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Grafhiti to Tear Down the Wall

SCR Series in Latin American Translation

Resist much, obey little...

WALT WHITMAN

With what voice of the Bible, or verse of Walt Whitman,
should we reach you, Hunter?

RUBEN DARIO

The ones who really love you
walk up and down outside the wall.

ROGER WATERS

1
It’s best not to read Whitman. His unnerving words sooner or later force us to crash
into him and his ineffable wall. In this country of strange enemies, I think I often tire
of being masiosare." The other day we climbed the mountain—Emily, Henry, and
some compatriots—to find the albino deer. It was morning when we were enveloped
by the sun’s appearance: psychedelic brushstrokes, firebirds, fresh air heralding fields
of lavender, purple slopes, pastures of emerald alfalfa, heliotropes bathed in dew,
abandoned rodent holes, the solitude of a pine forest, and an ancient arroyo lost in
the ravine. If it’s just a song for myself, who would hear the calls of the blackbird, its
pearls of wisdom would be lost in the grass, Walt. The calls of the blackbird disperse
in a crash of trains. And after the collision, just the whistle of arrivals and departures
that accompany us when we can’t find our way through the wall.

2
I’ve always been the lunatic of the tribe. Outburst of seasons in mama’s garden.
Outburst of wind looking into the four corners. I used to roll around from one side



to the other, under the shower of dry leaves and compost piles of grass. Often I ad-
mired the displacement of the great willow, its ancient face speaking and the strike of
lightning that left a mark more everlasting than spring. I've always been the lunatic
of the tribe: instead of following the trail of ants that escaped from the kitchen, I
went after the line of fireballs rising up in the air. In the terraces of oblivion, no one
remembered the dark green stench of the night-blooming jasmine, the red seeds
of the coral tree, or the hour the bumblebees withdrew. Deaf to all the shouting, as
soon as I heard a star fall into the pond, I sank with the world in an uneasy calm.

3
I come from over there, from the other side. I am from a country founded by snake
handlers. I have so much soil on my hands that I could create Paradise from scratch.
The women picking corn and apples always smell like spring. Adela, Maria, Guadalupe,
and Ruth, like other exiles, always come and go with me; they come and go with an
odor of village bread, carrying in their eyes the cooing of turtledoves hidden in a cor-
rugated metal roof orgy, and only yesterday, when the Rio Bravo cautiously touched
their bodies, they were frightened by those wet moments, as if suddenly a dirt devil
came up to baptize them in their new life. It was as if the American dream vanished
in a whirlwind of bad dreams. But this morning, my horoscope revealed that our exile
is internal. This determination to walk alone in the mission vineyards, in orchards of
oranges and cherries, tracing furrows of subjugation in the cotton and tobacco plan-
tations. This determination to leave every morning from sunrise to sunset, without
being detained by rivers or stations, only to roam and roam like a war veteran nobody
remembers on the Fourth of July. In every corner, I often discover spirals, labyrinths,
serpents, clovers and other petroglyphs in the pyramids of consciousness. I come from
over there, from the other side. I am from a country founded by snake handlers. I roam
cliffs that mark the movement of the sun, keep walking among the audible signs, traces
of the vulture, tracks of the old coyote. At night I track asteroids with a laser pointer.

4
The month of November always brings memories and smells of my mother’s freshly

baked goods. I pass without seeing—said my Uncle Jaime after an absence of three
decades. He left Cuencamé burned out, went to California to spin his dreams and
play blackjack every afternoon. When he arrived at Santa Barbara, he was ensnared
in the web of language. He saved the letter he never sent to his parents in a wine
bottle, fearing that one day they would forget him. I pass without seeing—that’s what
my Uncle Jaime said in a letter to the world, read by none:
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“Forgive me, papa, that I left with the sun without saying goodbye. Tell mama that I
didn’t intend to leave the house with the lame excuse that I was going to buy cigars.
But you already know that I don’t like Dalia cigars. Next to the sewing machine, I
left the umbrella destroyed by the rain so you wouldn’t hit my brothers. One day
I'll return to give everyone peace of mind. Forgive me for abandoning you, but I

could no longer continue working as a switchman, spinning dreams while I wasted
my life behind a desk.”

I pass without seeing—my Uncle Jaime said one day. November always brings smells
and memories of my mother’s baking, tamales in tender husks and red chile, corn
atole, and the punch with nutmeg and brown sugar, hibiscus flower, and dark te-
jocotes.

5
The truth is rarely pure and never simple.?So we cross the borders from San Salva-

dor to Los Angeles, and when I climb on the train it happens to be that 'm tired of
being called Angel. On foot in this wasteland the hours fly. Pesos against the dollar
also fly. Only hunger is earthbound. December cradles the never-ending scream of
cargo trains, and the Beast slides over another winter in the stations of the cross to
arrive in Tijuana, that hellish paradise. When passing by Lindavista, there are no
longer internal rail lines. Now the dreams are passengers. And just yesterday we ar-
rived as contraband at Tierra Blanca, and six times the Evil One twisted us. In the
Land of the Disappeared, the Beast walks into a cargo train, blocking our flight. It
is more painful to sing at night than to sink in the Tula River. Each love, each fruit
of the year is lost in a second like a crushed snail. For that reason, my song doesn’t
know how to pray to God, nor does it want to spit at heaven.

Translated by Susan Ayres and David Anuar

NOTES

1 The word masiosare alludes to the Mexican National Anthem, which begins, “Mas si osare un extrafio
enemigo.” In translation, this line means, “But if a strange enemy dares.” The term masiosare is used to
refer to the strange enemy that is to be resisted.

2 A quote by Oscar Wilde, which captures the meaning of the sentence in Spanish.
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