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BARELA: Have you ever wanbted to return to Mexico?

FERNANDEZ: I've always wanted to go back to Mexico. Never have I lost the love I have
for that counbry. One thing I have always said though is; that, in order to
be a good United States citizen, one must be a good citizen of his native
country. I love the United States very much, and I feel it is because of
the love I have for Mexico. I have realized how one lives in this country,
so I feel nostalgic for Mexico. I hope that with time and when all my
children have mérried and have their own children, I will return to Mexico.

BARELA: Do you go to Mexico to visit yoﬁr relatives?

FERNANDEZ: Oh, sure. I especially like to go during the winter time, to get away from
the terribly cold weather we have here during Jamuary, February, and part
of March. We go visit our family for about three or four weeks, leaving
the extreme temperatures of Minnesota behind. I enjoy going back to
Mexico not only to visit the family, but also to see the changes in society,
the government, the customs, the ideas, and the educational plans for the
future of the country.

BARELA: What were the problems you encountered when you came to Minnesota?

FERNANDEZ: Most of the problems I encountered were related to the language. I couldn't
find a good job because I couldn't express myself in English. For this sanme
reason, I changed jobs many times. You could say that this was a critical
period in my life because as you know, when one doesn't have a job, there is
no money coming into the household and this creates many problems. A person
who doesn't have a good stable job usually winds up with many psychological
problems. Well, I was able to solve that problem, but then came a smaller

onee.
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Tn many parts of Minnesota there has been racial discrimination. I, being
somewhat lighter than most Mexicans, was lucky in that the problem was not
so bad for me. I suppose that for that reason, of being lighter complected,
I had more opportunities to find a job. But, I did find out that discrimina-
tion does exist. Though the discrimination is not shown openly, when one
is applying for a job, he is asked to fill out an application giving all

the information required, and then told, "Don't call us, we'll call you."
Because of your language problem, did you ever lose a job?

I couldn't hold a job simply because of the lack of the language. I would
get a job but I couldn't keep it for long because of that same reason, This
1little problem began to increase in size and pretty soon I began to feel
inferior to others because I couldn't hold a job for long.

What helped you change?

T believe that there is no better teacher than 1life itself. With time,
people began to adapt to the ideas and customs of other societies. When one
develops his capabilities, he is able to prove what he is capable of doing,
and thus, places himself at the same level of the others. I think that maybe
because of mental suffering, many people are able to become superior. It's
the experiences of life that make one progress. The intellect is never
stagnant, not even in old age, unless one wants it to be, and thus prevents
it from progressing.

What changes did you have to adjust to when you married?

One thing which really bothered me at first was that everyone‘wanted to

change me,
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FERNANDEZ: Everyone tried to tell me how to talk, hoﬁ to walk, how to behave, how to
cut my hair, what kind of clothes to wear, where to go, etc, I felt as
if I was subjugated to many people. It wasn't until I began to understand
the people and they began to understand me that I was accepted into the
community. They finally accepted the fact that I am me and that I do as I
pleased. Now no one tells me "You are from another country and you must
do as we."

BARELA: What was it that they told you that made you different?

FERNANDEZ: TFor example, if T said a word that was not correct for them, they were
constantly trying to correct me. Many times I nobiced that some people
would pronounce a word one way and others would pronounce it another way,
and so there was always that conflict. I had to learn that some words are
pronounced two or three different ways and that there are several meanings for
each. After many years, I noticed that one thing which I could never lose
was my accent, and that, I consider all mine; I pronounce words differently,
because I received my education in Spanish. I've been able to learn the
English language very well, but I still express myself differently bthan
others.

BARELA: Did you notice the difference in the fact that the Mexicans here are more
open than the Anglos?

FERNANDEZ: Well, the fact is that Latins are more violent temper-wise, but the things
we do are more passionate. We see things differently, but that is because
we are that way.

BARELA : Since you didn't marry a girl from Mexico, was there a change in your life?
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Well, yes. My wife is a hundred percent Mexican, but since she was born
here, there are many differences amongst us. She could never get used

to the 1dea of speaking in Spanish to me, so we speak mostly English at

home. Though we both have tﬁe same culture, they are still different, be-
cause she was brought up here in the United States. She pertains to a new
generation of Mexicans which had changed a 1little from her parents who had
come from Mexico. We are two different cultures, though we still belong to
the same one. You will always find that difference in the people of such
origin. For example, in Mexico, we are 35 million people, and we are all
Mexicans, but still, the people of Chihvahua are different from the people
of Yucatan., When a person from Chihuahua meets up with a person from
Yucatan, they usually talk about their cultures; though they are still
Mexicans, they are different because they come from different regions. It
could be that they are descendents of different tribes. In certain parts

of Mexico, there were tribes such as the "Chichimecas," "Toltecas", "Obtomias"
and in other parts of the counbry other tribes such as the "Tlascalbecas",
and others. The people of Jalisco are descendents of Spaniards and a certain
tribe of Indlans, while the people of Coahuila are decendents of Spaniards
and another tribe of Indians. So all the people of Mexico are different.

Did your wife have to change her ways?

Yes, she did.

What was it that she found very different about you?

Probably it was the customs and traditions that I brought with me from Mexico.
She had never really associabted much with Mexlcans. Though her parents were
originally from Mexico, she never had anyone her age to converse about this
with. So at first it was difficult for her, but after many years of married

1ife we both learned much about our cultures and how to adjust to them.
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BARELA:  When you and your wife were sweethearts, did you follow the Mexican
traditions of the "Noviasgo" (sweetheart's relationship)?

FERNANDEZ: Many of the things we did were in accordance with the ways they were
carried out by the people of the Mexican community here. When we went to
buy our wedding rings, we didn't do it in the Mexican tradition. When we
were going to be married, I was supposed to buy the wedding dress and take
care of certain expenses, but my wife also took care of some things, which
is not part of the Mexican tradition. For example, my wife's family took

t

care of the reception, which in Mexico I was suppose to take care of.,

These things were strange to me, but I had to adjust to them, I remé@ber
that when we'd go to speak to the priest, he would tell us who was sugposed
to pay for what, and at the end he said "And when you are married, the groom
pays for everything." That struck me very funny.

BARELA: What priest was that?

FERNANDEZ: Father James Ward.

BARELA: Were you afraid when you married, since both of you possessed a different
culture?

FERNANDEZ: Yes, but we accept marriage for a lifetime. Both our cultures are in firm
agreement of that. We began to adapt to certain ideas and customs in which
we both felt comfortable. She changed and I changed.

BARELA: What happened as far as friends are concerned when you got married?

FERNANDEZ: My wife has always been very popular in the Mexican American community. At
first it bothered me when people would say, "That's Anita Morales' husband."
After a while, the people noticed that I had a name and that T just wasn't:

ny wife's husband. With time, we began to have not only very intimate friends,

but also "compadres." T began to participate a lot in community activities.
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FERNANDEZ: I noticed that people wanted to know more about the culture and traditions
of Mexico, so this was my opportunity to let other people know me. In 1966,
the priest asked me to read from the scripture, so that also allowed me to
expose myself. In 1971 and 1972, I worked abt a radio station, this also
helped others to know about me. In the last ten years, I have been Master
of Ceremonies at patriobtic festivities. BEven though I feel that my con-
tribution to the iMexican community has not been too much, the people still
appreciate it, and 1t is passed on from one generation to the next. I have
also participabted in many other realms. For example, I am very much involved
in education, and also the problems of alcoholism and drugs. I became
involved with other groups to do something for the community.

BARELA : Do you find that the problem of alcoholism is due to the change in environment
or is it the same in other places?

FERNANDEZ: The problem of alcoholism in the Mexican American community is very different
from that of any other community in the Twin Cities. Many efforts are made
by the State of Minnesota and the Federal Govermment to rehabilitate alcoholicsg,
but the people of the Mexican community don't know anything about it. The
result is that they continue to live with thelr affliction without ever
having known that there was help. I try and help as many people as I can,
Whenever there is a possibility of helping a person who is an alcoholic, the
people at the hospital call on me.

BARELA: Is this part of your Job?

FERNANDEZ: No, it's not part of my job. I feel that I owe something to the organization
that helps alcoholics since they helped me. I was an alcoholic from about
1961 to 1966. I was able to get cured and since I am very grateful, I try to

help them by helping others.
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The Mexican American community does not have any cenbers in the community
to help the alcoholics and their families as do other communities.

Did you get treatment here in Minnesota?

Yes.

What centers did you go to?

The only two cenbers that existed at the time were in Willmar and }Moose Lake.
I was in Willmar three times. I feel that this-is a very intimate part of
my life, but I am not embarrassed to talk about it. I comsider alcoholism
an illness that can be controlled just as other illnesses, such as diabetes,
high or low blood pressure, etc.

Did you feel that your faith in God had a lot to do with your being cured?
Well, I think that a person who drinks in excess has no faith in God or in
a supreme being who has the power to create our destiny. When one finally
opens his eyes to reality and he asks for help and that help is obtained,
then he realizes that some superior being is in charge of thalt person's
destiny. Then one begins to develop tremendous faith in God and holds on
to this faith day by day, week by week, month by month, and year by year.

As the years pass, the person's faith grows stronger and stronger.

Do you feel thal you have stood out as a religious leader in your community?
No. I don't consider myself a very religious man. I go to church every
Sunday, and I have my beliefs, but I don't consider myself very religious.

I believe that a very religious person is in constant contact with God.

I try to do that as much as possible, bubt I stlill find it hard to tell the
imaginary from the divine. My religious life is quite simple and I know that
I was put on earth for a special purpose. I try to be a good person and I

hope that someday I will find out my purpose in life.
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Do you think that this is very much a part of Angel Fernandez or is it very
Mexican?

I feel that it is very much a part of both. I feel that in Mexico, religion
is very fanatical. Many people try to show thelr gratitude to God by making
pilgrimages to a certain place on their knees. T belleve that if God helps
me to solve a problem, I can find some way of showing Him my gratitude
through some act of kindness, and not by having to walk seventy-eight miles
on ny knees to Mankato. The simple, uneducated people of Mexico, and some
in the middle class, do such things as I have described. I think that the
religion which the Spaniards brought to Mexico is very pagan and fanatical.
I don't think that if I say twenty rosaries in one day and then die the next
day that T will 'go straight to heaven, especially if my life for the last
forty~five years has been that of a miserable person. All the rosaries in
the world wouldn't help me if I was under such a condition. So, I believe
that my way of thinking as far as religion is concerned is a part of both
Angel Fernandez and also very Mexican.

Do you still follow old Mexican traditions in your home?

Let's talk'about food first. T love to eat. I like both Mexican food and
the food of the United States. The Mexican food that my wife prepares at
home is a combination of both. For example, if she is preparing steak, she
fixes it the U.S. way. Instead of potatoes, she serves beans; instead of
bread, she makes tortillas; instead of steak sauce, I like to put chile
(pepper) on it. In all the years I lived in Mexico, we used to eat corn
tortillas. My wife has always been used to flour tortillas, so I've grown
accustomed to them and now I really like them. So like I say, it's a

combination of both.
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Sometimes my wife makes fried chicken, and she makes the best, but I like
to puf chile on the chicken; insbtead of having a salad, I like to eat rice.
During the winter my wife likes to make soup. It has beef, certain vege-
tables, rice, celery, carrots, beets, and cilantro (coriander). My children
also like to eat Italian food. One of my sons could eat pizza at every meal
and he wouldn't tire of it. But, he also likes to eat tacos, and he likes
to prepare them himself. There is great variety in the way food is prepared
in Mexico, but it is not known here. It's not true that when one goes to
Mexico all there is to eat are tacos, enchiladas, rice, and beans. In many
restaurants in Mexico, no such things as tacos or enchiladas are served.
Both of those are comnsidered more as appetizers-or things one can eat out
in the street.
Does your family participate in the patriotic festivals?
Oh yes, they all do. It's a beautiful thing to recall the culture.
Do you have Mexican music at home?
We always do. My children have a record player upstairs, but they like to
play rock. When I feel nostalgic, I like to go doﬁn to the basement to
listen to Mexican music.
Do your children speak Spanish?
My.oldest son speaks Spanish and is taking a course in Spanish at school. WMy
other children can understand it very well, but they don't speak it. We can
say something to them in Spanish, buth they will respond in English. That is
one of the things I had to adapt to when I came to Minnesota. The majority
of the Mexicans would speak to their children in Spanish and their children

would respond in English.
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What were the greatest conflicts that you had to adjust to when you came to
live in St. Paul?

I would say that the greatest conflict which I had, which I don't have any-
more, is the language. I remember that for four years, I didn't speak
Spanish to amyone. I felt like a fish that is taken out of water--dead, or
at least as if a part of me had been torn off. But unlike a fish, é human .
being can adjust to the change, and I adjusted to the fact that there wasn't
anyone to whom I could speak Spanish.

Do you help people who come from Mexico?

Yes I do.

What do you say to them? Do you advise them?

Yes, I advise them. For example, I have a nephew who 1s a chemical engineer,
and he came a year ago. -He is the son of my oldest brother and he wanted to
see the United States and know the people of this state. Little by little, T
have advised him on the things he should see, the things he should learn, and
the things that should interest him. He and I speak Spanish all the time, but
I give him the opportunity to be around people who don't speak Spaﬁish so that
he can learn to speak English faster. He is different from me because he has
the capability to learn the English language faster than I did. In this one
year that he has been here, he has learned to express himself in English very
well., He has progressed very well and even though I don't know what his
future plans are, I try and help him out as much as I can. He is a very
active person and loves to play soccer, a game that is very well known in
Mexico. Because of his interest in the game, I have become very involved in

it myself. He is a member of a team on the West Side called the "Aztecas.!
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FERNANDEZ: At one time, I didn't know anything about the game, bubt I've learned a lot
from him. When a person comes from Mexico and needs some advice, I give it
to him, especially about the things I experienced.

BARFLA : Do you do a lot to maintain the Mexican culture?

FERNANDEZ: Well, I feel that people keep their traditions but we need people who become
actively imvolved in keeping these things alive, especially for their children
so that the children ﬁill know where their parents came from and who they are.
The Mexican people don't have an identity crisis, they know who they are, all
they have to -do is read the history of Mexico and it'll tell them who they are.
Therefore, the Mexican boy or girl shouldn't have to look for an identity. The
people in the community have a great desire to conserve all the traditions,
which I think is really beaubtiful. I recall that about ten years ago I was at
a Mexican restaurant with a friend of mine and he said to me, "You know most
of the Mexican customs are disappearing. The youngsters are not like we used
to be." I told him that I thought he was very mistaken because I think that
what 1s very Mexican American or Chicano will be conserved forever. The
reason for this is that we have something that many people admire. At that
time there was only one Mexican restaurant and now there are at least ten of
them in the community. That means that people of other races, customs, cultures,
and traditions look for soméething different in our culture. In those times
there was that one Mexican restaurant, and now there are many; in those times

the parties were very small and now they have really growm.
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In those times, few Mexican youngsters finished high school, and now there
are more and more who graduate; now more are finishing thelr college educa~
tion and have thelr careers and are returning to the community not only to
practice their profession, but also to help the Mexican people to progress.
What advice would you give the younger generation in how to lead a good l1life?
If T had the opportunity to give the Mexican youngsters some advice, I would
first of all tell them, "Don't try to change, be what you are and be proud

of it." If the Mexican people feel proud of what they are, they can make
something good of themselves in the community as well as outside the community.
When one is embarrassed of what he is, then he willl surely fail. We see how
people from other culbures progress, but that is because they are proud of
what they are. Some of these people are the Germans, the Japanese, the
Italians, and the French. The only way to progress is for the younger
generation to maintain that tradition, that pride of being a Mexican. When
one feels that pride, he can face anyone and say to them, "I respect you
because you are Japanese or Itallan and I respect myself and I want you to
respect me because I am a Mexican.

Mr. Fernandez, I -am very grateful to you for this interview. Thank you.





