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The Homeland, Aztlan 

El otro Mexico 

El otro Mexico que aca hemos construido 
el espacio es lo que ha sido 
territorio nacional. 
Este el esfue rzo de todos nuestros hermano s 
y latinoamericanos que han sabido 
prog ressar. 

-L os Tig res del Norte 1 

"Th e Aztecas del norte ... compose the large st sing le tribe 
or nati on of Anishinabeg (Ind ian s) found in the United States 
today .... Some call them se lves Chican os and see them selves as 
people whose true homeland is Aztlan [ the U.S. Southwest ]."2 

Wind tugging at my sleeve 
feet sinking into the sand 
I stand at the edge where earth touches ocean 
where the two overlap 
a gentle coming together 
at ot her time s and places a violent clash. 

Across the border in Mexico 
stark silhouette of houses gutte d by waves, 

cliffs crumbling into the sea, 
silver waves marbled with spume 

gash ing a hole under the border fence. 
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Miro el mar atacar 
la cerca en Border Field Park 

con sus buchones de agua, 
an Easter Sunday resurrection 
of the brown blood in my veins. 

Oigo el llorido del mar, el respiro de! aire, 
my heart surges to the beat of the sea. 

In the gray haze of the sun 
the gulls' shrill cry of hunger, 

the tangy smell of che sea seeping inro me. 

I walk through che hole in che fence 
co the ocher side. 

Under my fingers I feel the gritty wire 
rusted by 139 years 

of the salty breath of the sea. 

Beneath the iron sky 
Mexican children kick their soccer ball across, 
run after it, enter ing the U.S. 

I press my hand to the steel curtain ­
chainlink fence crowned wich rolled barbed wire­

rippling from the sea where Tijuana couches San Diego 
unrolling over mountain s 

and plains 
and desert s, 

this ''Tortilla Curtain" turning into el rio Grande 
flowing down to the flatland s 

of the Magic Valley of South Texas 
its mouth emptying into the Gulf. 

1,950 mile-long open wound 
dividing a pueblo , a culture, 
runnin g down the length of my body, 

staking fence rods in my flesh, 
splits me splits me 

me raja me raja 
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This is my home 
this thin edge of 

barbwire. 

Bue the skin of the earth is seamless. 
The sea cannot be fenced, 

el mar does not stop at borders . 
To show the white man what she thought of his 

arrogance, 
Yemaya blew that wire fence down . 

This land was Mexican once, 
was Indian always 

and is. 
And will be again . 

Y o soy un puente tendido 
del mundo gabacho al del mojado, 

lo pasado me estira pa' 'tras 
y lo presente pa' 'de/ante. 

Que la Virgen de Guadalupe me c1tide 
Ay ay ay, soy mexicana de este lado. 

The U.S.-Mexican border es una herida abierta where the 
Third World grates against the first and bleeds. And before a scab 
forms ic hemorrhages again , the lifeblood of two worlds merging 
co form a third country-a border culture . Borders are set up co 
define the places that are safe and unsafe , to distinguish us from 
them. A border is a dividing line , a narr ow strip along a steep 
edge. A borderland is a vague and undetermined place created by 
the emotional residue of an unnatural boundary. It is in a con­
stant state of transition. The prohibited and forbidden are its 
inhabitants. Los atravesados live here : the squint-eyed, the per ­
verse, the queer, the troublesome , the mongrel , the mulato, the 
half-breed, the half dead; in shore, those who cross over, pass 
over, or go through the confines of the "normal." Gringos in the 
U.S. Southwest consider the inhabitants of the borderl ands 
transgressors, aliens-whether they possess documents or not, 
whether they're Chicanos, Indians or Blacks. Do not enter, tres ­
passers will be raped, maimed, strangled, gassed, shot. The only 
" legitimate" inhabitants are chose in power, the whites and those 
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who align themselves with whites. Tensi on grips the inhabitants 
of the borderlands like a virus. Ambivalence and unrest resid e 
there and death is no stranger. 

In the fields , la migra. My aunt saying, "N o corran, 
don't run. They 'll think you're del otro tao." In the confu· 
sion, Pedro ran, terrified of being caught. He couldn't speak 
English, couldn't tell them he was fifth generation Amer i· 
can. Sin papel es-h e did not carr y his birth certificate to 
work in the field s. IA migra cook him away while we 
watched. Se lo llevaron. He tried to smile when he looked 
back at us, co raise his fist. But I saw the shame pushing his 
head down, I saw the terrible weight of shame hunch his 
shoul ders. They deported him to Guadalajara by plane. The 
furthest he 'd ever been co Mexico was Reyn osa, a small 
bord er town opposite Hidalgo, Te xas, not far from 
McAll en. Pedro walked all the way co the Vall ey. Se lo 
llevaron sin un centavo al pobre. Se vino andando desde 
Guadalajara. 

Dur ing the original peopling of the Americas, the first 
inhabitants migrated across the Bering Straits and walked south 
across the continent. The oldest ev idence of humankind in the 
U .S.-the Chicanos' ancient Indian ancestors-was found in 
Texa s and has been dated to 35000 B.C.3 In the Southwest Un ited 
State s archeologi sts have found 20,000· year-old campsites of the 
Indians who mig rated throu gh, or permanently occupied, the 
Southwest, Aztlan-land of the herons, land of whiteness, che 
Edenic place of origin of the Azteca. 

In 1000 B.C., descend ants of the original Cochise people 
migrated into what is now Mexico and Central America and 
became the dire ct ancestors of many of the Mexican people. (Th e 
Cochise culture of the Southwest is the parent culture of the 
Aztecs. The Uta-Aztecan languages stemmed from the language 
of the Cochise people .)4 The Aztecs (the Nahuatl word for 
people of Aztlan ) left the Southwest in 1168 A.D. 

Now let us go. 
Tih tteque, tihueque, 

Vamonos, vamonos. 
Un pajaro canto. 
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Con sus ocho tribus salieron 
de la "ctteva de! orig en.'' 

los aztecas siguieron al dios 
Huitzilopochtli. 

Huitzilopochtli, the God of War, guided them to the place 
(that later became Mexico City) where an eagle with a writhing 
serpent in its beak per ched on a cactus. The eagle symbolizes che 
spirit (as the sun , the father); the serpent symbo lizes the soul (as 
the earth, the mother ). Together , they symbolize the struggle 
between the spiritual/ celestial / male and the underworld/ earth / 
feminine. The symbolic sacrifice of the serp ent to the "higher " 
masculine powers indicates that the patriarchal order had already 
vanqu ished the feminine and matriarchal order in pre· 
Columbian America. 

Ac the beginning of the 16th century, che Spaniards and 
Hern an Cortes invaded Mexico and, with the help of tribes that 
the Aztec s had subjugated, conq uered it. Before the Conquest , 
there were twe nty·f ive milli on Indian people in Mexico and the 
Yucatan. Immediately afte r the Conquest , the Indian population 
had been reduced to under seven million. By 1650, only one·a nd­
a·half·million pure-blooded Indians remained. The mestizos 
who were genetically equipped co survive small pox, measles, and 
typhu s (Old World diseases co which the natives had no immun­
ity), founded a new hybrid race and inhe rite d Central and South 
America. 5 En 1521 nacio una nueva raza, el mestizo, el me xicano 
(peop le of mixed Indian and Spanish blood), a race that had 
nev er existed before. Chicanos, Mexican-Americans, are the 
offspring of th ose first matings. 

Our Spanish, Indian, and mestizo ancestors explo red and 
settled pares of the U.S. Southwest as early as the sixteenth 
century. For every gold-hungry conquistador and soul-h ungry 
missionary who came north from Mexico, ten co twenty Indians 
and me stizos went along as porters or in other capacicies. 6 For 
the Indians, this constituted a return to che place of origin, 
Aztlan , thus making Chican os originall y and secondaril y indi· 
genous co the Southwest. Indi ans and mestizos from cen tral 
Mexico intermarr ied with North American Indian s. The contin· 
ual intermarriage between Mexican and American Indians and 
Spaniards formed an even greater mestizaje. 


















