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Rich layers of state’s Latino

community highlighted in book

Please do not ask me whelher I
speak Mexican.

Mexicun is nof a language. It is a
atlire, a people from the country of
Mexico.

... While we all share a common
heritage and similar past, our histo-
ries are all unigue and different. Just
by traveling Hiroughout our countries
youwill notice that while we all
speak a connmon language we look
very differenl.

Some my have dominant nalive
or indigenois features, while others
more of @ Enropean look maxd still
others with African features.

We are nuudatto and mestizo, black
amd white and yes, all Hispanic. But
our pride and the key fowhe we are
contes in our differences.

— “Wee-Cohn-Saln!” by Ed Go-
: ntez, from the amhology
“I dic't ktono there twere Lalinos in

Wisconsin®™

Chances are, that small excerpt
from a new anthology taught you
muore about Lalino culture than
you've learned in a lifelime of eat-
ing at Mexican restaurants.

Don’t be ashamed; one thing
I've learned about the racial and
ethnic difficulties that regularly
crop up in America is that they're
usually based on ignorance.

We don’t know each other, par-
ticularly black and white. When
you add brown lo the equation, it
gets even more complicated.

An old friend, Oscar Mireles,
called to tell me about “1 didn’t’
know there were Latinos in Wis-
consin,” the second volume of a
book of essays, fiction and poetry
published by 30 Latino writers
who work and live in Wisconsin,

Mireles, whom I know from his
community activist days in Mil-
waukee but is now based in Mad-
ison, was excited about the proj-
vet, He served as editor, as well as
contributing several pieces.

A published poet and a father
who sants his children to under-
stand their rich cultural back-
ground, Mireles came up with the
title from his experiences reading
his own poetry in communily
waorkshops in Milwaukee during
the 1980s, where reaction from the
audience was usually one of sur-
prise: “1 didn’t know there were
Latinos in Wisconsin!” AP

The 1999 volume was publishe

1 ucts,
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with various grants from local arts
foundations and the Dane Counly
Cultural Affairs Commission. Mi-
reles is proud of the book, which
features work from more writers
and poets fram a variety of back-
grounds, including Venezuelan,
Cuban, Puerto Rican and, yes,
Mexican.

#1 didn’t know ..." is a cultural
smorgasbord, as writers tell sto-
ries about their experiences grow-
ing up in Wisconsin, (Many call
people of Spanish origin Hispan-
ic; most of my friends prefer Lati-
no, This semantic battle is very
similar to the way some insist on
African-American while others
are content with black.)

There are other similarities be-
tween Latino and African-Ameri-
can culture, particularly the con-
sistent baltle against stereotyping.

For many in Milwaukee, the
strongest image of Latinos on the

“south side is gang-bangers, illegal

immigrants and poverty. Nation-
ally, some of the biggest issues
facing this country involve immi-
gralion, bilingual education and
the growing political impact of
previously unempowered popula-
lions.

The stories in I didn’t
know . .."” reflect all of this, but it
doesn't read like a litany of dis-
crimination or violence, Rather,
it’s a celebration of familial love
and connections,

Some of the picces are wrilten
in Spanish, although most are in
English. Theres a story about at-
tending a cockfight, a poem about
secking American cilizenship, a
charming account of a young girl
translating for her grandmother
who wants to buy beauty prod- |
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i Mireles includes his own amus-

ing poem, “Elvis Presley was a
Chicano,” which suggests, be-
cause Presley was “a dancer, ala-
dies man and (he) always won the
girl that hated him in the begin-
ning of the movie, he had to be a
Latin lover or something, even ~
Valentino and Sinatra had a little-
Italian in them.”

Most U.S. census figures pre- -
dict Latinos will be the dominant
minority in the 21st century, but
any blanket labeling of this in-
credibly diverse group doesn’t be-
gin to scratch the surtace. In Mil-
waukee, many Latino
communities on the south side
share the same daunting social
prablems of violence, poverty and .
drugs as Afican-Americans on
the north side, -

But just as every African-Amer-
ican isn‘t poor or uneducated or
violent, the same stereotyping is
vven more inaccurate when it
comes to those of Spanish de-
scent.

One of the things Mirelesand I
used to talk about was the intrigu-
ing dynamics of race as it regards
Latino cullure.

Had I been born in Cuba or
itrazil or Puerto Rico, or any num- -
bor of countries with a large influx ©
of African slaves, [ probably
would not consider mysell” |~
“hlack” as much as Latino.

I'd look exactly the same as L do
nuw, but my culture would be dif-
ferent. E

| didn’t know there'were Lati-* '
nos in Wisconsin” should be re- - -
quired reading for anyone looking
{o learn more about the changing -
facc of America and the groups
who contribute to that transfor-
mation.

It may even convince you that
we have much more in common
than we think. :

Or, to quote from Gomez's es-
way again: “Perhaps the more we
learn about one another the more
we can appreciate the beauty of
humanity expressed in many lan-
puages and styles,

“(Oh, and by the way, while I'm
nule—ican,{lovc their salsal”

Capies of “1 didn’t know there
were Latinos in Wisconsin” ace
available at the Woodland Pattern
Book Center, 720 E. Locust St.

Call Eugene Kané at 2235521 or e-’
mail him at ekane@onwis.com '




