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“Ubi panis ibi patria, is the motto of all emigrants.”
—De Creévecoeur, “What Is an American?” (1782)



dedicado a la memoria de mi abuelita chole

Soledad Huerta (1926-2009)






Preface

Mi abuelita Chole became a U.S. citizen in her seventies,
and her decision to naturalize actually influenced my own
decision to apply for citizenship. She likes to recount her INS
interview and has related it to me several times. She says that
somehow she managed to answer the questions the INS agent
posed about her family, her home back in Mexico and her
health. She says that the INS agent helped her with some of the
words, and that throughout the interview she clutched the rosary
beads in her pocket. Then the agent asked her to write the fol-
lowing sentence in English: “I Love America.” She guessed “I,”
and “America” is spelled the same in English as it is in Spanish.
This left mi abuelita with “Love.” Clutching the rosary beads
and praying to la Virgencita she looked around for an answer and
noticed on one of her fingers a silver ring that my father had
bought more than twenty years ago. On the ring, a serpent slith-
ers and bends to form the letters L.O.V.E. My grandmother
attributes this to the infinite wisdom and benevolence of God. 1
believe my grandmother may have cheated.

“Today I’'m going to the grocery store”—this is the sentence
that I was given. Inspector Stroup handed me a slip of paper and
asked me to write it down. (I know the name of the agent not
because I remember it but because I have kept a form she signed
saying that [ had my passed my exam. Considering that I have a
passport and a Naturalization Certificate I probably don’t need
to keep any of these other forms. But having lived the undocu-
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mented experience I have internalized the need to document my
existence.) This requirement to prove proficiency in English as
part of the naturalization process conflates citizenship and lan-
guage. | was being tested not on my ability to speak and write
English but on my love of nation, my love for America.

Being in the very awkward situation of proving that I belong
in a country in which I had lived already for twenty years, I was
rather offended by the simplicity of my sentence. I felt that in a
way I had prepared my whole life, at least since the first day I
arrived in the United States, for this interview. I arrived in 1981
in the midst of a legal battle between undocumented school chil-
dren and the state of Texas. A Texas statute denied state funding
to any school district that opened their doors to undocumented
children. In the late 1970s lawsuits were filed on behalf of those
children, and while the issue was undecided the Archdiocese of
Galveston-Houston established a couple of alternative schools.
My family enrolled me in one of these schools, Guadalupe Az-
tlan in Houston’s North Side.

In 1982, the “undocumented student” case reached the U.S.
Supreme Court in Plyler v. Doe. In a 5-to-4 vote the Supreme
Court ruled that undocumented students were not to be punished
for the actions of their parents and that undocumented immi-
grants were to be considered as “persons” and were therefore
protected under the Fourteenth Amendment, which calls for
equal treatment under the law. The Texas Statute was deemed to
be unconstitutional. Furthermore, the case raised the question of
education as a right. Justice Powell in his concurring opinion
wrote that because of the importance this society places on edu-
cation the failure to educate a certain group of people would
result in the creation of an underclass. Undocumented children,
he commented, should not “be left on the streets uneducated.” In
the fall of 1982 I entered Houston Independent School District
and through bumps and bruises, misunderstandings and mispro-
nunciations | learned to read and write and speak English.
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By the time of my INS interview, I was an English major at
the University of Houston. So I felt ready to pass any exam on
or about the English language. And “Today I’'m going to the
grocery store” was my sentence?! I wanted to tell the INS agent
that I could do things with the English language that she could
never imagine. Instead I settled for showing her that the sen-
tence scans as iambic pentameter.

u/u /u/uw [Ju /
Today I’'m going to the grocery store.

“One day,” I told her, “I will write an epic starting with that
line.” Poor Inspector Stroup. You were just doing your job.
Accept my apologies. My mistake was to think that I or anybody
else could master this or any other language. I have since
learned of the abundance of language, which is both a great
resource for writers and a daunting challenge. I consider this
piece an epic about going to the grocery store. I am simply
attempting to explore the abundance of experience found in that
one sentence.



