— RICHARD RODRIGUEZ -

Excerpted from Hunger of Memory: The Eduation of Richard Rodriguez

| LEARNED MY FIRST WORDS OF ENGLISH over-hearing my

parents speak to strangers. At five years of age, I knew just enough
English for my mother to trust me on errands to stores one block
away. No more.

[ was unable to hear my own sounds, but I knew very well that
I spoke English poorly. My words could not stretch. far enough to
form complete thoughts. And the words I did speak I didn’t know
well encugh to make into distinet sounds.

For me there were none of the gradations between public and pri-
vate society so normal to 2 maturing child. Outside the house was
.~ public society; inside the house Was private. Just opening or closing
the screen door behind me was an important experience. I'd rarely
jeave home all alone or without reluctance... Nervously, I'd arrive
at the grocery store to hear there the sounds of the gringo—foreign-
to me—reminding me that in. this world so big, 1 was a foreigner.
But then I'd réturn. Walking back toward our house, climbing the
steps from the sidewalk, when the front door was open In summer,
T'd hear voices beyond the screen door talking in Spanish. For a
second or two, I'd stay, lingering there, listening. Smiling, P'd hear
my mother call out, saying in Spanish, “Is that you, Richard?” All
the while, her sounds would assure me: You are home now; come
closer, inside. With us. : _

I remember many nights when my father would come back from
work, and I'd hear him call out to my mother in Spanish, sounding
relieved....Some nights I'd jump up just at hearing his voice. With
mis hermanos 1 would .come running into the room where he was
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One Saturday morning three nuns arrived at the house

our parents. Stiffly, they sat on the blue living room sofa....1 over:
Jeard one voice gently wondering, “Do your children speak only-

Spanish at home, Mrs. Rodriguez
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That Rich-heard!
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With great tact the visitors continued, “Is it possible for you and
‘our husband to encourage your children to practice their English
When they are home?” Of course, my parents complied. What
would they not do for their children’s well-being? And how. could
they have questioned the Church’s authority which those women

- represented? In an instant they agreed to give up the language (the
* sounds) that had revealed and accentuated our family’s. closeness.

The moment after the visitors left, the change was observed. “Ahora,
speak to us en iglés” my father and mother united to tell us.
At first it seemed a kind of game. After dinner cach night, the fam-

- ily gathered to practice “our” English. (It was still then inglés, a lan-

guage foreign to us, so we felt drawn as strangers to it.) Laughing,
we would try to define words we could not pronounce. We played
with strange English sounds, often over-anglicizing our pronuncia-
tions. And we filled the smiling gaps of our sentences with famil-
1ar Spénish sounds. But that was cheaﬁng,_ ‘somebody shouted.
Everyone laughed. In school, meanwhile, like my brother and sister,
Iwas required to attend a daily tutoring session. I needed a full year
of special attention. I also needed my teachers to keep my atten-
tion from straying in class by callmg out, Rich-heard—their English
voices slowly prying loose my ties to my other name, its three notes,
Ri-car-do. Most of all I needed to hear my mother and father speak
to me in a2 moment of seriousness in broken—suddenly heartbreak-
ing—English. The scene was inevitable: One Saturday morning I
entered the kitchen where my parents were talking in Spanish. I did
not realize that they were talking in Spa.riish, however, until, at the
moment they saw me, I heard their voices change to speak English.
Those gringo sounds they ‘uttered startled me. Pushed me away.
In that moment of trivial misunderstanding and profound insight,
I felt my throat twisted by unsounded grief. T turned quickly and
left the room. But I 'had no place to escape to with Spanish. (The
spell was broken.) My brother and sisters were speaking English m
+ another paft of the house.
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ward, it happened: One day in school I raised my hand to volun-
teer an answer. I spoke out in.a toud voice. And 1 did not think it
remarkable when the entire class understood. That day, 1 moved
very far from the disadvantaged child 1 had been only days carlicr.
“The belief, the calmihg assurance that I belonged in public, had at

‘ast taken hold.. ’ _
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