our mother what happened and why was she crying? The 
detectives told us our dad was arrested and we needed to calm our mother 
down. I could hear my sisters crying and asking for our dad while I tried 
to comprehend what just happened. As soon as the police left, my mother 
asked me to go down the street to the lawyer’s office and ask for Mr. Cruz. 
About an hour later Mr. Cruz sat in our living room explaining that my 
dad could be sent to prison for a long time if found guilty. I remember 
that my worries for my dad turned into anger because how could our 
father do this to my mom and his children? How could he just leave us 
and possibly never come back? Why would he bring us to America just 
to abandon his family? I remember my mom taking me, my brother, and 
my sisters down to the Cook County jail at 26th and California to visit my 
dad and all I heard my dad say was, “Please forgive me.” My mom told my 
dad she was moving on and didn’t need any man to raise her kids. My 
mom vowed to make it all by herself and vowed to never again visit my 
dad in prison. I told my dad I loved him and we left. Other than my mom 
being hurt, my sisters took it the hardest. I was still puzzled, but trying 
to keep our family together. On April 20th, 1981, my mom gave birth to 
my youngest brother, Cresencio Hernandez Jr. and had her tubes tied. As 
the years went on, life was rough at first, but my mom held her head high 
working two jobs to maintain our family. I excelled in school and became 
a straight A student, and in 1986 I graduated as class president. I still can 
remember seeing my mom, my sisters, and my brothers in the audience 
gleaming with happiness and pride. In the summer of 1986, I was 14 years 
old and I had a bright promising future ahead of me. That summer I got 
my first job at a premium restaurant called “El Rinconcito Sudamericano” 
as a bus boy making $150 a week. I also began dating and my very first 
girlfriend was a stunning and gorgeous Puerto Rican girl named Wandy 
Nieves. That summer I also weighed my options as to what prestigious high 
school I would attend. In the fall of 1986, I attended Charles Allen Prosser 
Vocational High School on the northwest side of Chicago. Based on my 
scholastic achievements in grammar School, I was enrolled in advanced 
classes my freshman year and thus I began the next chapter of my life…



48 Prison + Neighborhood Arts Project

Chapter Three: Lost in Translation

My very first day of high school was very interesting. For starters, I was 
late to homeroom and did not get a locker assigned to me. I was standing 
in the middle of the first floor with all my books and a group of girls kept 
laughing at me over my situation. One girl stood out of the crowd and 
I asked her if I could share her locker until I got my own. She laughed 
and at me and said “hell no!” As luck would have it, my first class was 
advanced algebra and the only seat available was right behind the girl I 
wanted to share lockers with. I sat down and only after five minutes the 
teacher passed out a test to see where we were at. In less than twenty 
minutes I was done and allowed me to leave for my next class. As lunch-
time approached, I was heading toward the cafeteria when I heard “hey 
you.” I turned around and there she was, yep that same girl who rejected 
me. I said “what’s up mami?” She said “I aint your mami.” I responded 
“not yet.” So as we walked in to eat lunch, she wanted to know if I could 
help her with her algebra. I said sure only if you share your locker with 
me. She said deal! I asked her, “What’s your name?” She said Daisy. Well 
hello Daisy, I’m Ruben and one day you’re going to be my wife and have 
my children. She just laughed and said “Boy you’re so crazy”. I broke off my 
relationship with Wendy and began my whirlwind romance with Daisy. 
Finally on January 8th, 1987 we began dating and we were high school 
sweethearts our four years of high school. Fast forward to September 21st, 
1990, Daisy gave birth to my daughter Selena Brittany Hernandez, and she 
brought so much happiness to both our families and bonded our families 
together. Even despite being from two different Latino people, the love 
we had for each other outweighed any differences. On November 24th, 
1994, Thanksgiving Day, Daisy gave birth to my first son, Ruben Juliano 
Hernandez Jr. I remember coming home with my newborn son; Daisy 
told me that it would be a good idea for our kids to see their grandfather. 
I remember feeling numb and having no reaction or emotions because 
I still carried that heavy burden of unforgivingness in my heart. So I 
responded, “Yeah, one day when he gets out.” It had been many years I 
had not thought about my dad, and his scheduled release date was fast 
approaching. I went home and laid in my bed looking up at the ceiling and 
remembered a conversation I had with my dad when I was five years old. 
Basically he told me that we were leaving Mexico for the United States 
in search of the American dream and there were many Latinos there just 
like us. This conversation really stuck with me my entire life, and my life 
experiences have taught me exactly what a Latino is and how to be proud 
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and embrace my Mexican roots. The following chapters of my story will 
proceed to reveal the Latinoism and Insanity, welcome to my world…

Chapter Four: What it means to be a Latino in the United States

As a proud Latino I think about who I am, what I know, what I believe 
about my Mexican roots, and what I have been told about those days. I 
have often wondered where the myth ends and the truth begins about 
Latinos in the U.S. The absolute epitome of a Latino in the U.S. to me is 
someone who is seeking his purpose in life — someone who applies and 
maximizes his potential in all aspects of his life’s journey through all his 
struggles, failures, and victories. A Latino in the U.S. must be allowed to 
initiate and pursue his goals and dreams in the quest for answers and 
knowledge about who he really is and where he is headed in life. A Latino’s 
self-determination and his preservation among his peers can only come 
by his ability to stand up on his own two feet with pride, honor, integrity, 
and diversity in the face of whatever trials and tribulations life throws at 
him. It’s very important that in order for a Latino to find acceptance in 
the U.S., he must be allowed for his voice to be truly heard. As I recalled 
the conversation with my father years ago, I now know and understand 
that a Latino in the United States is an ever growing enigma and unique 
specimen who is trying to show the gringos that we Latinos belong and 
that a Latino must be allowed to impact the American dream in a safe and 
positive way. Thanks a lot dad, you really put me on a path to be proud 
that I am a Latino in every sense of the word. 

Chapter Five: How Does my Language Affect or Influence my Identity?

My language definitely affects and really influences my identity in the 
sense that when I speak or hold a conversation with anyone I encounter, 
the walls of stigma and their first impressions or perceptions they have 
about me quickly disappear when they realize I am not that uneducated 
Mexican. My voice echoes the strength of my language because it gives my 
identity character and true purpose. The way I speak and talk separates 
me from among my Spanish speaking brothers and sisters because I am 
bilingual. I speak both Spanish and English fluently with English being 
the dominant language in my everyday life. However, thanks in large part 
to my Abuelita Virginia, I enjoy speaking in my native tongue whenever 
I am around Mexican people too because my comfort zone is through the 
roof and I exude pride in being from Durango, Mexico. I also believe that 
among Mexican speaking paisas there is a distinct difference in how we 
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speak and communicate with the choice of words we use. Being from a 
finca in Durango, the Spanish being spoken is more streetwise and sort of 
understandable as opposed to someone from Oaxaca, Mexico who speaks 
in the native-Indian indigenous language. So yeah, even among Mexican 
gente my language affects my identity because it sets me apart depending 
on what state in Mexico you’re from because we speak differently with a 
noticeable accent. In the United States, my language serves as an advantage 
because speaking two languages can be a determining factor in the type 
of job I can have, the choice or level of education I can accomplish, and it 
serves me well to be able to help interpret for my Spanish-speaking people. 
My language certainly affects and influences my identity because of my 
versatility to speak both Spanish and English, and it gives me a sense of 
empowerment and confidence. Thank you Abuelita, without you I would 
still be speaking “mocho” like you always told me…

Chapter Six: Is there such a term as Latinidad (Latino) in the U.S.?

Yes! The term Latino in America takes on a life of its own. It’s a new 
term and ambiguous invention of American origin. It’s a cultural category 
that has no precise racial significance. Indeed, Latinos are white, black, 
indigenous, and every possible combination within. Yet, the truth is upon 
entering the U.S., Latinos undergo a fast regime of realization. The term 
Latino lacks specificity regarding national origin that such terms as Polish-
American and Irish-American convey. The term Latino doesn’t indicate 
any particular period in U.S. history. However, according to my grandfather, 
Latinos are among the oldest Americans- the ancestors of some settled 
in the southwest and spoke Spanish, making it their home well before 
there was a United States. The very term Latino has meaning, identity, 
and substance only in reference to the U.S. experience. Outside of the U.S., 
the term Latino is unrecognizable because we recognize and acknowledge 
Mexicans, Puerto Ricans, Cubans, and so forth. Plain and simple, Latinos 
are made in the U.S. The term Latino in the U.S. carries with it an immense 
sense of pride as well as a never ending struggle among Latinos. Over and 
over again I see too many of us Latinos make excellent and prosperous 
lives out of our desolate situations. And far too often those who make it 
forget about our fellow brothers and sisters. Latinos often forget where 
they came from once they become Americanized and achieve whiteness, 
the American dream. The hardship and struggle is real, so together as a 
united Latino presence we must be allowed to rise up and never deviate 
from the mindset that yes we can! United we stand, divided we fall…
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Chapter Seven: The author’s final thoughts in taking pride in being Mexican, 
yet finding solutions for a Mexican in the U.S. can be an uphill battle. 

It gives me great pleasure, honor, and pride to use my story and my 
voice to acknowledge that being Mexican is a beautiful thing. And yes, 
God indeed loves Mexicans Abuelita! Right before my very own eyes, 
the Mexican origin population continues to drive the Latino growth in 
the U.S. Their share of the Latino population increased from 58% in 2000 
to 64% in 2005. But sadly enough, Mexicans have the lowest educational 
attainment and are the lowest subgroup. Nearly half of the Mexican origin 
Latinos have less than a high school education. Equally disturbing among 
my people, incarceration continues to prevent Latinos, especially the 
Mexicans, from growing and progressing. The facts speak for themselves: 
one in every one-hundred Americans are incarcerated in county, state 
or federal facilities. Latinos and black men make up the majority of this 
never-ending incarceration problem in Illinois. To begin to solve this ines-
capable reality, we must look at the root of the cause of crime: no jobs! No 
education! No family structure, broken homes! Drugs! And gangs! There 
is no simple, single answer to such an insurmountable task, the task of 
finding a solution to America’s disproportionately high prison population, 
especially for Mexicans as a whole and as a people. And while this social 
epidemic is systemic, prisons are filled above and beyond their capacity 
with people who suffer from the symptoms of poverty. Today’s cycle of 
incarceration is based on the concept of maximum control over convicts 
and has deterred true positive rehabilitation programs from meeting 
the needs of inmates. The system was designed to strip us of all hope 
and any sense of humanity. And this satisfies the obscured intentions of 
the system with the notion to “Lock them up and destroy their ability to 
evolve so they can return back to prison.” This cruel and unusual cycle of 
incarceration wasn’t designed to end. So it’s time for Mexicans (Latinos) 
everywhere to stand up and say “Enough is enough” and put an end to 
this tragic ending of being lot in the system…

In closing, I sincerely hope that my story touches and encourages 
all Latinos everywhere to stand up and be proud of who they are and to 
remember that life isn’t easy, but the rewards of hard work are worth the 
struggle. Truth be told, many opportunities come and go, and in order 
to succeed and prosper, Latinos must be allowed to pursue their goals 
and dreams. Ultimately, the choices we as Latinos make will define the 
direction and progress of our gente…
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Growing up a Puerto Rican and black American raised in New York, 
Harlem… ”A Nuyorican,” so to say. Beautiful and confident it made me on 
a positive note, for the most part, the most difficult task in life till this 
very day I live it out gracefully.

With a positive outlook, we must not allow racism or discrimination 
to deter our goals in life, or even allow it to stop building ways to make 
a change for our people to feed on and live off of throughout their lives, 
more so like a life manual for guidance in our youth.

When all your life you are poverty stricken, you in all actuality become 
stronger, a better survivalist. Also enduring seems to be all the goals 
being strived for. Some succeed, most fall victim to prison, addicted to 
substances and such. Very sad but honestly true.

My personal life experiences growing up became the tools I used today 
to make it in Illinois… unfortunately an imprisoned human being. Not 
as difficult as I thought, but boring and lonely. Faith takes place in such 
a place like this in order to survive. West 155th Street and Amsterdam 
Avenue. was many times rougher and tougher than anything in Statesville 
Corrections have showed me. So that alone helps ease the blows I take 
by the system. A warrior of a catastrophic lifestyle so to say, is who I am. 
Never accepting a loss and always obtaining victory! Living honestly with 
oneself, and then others to follow is all that is left for us to do anymore. 
Learn to love self, then life will show you love in due time.

Even when struggles come about, just remember you are powerful, you 
are special, you are loved and that should help you through it gradually. 
Your spirit plays a tremendous part in it also. Wisdom builds as you keep 
your doors open to life and its obstacles. Sort of like becoming a great 
swimmer, life is your sport; you are then able to swim through murky, 
waving, or calm waters without even panicking. Be ready for battle for 
what you believe and your work will soon show! Be positive at all times 

El Barrio Fino
by New York A.J.
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if you want a positive outcome.
I can go on forever trying to explain each and every situation I ex-

perienced, but to some it may or may not relate to in any form. And so I 
tried to allow the reader to give or take what he or she chooses. Hoping 
this short note is being taken seriously because it’s true… because I have 
seen and experienced it so far! Stay strong my people because nothing 
can stop us but us!

Live to love 
And love to live!
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I would like to acknowledge some of the people who made these writ-
ings possible. I would first like to thank my step mom, Darlene Moore, for 
always encouraging me to be better and to elevate my thinking always. 
Second, I would like to thank Professor Andrew J. McKenna of Loyola 
University in Chicago for his contribution of that elevated thinking and 
for teaching me how mimesis and mimetic theory plays a major role in 
every society in the world. And last but certainly not least, I would like 
to thank Professor Christina Gomez of Northeastern Illinois University 
who taught me that Blacks are not the only so called “niggers” of society 
or the only ones being dehumanized. But more important, I thank her for 
giving me an outlet to get my thoughts, feelings, and story out there to a 
society that would otherwise have no idea who M.L. Key was.

Thank you all…

My story begins on the first slave ship that ever touched the shores 
of America: from the earliest days of blacks in America coming in on the 
slave ships, we have been treated as less than! Less than what? Take your 
pick. But what it all adds up to is a people, and a culture dehumanized. 
My writing continues with a letter I read by a white man named William 
Lynch. William Lynch was a British slave owner who was invited to the 
Colony of Virginia from his plantation in the West Indies to teach his 
methods to slave owners there. It’s said that the slave owners of Virginia 
brought him in to help with their slave problems, mostly slave uprising, 
but also their economic growth. What he said to them was transcribed 
into a letter entitled “The Making of a Slave” and it was written in 1712. 
He told them that he had a fool proof method for controlling their black 
slaves. He guaranteed that if installed correctly it would control their 
slaves for at least 300 years. The main ingredients in his method were 
fear, distrust and envy because he knew that distrust was stronger than 

A People Dehumanized
by M.L. Key, 
A Prisoner of Stateville Correctional Center
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trust and envy stronger than adulation, respect or admiration. He told 
them that the black slaves after receiving this indoctrination shall carry 
on and will become “self-refueling and self generating” for hundreds of 
years, maybe even thousands.

How do you dehumanize a person? First you must break them of all 
human traits and refashion them into what would be no more than a beast 
of burden. Let me ask you: have you ever seen a horse broken? Neither 
have I, but I’m familiar with the basic principle. William Lynch says this 
in his letter and I quote: “We will use the same basic principle that we use 
in breaking a horse, combined with some sustaining factors. What we do 
with horses is that we break them from one form of life to another; that 
is, we reduce them from their natural state in nature. Whereas nature 
provides them with the natural capacity to take care of their offspring, 
we break that natural string of independence from them and thereby 
create a dependency status, so that we may be able to get from them 
useful production for our business and pleasure.” This is the method in 
breaking the black slave. (Another human being!!!) He says that both the 
horse and the nigger are no good to the economy in their wild and natural 
state. So, both must be broken and tied together for orderly production. 
For an orderly future, special and particular attention must be paid to 
the female slave and the youngest offspring, both must be cross-bred to 
produce a variety and division of labor. Both must be taught to respond 
to a peculiar new language! Psychological and physical instruction of 
containment must be created for both.

Ask yourself: is this the way you treat people you believe to be human? 
He goes on to say that “both the horse and the nigger must be broken; 
that is, breaking them from one form of mental life to another. “KEEP 
THE BODY, TAKE THE MIND!” In other words, break the will to resist. He 
points out that if you break the female mother slave, she will in turn break 
the offspring in its early years of development, and when the offspring is 
old enough to work, she will turn it over to Master, for her normal female 
protective tendencies will have been lost in the original breaking process. 
But before all this can occur, first the male image must be destroyed. The 
way that was done was by marching a big strong black male in front of 
the other black males, females and children, tarred and feathered. They 
then tied each of his legs to a different horse, set him on fire and forced 
the horses to pull him apart. Immediately afterwards, they took a bullwhip 
and beat the remaining black males to the point of death. Thereby limiting 
the female’s protective tendency toward her future independent male 
offspring. William Lynch warns, and I quote: “By reversing the positions 
of the male and female savages, we created an orbiting cycle that turns on 
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its own axis forever, unless a phenomenon occurs and reshifts positions of 
the male and female savages. Our experts warned us about the possibility 
of this phenomenon occurring, for they say that the mind has a strong 
drive to correct and re-correct itself over a period of time if it can touch 
some substantial original historical base.” This was the main reason slaves 
were not allowed to read!

A lot of blacks today are the result of this phenomenon but a lot are 
still trapped in that mindset commonly referred to as the “Willie Lynch 
Syndrome” unable to break free from that slave mentality. I know the 
response to this argument is “that was a very long time ago and blacks 
are not being treated that way today.” But not so long ago black men were 
being killed at the whim of any white citizen or police office and the recent 
deaths of young black men at the hands of those very same white officers 
and citizens only goes to re-enforce that those days are still not behind us, 
no matter how much we try to deny what’s staring us right in the face. 
The question is: why is this so? My answer and belief is because blacks 
are being scapegoated in the eyes of society as they’ve always been, to be 
the worst of what society has to offer. Now without even knowing any 
blacks or having any experience of their own with blacks, whites and by 
extension everyone else already have pre-conceived notions about all 
blacks in general. How did we get here? And when I say “We” I mean black 
people. How did we as a race become the scum of the earth in everyone’s 
eyes. How did a once great people, a people responsible for some of the 
greatest minds and achievements known to man, in the past and today fall 
so far? Some would say it was because we were the original and first-born 
of the creator and that we are being punished for being disobedient and 
breaking our covenant with God our Father.

Others say it’s because we are not truly human. We don’t deserve to be 
treated as such. While others still, say we’re animals and never should’ve 
been freed from the bondage and chains of slavery and no matter what 
anyone says or believes, to them we will always be their slaves. So in 
accordance with that belief, laws are being passed to keep blacks in that 
bondage and in those chains on the new plantation. How else do you 
explain a people who only make up 15% of the population account for over 
60% of the prison industrial complex? Society says if you break the law, you 
pay the price. Martin Luther King Jr. says in his Letter from a Birmingham 
Jail: An unjust law is a code inflicted upon a minority which that minority 
has no part in enacting or creating because it did not have the unhampered 
right to vote. So when you systematically incarcerate a certain group of 
people, then pass legislation that says ex-cons can’t vote, it doesn’t matter 
that you’re no longer standing outside the voting centers with guns, sticks 
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and dogs stopping people from going in because you’ve come up with a 
better way to hamper that vote. You need only arrest them, charge them 
and sentence them and that right to vote is gone. Saint Augustine said: 
“An unjust law is no law at all.” Don’t get me wrong, I’m not saying that 
all laws are unjust, because there are some instances when a law is just 
on its face, but unjust in its application. This is more often than not what 
blacks come up against on a daily basis.

Once again more than 60% of the prison population is black. Can you 
still tell yourself that slavery doesn’t exist? When the very same people 
who were enslaved before are once again being systematically placed in 
bondage and chains and traded on the open market. Almost all Fortune 
500 companies now have stock in American prisons. Is it any wonder why 
America alone has more prisons and prisoners than every other country 
in the world combined! Can you continue to see young black men who 
are un-armed be gunned down in the street like dogs and still tell yourself 
that blacks are being treated like human beings? It wasn’t that long ago 
blacks were used as beasts of burden out in the fields, and black women 
were used as breeding stock. A guy once told me “History might not repeat 
itself, but it does.”

I want to ask my non-black readers how many black friends do you 
have? I don’t mean someone you occasionally deal with, but a real and 
true friend. If the answer is none, I want you to ask yourself why that is? 
Because I’m sure you tell yourself all the time “I’m not a racist” and “I’m 
not prejudiced.” Now I’m sure given enough time you’ll be able to come up 
with a million reasons why you don’t have any black friends. But I think 
it goes deeper. And for you all who do have a couple of black friends, can 
you honestly say that you trust them wholeheartedly? Or do you harbor a 
deep seeded belief that all blacks are rapists, thieves and murderers? If you 
feel like I’ve put you on the spot, that’s because I have! Because in order 
for you to see a problem, you must first recognize that a problem exists. 
I need you to keep in mind though, that if you do harbor these beliefs, 
that for more than 400 years white men raped black women and men , 
stole their bodies, their minds and their dignity. TheyMurdered them in 
unprecedented numbers for no other reason than they were having a bad 
day or simply because they could. 

So I ask myself: what has really changed? Black men are still being 
murdered for no other reason than being black. And yes it’s true blacks 
themselves are killing blacks at a consistent and unheard of rate, but is 
anyone really surprised? Blacks, like everyone else, have been conditioned 
to devalue black life. A concept imbedded in their DNA/genes from their 
ancestor’s earliest days of captivity. In the days of overt slavery the slaves 
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were always pitted against one another, from the field slave against the 
house slave, to the light skinned slave against the dark skinned slave. All 
were doing what they needed to do to survive.

There’s no difference today! You need only look at the statistics that 
show the lighter skinned blacks are more successful than the darker 
skinned and considered the more beautiful of the two. I myself, for a long 
time was guilty of those very same thoughts and beliefs. In the black 
community as well as the Latino community having lighter skin almost 
guarantees that you’ll be treated better, not just in the community, but in 
society as a whole. It’s also going to ensure that fear, distrust and envy 
mentioned in the beginning. Also, in the beginning I mentioned how 
William Lynch devised what he called his “fool proof method” to make 
a slave and keep that slave a slave almost indefinitely, by above all taking 
the “Mind.” And in taking the mind, imbedded after the BREAKING, was 
a mindset that still resonates today. Not just in blacks, but non-blacks as 
well. It’s so subtle I don’t believe many people are even aware of it. In the 
last 25 years they’ve also once again pitted the female against the male. 
Statistics show that women are 10 times more likely to find a job than 
their male counterparts, once again placing the male in a role other than 
protector and provider, essentially emasculating him without a whip! 
This is especially so in the black and Latino communities. 

I’ve recently enrolled in a Latin American Studies class taught by Prof. 
Christina Gomez of Northeastern Illinois University and what I’m coming 
to see and realize is that Latinos are rapidly becoming the new NIGGERS 
in America. They may not have been brought over here in slave ships, 
but the treatment has been no less harsh. I grew up in Chicago on the 
southeast side with hardly any interaction with any Latinos. Would it 
surprise you to learn that Latinos are no less than 20 blocks farther east of 
my neighborhood? Now if you were to ride through both neighborhoods 
on any given day the only differences that you would see is the color of 
the skin of the people who reside there. The hardships, the difficulties of 
raising children and keeping them safe, the inequality of education being 
provided, the jobs available and the attainment of home ownership is the 
same. What’s also the same is the fact that the separation of those 20 blocks 
has created mini islands with their own little militias to defend them. 

What’s also been created to combat the ongoing assaults by various 
federal agencies and policies offers is a strict code of conduct and a lan-
guage to communicate. It is not unlike what the ancient Hebrews were 
forced to do in order to survive the dangers of first the pharaoh, then the 
Romans. The only problem with that code and language that I see is that 
it’s packed with that “William Lynch Syndrome” and where once it was just 
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relegated to blacks, it’s since spread to all other minority groups, not just 
in America, but around the world as well. If you’re wondering how this is 
possible you need only look at Hip Hop and how that culture has spawned 
a culture within itself. (And for any who don’t know Hip Hop was created 
by blacks as a means of not only communication and expression, but a way 
to separate themselves from their captors). But if that’s not enough, then 
turn on your TV. or computer. Better still go in one of your kids’ rooms. 
For the most part my people are just trying to survive in captivity (make 
no mistake we’re still in captivity) and doing what’s needed to do that. 

How do you tell a people who have been genetically engineered to 
devalue human life, that when they kill to eat, to live, to survive — a 
condition forced upon them — that what they’re doing is wrong. It should 
be noted at this time that almost everything in life is a learned behavior 
and everything blacks have learned they’ve learned from their captors. 
They are captors in a society who themselves don’t value human life or, 
for that matter, any life at all. From the earliest days of a child’s memory 
in America, those memories are packed full with violence. Whether that 
violence is outside the home or inside the home makes no difference. This 
aspect of life in America is not a race thing nor is it gender specific. When 
I was a child those memories of violence (though I didn’t know it then) 
were of Tom and Jerry (a cartoon), westerns and mob shows. There were 
other violent shows and cartoons, but those are the ones that stand out for 
me. I say all that to say this: in a society that was built on violence, raised 
on violence and loves violence, is it any wonder why almost everyone 
is violent? But the only thing that seems to be highlighted is black and 
brown violence. 

Studies have shown that, under education, poverty and crime creates a 
declining economic status. How do they combat this declining economic 
status? By spending billions to build more prisons and hire more police 
officers! Explain to me the logic in that. If the reason for poverty and crime 
lack of education and employment, wouldn’t those billions be better 
spent to create more jobs in that community and better education in their 
schools? Instead the black and Latino communities get over policing, 
closed schools and stiffer laws from crooked politicians who have been 
elected on the backs of the poor and disenfranchised. All this guarantees 
is continued poverty and a crime rate not seen since the great depression. 
This way of living can only be described as “systemic poverty.” Systemic 
poverty is defined as: A lack of resources for comfortable living affecting 
the entire bodily(?) system. To keep a people, any people in such condi-
tions is tantamount to keeping one on the slave block, and blacks have 
been kept on the slave bock their entire existence in America — whether 
overtly or covertly. 
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Also, I want the reader to know that I’m not just some bitter black man 
blaming the white man for all my misfortunes in life. But know that I am 
angry. I’m angry at myself for becoming the very statistic they talk about. 
But I didn’t get here by myself. Nor is the fault all my own. I read some-
where once that if you’re black or Latino your life is already determined 
before you’re even born. That determination depends on where you live 
at the time of your birth. Well, where I lived was filled with poverty, poor 
schools, prison and an early death, most likely violently and at the hands 
of someone who looks just like myself. Martin Luther King, Jr. in his 
Letter from a Birmingham Jail described the plight of blacks in American 
beautifully when he said: “When you are harried by day and haunted by 
night by the fact that you are Negro living constantly at tip-toe stance, 
never knowing what to expect next and plagued with inner fears and 
outer resentments; when you are forever fighting a degenerating sense 
of ‘nobodyness’ then you’ll know what it means to be black in America 
and know yourselves as dehumanized people.”

In closing I want to leave you, my intelligent brothers and sisters with 
this: “The first law of reason is that what exists - exists. What is - is and 
from that irreducible, bedrock principle all knowledge is built. That’s the 
foundation from which life is embraced. Thinking is a choice and wishes 
and whims are not facts nor are they a means to discover them. Reason is 
our only way of grasping reality — that is our basic tool of survival. We are 
free to evade the affront of thinking — to reject reason — but we are not 
free to avoid the penalty of the abyss we refuse to see.” Slavery happened, 
the rape and mass murder of millions of black men, women and children 
happened. No matter how much you want to bury your head in the sand 
as if it didn’t or simply refuse to give it any thought at all — it happened. 
It’s still happening!! Open your eyes and realize that injustice anywhere 
is a threat to justice everywhere and whatever affects one directly affects 
all indirectly. Thank you for listening to what I had to say.

It should be noted that the quote I used was from Terry Goodkind and that the last 
sentence also was from Martin Luther King Jr.’s “Letter from a Birmingham Jail.” 
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Personally I believe there is only one race — the Human Race, but 
because I think it doesn’t define other peoples’ creed it doesn’t extinguish 
“racism.”

I myself never struggled with this concept. In fact I had taken it for 
granted knowing my ethnicity. My mother dropped out of school early in 
her life to take care of my oldest sister, so she not so much struggled but 
worked to feed her daughter and five children later born in the 70s My 
father is from Mexico and taught me who I was. When I was 7 years. young 
I went to Guanajuato, witnessed the artifacts of our ancient past and our 
rich murals and history of our revolution of independence. By my mom 
being born of the Southeast side she told me I was an American, but deep 
down I never saw myself as an American even though that’s all I knew. I 
grew up on American pop culture from the Star Wars trilogy; to Hip Hop’s 
infectious groove; to the onslaught of heavy metal. I can relate to Motown 
and disco as well. But strolling through all-white neighborhoods to the 
white police, they somehow let you know you don’t belong. 

Fast forward to 1990 I had met up with one of my homeys from high 
school at the state line between Indiana and Illinois. He wanted me to 
help score some P.C.P. he had from two of his white friends from Indiana. 
I might have met quite a few of them briefly from time to time whenever 
he brought a mixed motley crew to cop some drugs in el barrio, never 
staying more than a couple of minutes at a time. So, that fateful night, the 
white guys never been to an all-black neighborhood and asked if I can go 
do the negotiations. Like a goof, I agreed. As we headed out West 59th and 
Wentworth we had a small talk about the latest gossip, a double homicide 
in my ‘hood about five days prior to the arrest, One guy got to joking and 
asked if I had anything to do with it. I explained I won’t be surprised if I 
get blamed, like most of my life, when people got hurt my name was one 
of many that got blamed. 

Judicial Tyranny
by R. Ornelas
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Those days out of the ‘hood , unbeknownst to me some of the guys were 
being kidnapped and taken to the infamous Area 2 and being beated to 
implicate me in the “murders” by the nefarious Jon Burge’s finest, trained 
in the art of torture “making people talk.” 

Because this is a long story I’ll shorten it, We smoke some P.C.P. on the 
way back to the Southeast side we ended up in the Frankfort, IL. It was 
the morning the car had broken down.

I explained to the others I would meet them back in Chicago or on the 
road as they waited for a ride from Indiana. We were in front of a White 
Hen Pantry parking lot and a Frankfort squad car rode up and asked us to 
state our business. As I left I explained that I was “Mexican” and they are 
going to harass me. There was no phrase or science of “racial profiling” 
back then. It was just understood that certain parts of Chicago or Illinois 
you will get messed with. 

I had left that area but as I got some ways down a “mall cop” did a u-turn 
and jumped out of a pickup truck and said up against the truck. I put my 
hands in the air. “I know my rights,” quoting Cheech and Chong “up in 
smoke” to quote the 4th amendment, “That’s illegal search and seizure.” 
He got red in the face and jumped in the truck and sped off. As I walked 
to the other side of the street I could see a Frankfort police car creep up 
out of the corner of my eye. I thought of Rambo when he got picked up 
by the hick cop. Flashbacks raced through my mind when I went to a 
metal concert on the north side. I was walking north to go to a homey’s 
crib for the night. I got picked up by the “5.0” and got two beatings: 1) for 
they thought I broke a pay phone; 2) for letting him know I was going to 
complain to his superiors. The cop came out in a threatening manner and 
asked if I was “Rudy Ramos.” I said “yes.” They cuffed me up and said my 
friends wanted me back over there as he dropped me back to square one. 
I asked them why you guys wanted me back. They said, he asked your 
name and “we didn’t know it.” So we made up one. So, as we waited for 
the ride, we hit one more in the head, next thing you know state police 
and Frankfort surround us, found contraband on the other three and 
hauled us in.

At Frankfort, they called me in a room for questioning, If I was Double 
R. and I was wanted in Chicago for a double homicide. The State Trooper 
sergeant asked me to sign a waiver of Miranda rights. I claimed the 5th 
Amendment. I was later that afternoon taken against my will to Police 
(State) Headquarters in Joliet where I met up with Gruesome Twosome. 
As the State Trooper sergeant. left the room, one introduced himself as 
Sstate’s attorney the other as a detective and asked if I would like to explain 
what went on. I evoked the 5th, what I often do after beatings. This I did 
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before they started. It mainly consisted of three beatings with the State 
Police playing “good cop” to take “self-defense” that I would get out soon 
.. tell them what they want to hear. This was the same b.s. story they tried 
to put in my head on the way to Joliet.

At around 8 pm I gave into their demands. I don’t know to this day why. 
I gave in. I didn’t know if it was the beatings or drugs or combination of 
both. We went to Area 2. Another police detective from Area 4 was also an 
assistant state’s attorney came in with another statement, but this one I 
purposely misspelled my name in hopes that someone will see the signal 
it was false in case I died in custody.

I ended up staying in the County Jail for six years. My first month there 
a public defender came up to me and called me out of a line. He started 
to interrogate me “why I signed the statement,” and a barrage of other 
questions, as I looked at him strange not knowing who this big Mic is. 
He showed me his card. It read P.O.D. (Public Defender) on it. I said I still 
didn’t know who you are. He explained his mother lived a couple doors 
down from my house. I told him I still didn’t know who he was. Because 
all real attorneys I had pull me in private and talk to me, not question me 
in front of all these people.

About the second or third month he gave me a copy of all the police 
reports. I was wondering how the police knew who I was. One of the guys 
had a warrant in Indiana. To minimize it, he said I told him about a double 
murder, but reading it I know he didn’t say that, it was fabricated. But at 
that point in time I didn’t know how to articulate it but to say they were 
lying, some female in the ‘hood who lied to the police said she saw me with 
a “shot gun” earlier that night, asking what gang they were in and that I 
went to a party and shot minutes before the victims died. I explained to the 
public defender she was lying. I remember this as it was 10 minutes ago. I 
was in college studying that whole day out of my business hardcover book. 
It had a tall building on it. I left to get “some air” after studying the whole 
day. Even the police reports exonerated me. As the years waned the guy 
from Indiana recanted his lies. Later my P.D. wanted to place a motion to 
suppress evidence. The quash arrest wasn’t successful. Even though in Will 
County the Quash and Suppress evidence for the other three were granted. 
I was under a delusion that the Mexican judge who played golf with my P.D. 
was going to do the same, I had all the ladies lined up for when I get out. 
The P.D. wanted to attack the statement that I was under the “influence 
and couldn’t intelligently waive my Miranda rights.” I explained to him 
I did evoke my right to remain silent and they beat me. Upon request, he 
amended my motion that I was beaten mentally/physically then argued 
for the O.P.S. Reports (Office of Professional Standards now renamed) who 
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basically helped cover up the systemic police corruption for decades. The 
judge wouldn’t allow the reports on the record. So, I saw this deck of cards 
were getting stacked against me. five years had expired before trial, and the 
P.D. wanted me to take a bench. I explained to him that would be suicide. 
He acted like the judge was his buddy cuz they played golf together. After 
months of coaxing I finally compromised (my biggest mistake).

In opening statements, the punk P.D. jumped up and took a “self de-
fense.” I never knew or agreed. Even a couple of my homeys asked later 
on if I agreed to that and why if I didn’t to it. This punk I explained did 
that on his own. Even a friend of my brother’s rappy co-defendant had 
him to represent him told me “get rid of him – he’s no good.” These words 
would come to haunt me.

Later I was found guilty and sentenced natural life. I almost lost my 
mind when I got sentenced. I couldn’t make heads or tails of this case. 
As a couple of years went by my mother got an attorney. By this time I 
somewhat comprehended the law. I gave if a pro-se petition to go by, and 
he discarded and wanted to go with the torture because the record was 
clear and the corrupt system was finally being exposed that there was a 
system and cover up from the politicians, states attorney office and judges 
who were ex-state’s attorneys. This relief took about 12 years. The police 
finally got exposed as perjurers, no eyewitness, no weapon, no physical 
evidence, statements that don’t match the crime scene. But the new judge 
was an ex-assistant state’s attorney who worked with the corrupt police 
now ruling against us. His wife was an ex-pad. who worked under my trial 
pad., also the judge sat on the Felony Review Board back in 1990 when this 
case was manufactured. There’s more to the story, but I have to shorten it. 
The pad. testified in court that I was never beaten and I didn’t know what 
happened. I wondered how is it that law after case law says the record has 
to back it up but it was ignored. All the state’s witnesses testified that they 
“couldn’t remember” one over 40 times another over 20 times. Yet they 
were more credible. They testified it was “verbatim” 5 times, yet it contain 
police terminology and how the victims died was incorrect. If that went 
through my mind I’m up against institutional white supremacy. “Our 
minds are made up, you can’t convince us with the truth.” Coast to coast in 
every major city People of all colors are fed up with this corruption. Even 
Gov. Rauner said in April 2015 that the Illinois Supreme Court is “corrupt 
and irrational.” What took me over 20 years to experience, I push forward 
not to be a victim by these rogues. The Lucha continues!

(After this writing the author had most of his successive post-con-
viction relief typed up. A big shakedown at the prison was conducted 
allegedly looking for contraband and all his legal research was thrown in 
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the garbage. Only had a few pages left to submit to the courts for review, 
only to be flushed down the drain. These traps are designed to subvert 
and oppress).

As an “American” citizen before video cameras recording police abuse, 
we were at the mercy of these detectives. Bagging, electroshock, Russian 
roulette, throwing suspects out the windows just to name a few things 
they did. The courts split hairs on who was tortured, but because most 
of the judges have a stake in this enterprise so through their judicial 
powers with one swipe, swept our plights under the rug. This is our fight, 
our legacy, the modern colonialism of our day. No evidence, weapon, r 
eyewitnesses. As the U.S. fights against global terrorism, our terrorism 
is finally being exposed.
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Thinking back I can remember I started getting in trouble at a very 
young age. My first real scare was when I was about 9 years old. My mother 
worked nights as a nurse and couldn’t afford a babysitter. She often left me 
and my then 3-year-old brother at home alone with me being responsible. 
Well, one night while she worked I decided to sneak out with a couple of 
other children who were older than me and that had parents in similar 
situations as my mother or just didn’t care at all where their children were 
or what they did. So we went out around 11 or 12 at night to steal bikes. 
To make part of the story shorter, we got caught. I was taken home to 
an apartment where only my brother was left and seeing that there was 
no adult there the officers then took us to a child protective home and 
contacted my mother. The lady at the home told me that I couldn’t go 
home so after that night I grabbed my 3-year-old brother and ran away 
from that place to go home. The walk seemed to take forever. We got home 
only to find the police there and my mother crying because she didn’t 
know where we were and because they had threatened to take us away 
from her for leaving us alone all night. We ended up being kept away from 
my mother for a week and half. After going to court my mother was given 
her children back but she had to quit the job at night.

My second bout with the law/trouble came not long after that. That 
rowdy bunch I ran with would ride our bikes as far as we could without 
getting lost. We ended up riding onto the campus of a college and running 
around it for awhile looking for something to get into. As always we found 
it too! We found an open office within this building and went in. We went 
through everything and found a woman’s purse. So we stole it, left the 
building and went somewhere we thought was safe enough. We went 
through the purse, took all the money and valuables and threw the purse 
right on the ground. We left there and went on a shopping spree, spent 
money on everything we wanted which wasn’t much then — candies, 

The Early Years
by C. Priester
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soda, chips and all that garbage. It seemed as if we were rich — all the 
stuff we had. We ended up being caught. While on our way home the 
cops pulled us over and asked us had we been on that campus and then 
asked had we taken anything. We all tried to lie but what we were too 
naïve to know was that there were cameras everywhere and we all were 
on them. Parents were called, money had to be repaid and ass kickings 
came swiftly right after.

Then in 1989, I had grown to be a bit taller than my mother who stood 
5’5” and I was only 11 years old. This last bout is what landed me in Illinois 
permanently. I went out hanging with the older kids and we all went to 
a store similar to 7/11 and ran in and out snatching whatever was close 
enough to grab. We jumped into the car of one of the kids and got chased 
by the police, got caught, arrested but because I was a minor I got released 
to my mom. She then tried to punish me with a broomstick beating but 
it had no effect on me. So she decided to pack my shit and send me here 
with my father. 

Upon my arrival here I already knew that we were going to clash. Don’t 
get it twisted, I know my father. I visited here every summer but this 
time it was different. I was here to stay. The first clash came even before 
I got to hug my father. Getting off the plane, I had an earring in my left 
ear. This was done by my mother. But my father wasn’t having it at all. He 
immediately made me take it out and told me that I could no longer wear 
it. His exact words were “Take that shit outta your and give it here. That 
shit is for fruitcakes.” I also had a tail that had had grown long because I 
had long hair. But my father made me cut it off as well. He wouldn’t let me 
go to a barbershop to cut it off. He insisted on doing it himself. He insisted 
on cutting my hair, wouldn’t let me go to a barbershop period. He wasn’t 
a bad father. It’s just that he had not been responsible for taking care of 
me by himself so he didn’t really know how to do things for a child. It 
took us a bit of time to develop that father/son relationship. As I said I 
came to visit every summer but then it was mostly him dropping me to 
stay with my aunt, uncle and cousins. I would only sleep at his house and 
that wasn’t too often.

Now the school year had started. In1989 I was in the sixth grade and 
at a new school, new people. I wasn’t able to go to school with my family 
because my father’s address wasn’t in the area to go with them. My transi-
tion wasn’t hard because it seemed that everyone was interested because 
of the accent I had, Southern. Coming from Beaufort, South Carolina my 
drawl was slower and the words I used at the time were unheard of to all 
of them. Quickly I made a friend who to this day remains my best friend. 
Although my transition with my peers was simple it didn’t go that way 
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with my teachers. I just plain rebelled and I didn’t know why I felt I had to. 
It wasn’t the work or other activities because I was intelligent enough to do 
it all. I just didn’t want to. So my grades reflected my attitude. I guess that 
it was that I just wasn’t used to these people and I missed home and my 
comfort zone. I had nobody there at this school. The one friend I had didn’t 
have any classes with me so that really left me all by myself. It got so hard 
for me at times that I felt I would never graduate from the eighth grade.

Those three years were hard for me in school but outside of school I 
was wonderful. I had fun and made friends.

The summer of 1992 I started high school. This was the best time of 
my young life. I went to school with almost everyone I knew who is my 
age. Freshman year at Evanston Township High. This year was great for 
me. I was more comfortable because I knew people. Plus my cousins 
were here as well. And the great thing is that not everyone knows that 
they were my family. I mean we were deep in the school. I probably had 
12 family members from freshman to senior class. Add that to my newly 
formed friendships and I was straight. Academically I was doing perfect 
and school was fun until my father forced me to play football. It wasn’t 
that I had anything against sports; I just didn’t want to play then. Forcing 
me to do that had a negative effect on my grades because I did everything 
I could do to get kicked off the team. It did not work until finally I did 
something that forced them to release me. Another student and I in a 
similar situation decided that we would break into lockers while we were 
supposed to be in practice. We did this for awhile and were getting away 
with it. I stopped though he kept doing it and got caught. His getting 
caught got me kicked off the team and suspended because he told on me. 
However, they couldn’t prove anything with me so I didn’t have to repay 
anyone and was allowed to come back to school. But at this point I felt that 
I just wanted to relax and float through my time there. And I was doing 
so effortlessly up until my senior year. 

1995–96. I started to get into all kinds of shit but mostly outside of 
school. I had numerous run-ins with the law. Then I finally gave up because 
I felt that nobody had my back in 96. Walking down the hall one day in 
school there was a friend I had known for many years even before high 
school days. She was someone I knew from my summer visits. I greeted 
her with a hug and kiss on the cheek, thought nothing of it. Later that 
morning I got called to the office. She was there along with her mother 
and the dean of my senior class. She lied and told them that I forced her 
to kiss me. And I was suspended for two weeks. I wouldn’t have been 
allowed back to school if she hadn’t had a change of heart and decided to 
tell the truth, which was what I told them happened. I gave her a hug and 
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kiss on the cheek as I always did. She had gotten upset and lied because 
she liked me but I didn’t share those feelings with her. I had a girlfriend, 
and it was jealousy. I say that I gave up then because after all that I still 
got no apology and got nothing for being wrongly persecuted. That one 
incident is what I feel made me untrusting of people and it also made me 
become more introspective when dealing with any situation and person. 
I evaluate almost everything I do or say and who I may do or say it to.

So 1996 my senior year of high school, I wasfailing and told I may not 
graduate with my class. So I go ape shit and create a situation to get kicked 
out of school because I just couldn’t drop out. 

My being out of school, having nothing to do led me to learn a bit about 
myself. I learned in that time that there is within me a passion to repair 
things. From 96 until 98 I worked at an auto repair shop while doing others 
things to make money. 
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I can vividly remember going to sleep curled up between my mother 
and sister. As the night progressed, I was awakened by a loud and annoying 
sound, “Boom, boom, let me in.” My initial response was fear. I assumed 
someone was trying to kick our door in and inflict some form of bodily 
harm to us. My first instinct told me to grab my mother. My mother got 
out of the bed and proceeded to the kitchen to investigate the matter. She 
quickly returned to her bedroom and instructed my sister and me to get 
of out the bed. Once we got out of the bed, she grabbed our hands and we 
ran out the front door. I had on my underwear and a tee-shirt. My mother, 
and sister had on their night gowns, and we were all barefooted, running 
for our life from this mysterious person. We ran the distance of a block 
before my father knocked my mother on the ground and slapped her in 
the face. He then brandished a pocket knife in her face. My sister and I 
were crying uncontrollably, wondering why our father was attacking our 
mother. He told her that he would kill her. I didn’t understand why my 
father was acting so erratic at that time because I was only three years old. 
As I got older I discovered that my father had a serious drinking problem, 
and he became very vicious and belligerent once he became inebriated. 
My mother petitioned the court for custody. My father failed to be present, 
so the judge granted my mother full custody. Therefore, mom became our 
mother and father. However, she was faced with many dilemmas. First she 
had to find a babysitter in the next building. She had to get us ready every 
morning by 5 o’clock. Most of the time, she would carry me on her back 
because I would still be asleep. My mother had three kids. My brother David 
was the oldest, than came my sister Theresa, and lastly came me. I was the 
baby of the family. My brother was thirteen years my senior, my sister was 
four years my senior. My brother moved out the house once he graduated 
from school, primarily because he had a daughter by his girlfriend Mary 
Louise. My brother secured a job and obtained an apartment for his new 

A Broken Family
by M. Sanders
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family. My sister and I were compelled to grow up very fast. My mother 
worked from 7 to 3 o’clock Monday through Friday. Once I reached the 
1st grade, my mother bought house keys for my sister and me. She said 
we were old enough to watch ourselves; my sister was “the supervisor” 
while my mother was at work. She put her keys on a shoe string, and told 
us to wear it around our necks, and tuck it in our shirts. 

My mother instructed us to come straight home from school and to 
stay in the house until she returned home. Once I entered the third grade 
my teacher concluded that I had too much energy, and labeled me as 
hyperactive because I couldn’t sit still in class. The teacher would make me 
stand in the corner as a form of punishment. Eventually, they transferred 
me to a “bad boy” school. My new school was 30 minutes away from our 
neighborhood, so I had to ride a school bus. Once I arrived at Goudy public 
school; I quickly noticed that my new classmates consisted of seven or 
eight boys; and they all appeared to have some type of mental problem. My 
teacher was a nice white lady. She had a lot of fun stuff for us to construct. 
Our first project was to make a mail holder; we needed two paper plates. 
We cut one plate in half and stapled it to the other plate. This procedure 
created a pouch to store the mail. My mother loved that mail holder so 
much that she hung it up in the kitchen. Our second project was a reindeer 
Christmas ornament. She made the reindeer out of two wooden clothes 
pins. She glued them together, one going up for the antlers, and the other 
one going down for his legs. She put a red piece of cotton for his nose, 
and some plastic eyes for his eyes. She put a string around his neck so 
you could hang him on the tree. My next adventure led me to my fourth 
grade teacher — a nice gray-haired white man. And my other teacher’s 
name was Mr. Brown. Mr. Brown was our math teacher. Chris and I were 
his star pupils. He taught us fifth grade math. He would send Chris and I 
to McDonalds on Foster and Sheridan to get his lunch. Chris would steal 
money from his mother and buy us lunch. However, Mr. Brown was a 
strict disciplinarian. If you misbehaved, he would give you several whacks 
with a long stick. He beat a boy severely until he defecated on himself. 
I dreaded the day that Mr. Brown would beat me. Eventually he beat me 
with that stick. When I arrived home I told my mother what happened. 
She contacted my father, and told him to give my teacher a visit. My 
father escorted me to school the next day. He told Mr. Brown if he had any 
problem with me to contact him and he would handle it. And he also told 
him to never put his hands on me again or it was going to be a problem. 
One thing my father cared about was his kids. Mr. Brown scared the life 
out of me, and I became a well-behaved and exceptional student. Halfway 
through my fourth grade year, Mr. Brown started transitioning me back 
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to a regular classroom. Once I completed the fourth grade, I transferred 
to another school called Armstrong. 

Armstrong was located on Estes Ridge in my neighborhood. Armstrong 
was originally predominantly Jewish. As the years passed, it became 
multiracial. Attending Armstrong was a new experience because most of 
my classmates were white and very smart, not to mention that the class 
was considerably larger in terms of student capacity. My new teacher was 
very nice and loving. Her name was Ms. Razowski. Whenever students 
would quarrel, she would tell us that “two wrongs don’t make a right.” Ms. 
Razowski rewarded her students for hard work. She drilled us on reading 
and spelling. She would give us a spelling test every Friday. To improve our 
reading she had us work out of a series of books called Webster exercises. 
Each book became more difficult, and each book was a different color. 
Therefore, you could tell what level a person was on based on the color of 
the book you had. Moreover, you were awarded a paper ribbon once you 
completed a certain number. In essence, you were an average student if 
you didn’t obtain one of Ms. Razowski’s coveted ribbons. Life was start-
ing to go well for me because my family praised me for my good grades, 
and my well-behaved manner. However, I still struggled with my earlier 
teachers labeling me as a slow learner. This label haunted me whenever I 
didn’t understand something or got something wrong. My mother worked 
hard five days a week. She didn’t have time to help my sister and me with 
our homework not to mention that she only had a 9th grade education. 
Moreover, she would come home from work and cook us a hot meal. My 
mother sacrificed everything for her kids. My older brother David was my 
hero. I loved him with all my heart. He was the only positive role model I 
had in life because my parents were separated. Every Friday I would leave 
with my brother and his daughter and spend the weekend at his house. My 
mother would take his daughter to pre-school every day, and she would 
watch her until my brother got off work. My brother lived in the Uptown 
area on the north side. I can remember riding on his handle bars, and 
his daughter would be on his seat. He rode us on his bike all the way to 
his house. The ride lasted for thirty minutes, but it was an adventure for 
my niece and me. It was the ride of our life, and we looked forward to it 
every week. My brother eventually moved into the same building as my 
mother. The building was connected, but it was two buildings in one. My 
brother lived in the entrance by the alley, and we lived in the entrance by 
the front yard. I no longer had to travel 30 minutes to reach his house. If 
I got the desire to see him, I would simply walk next door. Times were 
good because my brother was only a step away. However, certain events 
were about to happen that would change my life forever. The event that 
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I’m about to explain is still fresh in my mind as if it happened yesterday. 
It was a nice summer day in 1986. Nothing seemed abnormal until the 
phone rang. I can vividly remember my mother’s facial expression as she 
spoke to the person on the phone when my mom finished the call. We 
asked her who she was speaking to on the phone. She paused before she 
answered us. She then said in a confused reply. “That was a doctor from 
Lutheran General. And he said your brother had an accident and he told 
me to come to the hospital immediately. The doctor didn’t tell my mother 
what was my brother’s condition at that time. 

My mother knew it was imperative that she go to the hospital as soon 
as possible. My sister and my brother’s wife accompanied my mother to 
the hospital to inquire about my brother’s condition. Several hours later I 
saw an image of a young teenage male running toward me screaming my 
name. Once he reached me, I realized it was Larry, my sister’s boyfriend. 
He explained to me that my brother had an accident at his job, which 
resulted in his death. At that moment my whole body felt numb, as if my 
whole world had collapsed. Larry told me to get on the handlebars, and he 
rode me home. When I got home, everyone was crying. The only person 
I was looking for was my mother. She was sitting on the couch hunched 
over, with her head down crying uncontrollably. I ran to her, and asked her 
what happened?! She explained to me that my brother was underground 
cleaning a machine, and the machine malfunctioned. The job required 
him to have on a protective gear; but his job failed to supply him with the 
proper clothing. As a result the toxic fames incapacitated him, and the 
acid burned his body. My brother was 25 years old at the time of his death. 

I will never forget that look my mother had on her face. She had a 
confused and distraught look on her face. My mother never seemed to 
recover from my brother’s death. My mother said that a parent shouldn’t 
outlive their children. I was devastated, because all my male role models 
were disappearing from my life — first my father, and now my brother. 
However, my mother’s brother, Uncle Joe, was a recovering alcoholic. He 
started attending A.A. meetings and eventually got his life together. My 
uncle started his own landscaping business. Once he got established, 
he would take me to work with him. My job consisted of sweeping the 
side walk, and dumping the grass in the back of his pickup truck. Once I 
reached the age of thirteen, I would work the entire summer with him. 
He would pay me $100 a week. My mother took me to the LaSalle Bank 
on Howard Street and helped me start my first savings account. Once the 
summer ended, it was time to return to school. My mother usually put 
clothing for my sister and me on layaway; and would get them out before 
school started. I saved her some money that year, because I bought my 
own school clothes. 
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My uncle Joe taught me that hard work pays off. As I entered high 
school, I landed my first job at Arby’s Roast Beef restaurant. I was fourteen 
at the time. I couldn’t legally work there until I turned sixteen. Therefore, 
I came up with an ingenious plan to become gainfully employed. I simply 
changed my birth year by placing a small piece of paper on the last number 
in my birth year, and made a copy of it. Once I got the copy, I changed the 
3 to a 1. This simple alteration made me sixteen years old. I worked the 
entire summer of 1988. Unfortunately I lost my job, because our store was 
closing down. My manager gave all of his employees the option to transfer 
to another Arby’s on Peterson; but I decided to quit. When I turned sixteen, 
a group of my friends started selling drugs. I initially disapproved of their 
new means of employment. However, I quickly changed my mind once I 
saw how easy and lucrative selling drugs was. I eventually started selling 
drugs as well. We all worked for Bobby’s older brother. He would give us 
five or ten dollar bags of cocaine to start with. If we were successful in 
selling them, and returned all of his money, then he would give us ten bags 
of cocaine. And we would get thirty dollars off each “Ten pack.” I became 
his best worker in a short amount of time. I was very loyal, and I always 
returned the correct amount of money. My friend Tommy wasn’t a good 
worker like me, but his cousin Erica was the boss’s girlfriend. Erica was 
very beautiful, and she was attracted to me. She always said I resembled 
one of her past boyfriends named Joseph. Tommy and I spent a lot of 
time at the drug house, hanging out with his cousin Erica. I remember 
one day in particular because Tommy, Erica, and I were watching some 
adult movies. Half way through the movie Tommy said he had to use the 
washroom and left me in the room with Erica. Once Tommy left, Erica 
grabbed me and started kissing me. Erica was 21 years old at this time. 
This was my first encounter with an older woman. As time went on the 
drug house got raided, which forced me to stop selling drugs. I eventually 
got hired at Jewel’s food store in my senior year of high school. Life was 
going fairly well and I was looking forward to graduation soon. However, 
my uncle died of a heart attack before I graduated. I can remember this 
day very vividly, because I stayed over at my friends Ron’s house the night 
before. When I woke up, I had a bad feeling like something bad happened. 
Ron’s brother-in-law drove me home, and I found out my uncle died. 

My family shipped his body back to Louisville, Kentucky because 
that was his home town. My family has a private burial ground for our 
family members. Once we returned from my uncle’s funeral, I graduated 
from high school and started attending Oakton Community College. My 
girlfriend Tina, who was from Evanston suggested that I attend Oakton, 
because she was going there. Tina graduated at the top of her class from 
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Evanston Township High School. Tina was a straight A student. Tina was 
the only child. Tina was what one would consider a “good girl.” All was 
going well, and I enjoyed going to college. Tina transferred to Southern 
Illinois University after our first semester at Oakton. Our plan was for 
me to transfer to Southern Illinois University as well. While Tina was 
excelling in college, I was doing the exact opposite. I was drinking alcohol 
and experimenting with a lot of drugs. My grades were below average, and 
I eventually dropped out of college. On all accounts, I managed to obtain 
54 credit hours, which made me six credits away from my A.A. in a liberal 
arts degree. By this time I was the last sibling living with my mother. 
Eventually Tina and I ended our relationship because I was cheating on 
her, and my life was on the “fast track” to nowhere! My goal was to go to 
law school and become a lawyer. 

I would normally return home from school in the afternoon, and my 
mother would return home by 4:30 in the evening. I returned home one 
day to hear some disturbing news on our answering machine. The message 
was from my father’s stepson, “Master.” He informed us that my father had 
died from a tragic accident that caused a blood clot in his head. I saved the 
message and played it for my mother when she returned home from work. 
Once she heard the message, she had a peculiar look at her face; now that 
I am older; I came to realize that her expression was a look of shock and 
hurt. My mother obviously still loved my father, even though they were 
separated for 20 years at the time of his death. My mother notified my 
father’s sister, my aunt Katheren. My aunt Katheren accused my father’s 
girlfriend of causing his death. According to my aunt Katheren, my father 
and his girlfriend was returning home after leaving a bar. They got into 
an altercation, and my father fell down a flight of stairs. His girlfriend 
claims he lost his balance but my aunt Katheren believed she pushed 
him down the stairs; in any event he hit his head on his descent down 
the stairs. My aunt Katheren shipped his body back to his home town, 
New Albany, Mississippi. 

My father’s brother, who was my uncle “Hermie Dee,” accompanied my 
mother, sister and me to Mississippi for my father’s funeral. I recall the 
preacher giving my father numerous accolades, as if he was an honorable 
man. As I listened to the preacher, I thought that he wasn’t a good father. 
When we viewed his body, I looked at him with anger and resentment. 
Sad to say I didn’t shed a tear. As I stated earlier, I came from a broken 
family. I lost every male role model in my family. I lost my brother who 
meant the world to me followed by my uncle Joe, who was my hero. My 
Uncle Joe taught me responsibility and what it takes to become a man. 
Lastly, I lost my father — the man who beat my mother, and abandoned 
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my sister and me. Now, that I’m older, I came to realize how these tragic 
events altered my life. I learned in sociology that the family’s the first 
foundation — and how important it is to be raised in a two-parent home, 
with two loving parents. However, if one parent is absent, then the family 
becomes dysfunctional. In closing, I realize that I wouldn’t have made a 
lot of wrong choices if I would have had a father. The father is the head 
of the family, and if the head isn’t there the body will fall! 
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Unluckily, growing up in the ecological system and structural forces 
that I was in, education to me was not a priority — let alone, my ethnicity 
or race. Yeah, I was that naïve… I was fortunate enough to be raised by 
a living father and mother. They both might have had their differences 
when it came to my older brother, younger sister and me. One thing they 
did have in common was a belief in our education — not only in school, 
but also in our being, constantly showing and telling us the importance 
of education. Lamentably, as my brother and I got older the street and bad 
company got the best of us. Eventually, education was no longer a priority. 
My brother and I dropped out of school in our freshman year. Even though 
I was motivated and inspired by family to go back to school, sadly in the 
time frame in which I got enrolled back into school, I got incarcerated.

It wasn’t until I got to prison that my comprehension and understand-
ing about ethnicity and race emerged. It is baffling that having a high 
percentage of Latinos in the society where I reside in, was still not enough 
to have our public schools educate and teach us about our culture. When 
they did, they disregarded the minorities. Then again, it is all part of the 
ecological system. It has been through classes, such as PNAP, conversations 
with inmates and staff, educational books, magazines, and programs on TV 
that have helped me evolve, grasp and view a much better understanding 
about my culture. Also, I understand not only about the similarities and 
differences ethnicities have, but also about the similarities and differences 
we have as a human race. This PNAP class in particular, Latino and Latin 
American Studies, has most certainly given me a new perspective on the 
terms and education of Latinos.

The term Latino is a new and ambiguous invention. It is a cultural 
category that has no precise racial significance. Indeed, Latinos are white, 
black, indigenous, and every possible combination thereof. Upon entering 
the United States, Latinos undergo a rapid regime of racialization. The 

The Remaking of the U.S.
by D. Valerio
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very term Latino has meaning only in reference to the United States 
experience. Outside of the U.S., we don’t speak of Latinos; we speak of 
Mexicans, Cubans, Puerto Ricans, and so forth. “Latinos” are made in the 
U.S. (Latinos Remaking America).

A high percentage of the United States population (including Latinos) 
lacks such an understanding. People do not know that indeed, there are 
similarities and differences among us all. For example, the island of 
Puerto Rico became a U.S. possession in the aftermath of the Spanish 
American War (1898), making Puerto Ricans U.S citizens at birth. Since 
the early nineteenth century, Cubans have come to the U.S. in search 
of political stability and economic opportunity. But by far the largest 
number of Cubans (approximately three-quarters of a million) emigrated 
after January 1959, when Fidel Castro’s July 26th Movement overthrew 
the government of Fulgencio Batista (Course Reader). The first to leave 
were Batista’s government (political leaders, high government officials), 
then members of the middle class followed (business executives, doctors, 
lawyers, engineers and teachers). Cubans of the working class also began to 
leave. Unfortunately, Mexicans, entering the U.S. were not given the same 
platform and foundation that Puerto Ricans and Cubans continue to have. 

Mexicans are forced by poverty to abandon the in country. They are not 
able in arrive to the United States with an adequate guide to commence 
a new life. Over the century, Latinos have been leaving a continent rich 
in culture, natural resources and beauty but poor in terms of economic 
and social development. They arrive in this country with the mindset of 
striving to fulfill the so-called “American Dream.” They are oblivious that 
being Latino/a in the U.S. is a struggle because we are not viewed as part of 
the “American Dream.” They are chasing a mirage and not a pond of hope 
and inspiration. We all share the experience of settling in this country 
and engaging in a process of social, economic, and cultural adaption. We 
share the experience of “Making it in America.” Once in the U.S., Latinos 
gravitate to communities that reflect our customs and patterns; we become 
united by the struggle and discrimination we endlessly face. Overall, we all 
share the same ecological system. Sadly, through out the years and present 
day, the pervasive view found among policy leaders as well as the general 
public is that Latinos are often depicted as racially and culturally inferior, 
ignorant, unable to govern ourselves, more likely to commit crimes, and 
take advantage of welfare programs. Latin Americans and Caribbean 
immigrants and Mexican immigrants, in particular, rank somewhere near 
the bottom in terms of how Americans view immigrants from different 
parts of the world. European and Asian immigrants are perceived as less 
likely to use welfare programs, or to commit crimes and more likely to 



 79Latinos: The Struggle is Real

work hard and to do well in school. Unfortunately, the first, second, and 
third generation of Latino immigrants (including born and U.S. citizens), 
some way some how are driving down the street, being in school, seeking 
and being successful in “White America.” We are often second-guessed 
because of our ethnicity and color of our skin. 

Most at risk are Latino youth who struggle to develop a healthy identity 
and sense of self in the context of such toxic attitudes and beliefs, an 
obstacle that further complicates the already arduous task of adapting to 
the institutions of American society. In addition, throughout the decades, 
Latinos gravitate (once in the U.S.) to communities that reflect our customs 
and patterns. We are not having knowledge that we were and are being 
forced into isolated and physically substandard neighborhoods where we 
are socially distanced and at times made to feel inferior and marginal. In 
the wake of maladaptation from such strains and pressures, street youth 
population emerges and evolves into gang subculture. Also in recent de-
cades, as more rural migrants have flocked to the cities, gangs have become 
a transnational phenomenon. In the 20th century, many major cities such 
as Los Angeles, Chicago, and New York were undergoing rapid industrial 
and technological changes. Urban planning was unable to keep up and 
accommodate the growth in the population. Thus a makeshift and uneven 
integration of families occurred. This adaptation process was especially 
difficult because the newcomers were poor, came from a rural background, 
and fit into familiar and devalued stereotypes as “Indian-looking” Mexican 
workers. In short, the community dynamic that generated street gangs 
stemmed from the way racism toward Latinos segregated and isolated 
them from most sectors of society. Indeed, the rapidity and unevenness 
of such changes affected the urbanization process, particularly where 
Latinos work, live, raise their families and gain access and exposure to and 
identification with the dominant Anglo American culture and institutions. 
The manner in which these changes unfolded has tended to marginalize 
the Latino population. That is, at every point of entry or contact and at 
every level of integration and adjustment, Latinos adaptation to the United 
States was outside of mainstream consideration. Traditional institutions 
of social control were undermined in the context causing many youth to 
spend more of their time in the streets rather that at home or in school 
(Latinos Remaking America). 

Street socialization was the result for many neighborhood youths, 
sometimes seriously affecting at least 4 to 14 percent of the children who 
joined street gangs. However, the negative treatment immigrants received 
from the host cultural groups also reinforced this. Discrimination forced 
Latino youths to congregate in locations separate from the dominant 
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Anglo majority. Inferior locations, poor housing and segregation, and dis-
crimination characterize Latino neighborhoods across the state. In com-
bination, these influences led to the spatial separation of Latino settlers 
from the surrounding community and to the creation of visually distinct 
neighborhoods. Researchers at the Chicago School of Urban Sociology 
have achieved a general understanding of the ways in which urbanism 
(the structure) and urbanization (the process) work on making certain 
segments of the city (ethnic groups, social classes, or residential areas) 
more subject to human disorganization (Latinos Remaking America). 
Latino neighborhoods are constantly crowded and without outlets for 
youths. This is one of the reasons why so many youths congregate on 
street corners and subsequently become delinquents. Economic restraints 
on families and children are undoubtedly the most important in under-
standing the emergence of street gangs. Poor pay and working conditions 
go alongside with job insecurity. As oppressive bosses and unpredictable 
economic cycles sometime turned Latino workers out into the street, 
family life were often severely strained and the repercussive effect was to 
undermine the stability of the household and the social control necessary 
to supervise the children. Street socialization resulted when households 
became crowded and family life was disrupted leading children to spend 
more and more of their time out on the streets. For the majority of Latino 
men, socialization is affected by working conditions and expectation, and 
if routes to employment and to the respectability associated with having 
a job are undermined, young men seek other ways to get money and gain 
respect. Even for those fortunate enough to find a good job, there is the 
additional contraint of living in a segregated communities and the lack of 
residential mobility. Ecological influences exert a strong force shaping all 
humans. All children in a place that is isolated and different are affected by 
this knowledge. For example, neighborhood gangs and non-gang youth 
know that their self-identities are shaped by neighborhood life for they 
know that a spatial and social distance separates them from their more 
affluent neighbors and that this distinctiveness affects their quality of life, 
job prospects, educational opportunities and social cultural cohesiveness 
help create Latino neighborhoods. The effects of urbanization, along 
with poor city planning and neglectful and uncaring authorities, make 
neighborhoods an ecologically inferior place to raise a family. The com-
munity dynamics that create gangs and shape gang members stem from 
the nexus of immigration, rapid industrial and capitalist development, 
and poor urban planning.

The U.S. Census Bureau predicts that by the year 2050 a full 30 percent of 
the U.S. population will be of Latino origin. Nearly 127 million people will 
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be able to trace their ancestry to the Spanish-speaking, Latin American and 
Caribbean worlds. This increasingly obvious demographic reality makes it 
evident that the U.S. is becoming a country that is no longer largely white 
and of European origin (U.S. Census Bureau 1999). 

In May 2001 President George W. Bush made history when he delivered 
his weekly radio address to the nation in Spanish. The move was applauded 
by some as a shrewd strategy to court Latino support and condemned 
by others as encouraging linguistic and ethnic divisions. The fact is that 
the President was surely aware that Spanish is now the nation’s second 
language, spoken by nearly 20 million people. Most important, Spanish 
is itself a world language shared by over 265 million people (Latinos 
Remaking America). Latinos are now writing an essential chapter in the 
American narrative. Ours is a unique story of belonging because we are 
at once “old” Americans and “new” Americans” and “doubly” Americans. 
Our ancestors were in the U.S. before the country took its current form, 
but most are new immigrants and increasingly the children of those im-
migrants. The eternal friction that has defined the narrative of belonging 
in the U.S. is unfazed as Latinos take our central place in remaking the 
American promise. The new Latino reality has generated both gener-
ous openness, as well as historic defensiveness. Especially pronounced 
is recent years in the form of virulent anti-immigrant agitation with a 
focus on undocumented Latino immigration. But the ambivalence toward 
Latinos and our language and culture goes beyond the fringe that reigns 
in late-night radio and obscure internet sites. Latinos, like millions of 
others before, are remaking the United States in ways that increasingly 
define what America will become.
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