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FERNANDEZ: The customs of the Mexican American people in St. Paul are very different 

from those of the people of �M�e�x�i�c�o�~� so I have also had to adapt to the �w�~�s� 

of the Hexicans here. Marv times I have caught myself speaking in English 

and then all of a sudden, bringing in a felv words in Spanish or else vice

versa. This is very common of the Mexican American. The Mexican American of 

St. Paul cannot be compared to the people of l1exico or arv other Latin 

countries, or for that matter, to the Mexicans of any other big city in the 

United States. For example, Chicago, San Francisco, and Los Angeles are 

big cities where the I1exican American population is very big and the people 

have retained more of the Mexican customs than the people of St. Paul. But, 

it is just beautiful to see how marv people have kept the customs and langu

age of l1exico. Even though there are marv young people of I1exican descent 

who cannot speak the Spanish language, deep d01-m, they are just as Mexican 

as their parents, grandparents, or great-grandparents who came from Mexico. 

We have a young girl who 1vorks where I work whose parents came from "San 

Luis Potosi tI and other parts of Mexico. She knows of all the customs and 

traditions of her parents and she speaks of these even though she has never 

experienced them! There was a time in the late 1950l s and 1960l s when it 

seemed as though all the Mexican traditions were disappearing, but then a 

group of people who wanted to retain all the customs and traditions began 

to get together to conserve the music, dances, and the food of Mexico. 

It is just beautiful how we in St. Paul celebrate our festivities. I 

remember that in the late 501 s, the Hexican people began to name their 

children with Anglo names, for example, Scotty Rodriquez, Mandy Fernandez, 

etc. But now one can see that names such as Carmen, Martha, Pedro, Francisco, 

Laura, Josefina, Juan, and Jose are still very much in existence in marv 

families. The English equivalent for these names sounds very nice, but they 

just don 1 t sound too good with a Spanish surname. For example, the name 

Herman Gonzalez doesn't sound too good, but if one ivere to say Hernando 

Gonzalez, then that makes a difference. 
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BARELA: Have you ever wanted to return to Mexico? 

FERNANDEZ: I've always wanted to go back to Mexico. Never have I lost the love I have 

for that country. 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 \i.lth time and when all my 

children have married and have their own children, I will return to Mexico. 

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

FERNANDEZ: Oh, sure. I especially like to go during the winter time, to get auay from 

the terribly cold weather we have here during January, Febru~, and part 

of l1a.rch. ~ve go visit our family for about three or four weeks, leaving 

the extreme temperatures of Minnesota behind. I enjoy going back to 

BARELA: 

FERNANDEZ: 

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. 

Imat were the problems you encountered when you came to Minnesota? 

Host 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 same 

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 

one. 
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FERNANDEZ: In many parts of lfinnesota there has been racial discrimination. I, being 

somewhat lighter than most Mexicans, was lucky in that the problem 1vas 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 shovm openly, when one 

is applying for a job, he is asked to fill out an application giving all 

the information required, and then told, flDon't call us, we'll call you." 

BARELA: Because of your language problem, did you eVer lose a job? 

FERNANDEZ: 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 

little 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. 

BARELA: ~..]hat helped you change? 

FERNANDEZ: I believe that there is no better teacher than life itself. ltf.i..th 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, m~ 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 vrants it to be, and thus. prevents 

it from progressing. 

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

FERNANDEZ: 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, how to walk:, how to behave, how to 

cut my hair, what kind of clothes to 'fear, uhere to go, etc. I felt as 

if I was subjugated to m~ people. It wasn't until I began to understand 

the people and the,y began to urlderstand me that I was accepted into the 

comrrmnity. They finally accepted the fact that I am me and that I do as I 

pleased. NOH no one tells me lIyou are from another country and you must 

do as we." 

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

FERNANDEZ: For example, if I said a word that was not correct for them, they were 

constantly trying to correct me. MallY' times I noticed that some people 

would pronounce a word one w~ and others would pronounce it another way, 

and sO there vlaS always that conflict. I had to learn that some words are 

pronounced t1fO or three different w~s 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 mwself differently than 

others. 

BARELA: Did you notice the difference in the fact that the Mexicans here are more 

open than the Anglos? 

FERN~~DEZ: 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 w~. 

BARELA: Since you didn't marry a girl from Mexico, was there a change in your life? 
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FERNANDEZ: \'Jell, 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 

BARELA: 

FERNANDEZ: 

BARELA: 

FERNANDEZ: 

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

home. Though we both have the same culture, they are still different, be

cause she was brought up here in the United States. She pertains to a new 

generation of Hexicans which had changed a little from her parents who had 

come from l'1exico. We are two different cultures, though we still belong to 

the same one. You will alw~s 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 Chihuahua 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 l-1ere tribes such as the "Chichimecas, II "Toltecas " , II Otomias II 

and in other pa.rts of .the country other tribes such as the "Tlascaltecas", 

and others. The people of Jalisco are descendents of Spaniards and a certain 

tribe of Indians, while the people of Coahuila are decendents of Spaniards 

and another tribe of Indians. So all the people of }lexico 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 1-1aS the customs and traditions that I brought with me from Henco. 

She had never really associated much vlith Mexicans. Though her parents were 

originally from l1exico, she never had anyone her age to converse about this 

"lith. So at first it was difficult for her, but after many years of married 

life we both learned much about our cultures and how to adjust to them. 
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BARELA: VJhen you and your 14f8 v,ere sweethearts" did you follow the l1exic8.h 

traditions of the "NoviCl.~go!l (S1veetheart' s relationship)? 

FERNA.NDEZ: Many of the things we did were in accordance with the Hays they l-Jere 

carried out by the people of the Hexican connuunity here. When we 1-1Hnt to 

buy our wedding rings" we didn't do it in the 11exican tradition. When vJe 

.... ;ere going to be married" I Has supposed to buy the wedding dress and take 

care of certain e:h.'-penses, but my v.rife also took care of some things, vrhich 

is not part of the Mexican tradition. For example, my l:rife' s faIn:i.ly took 
.\ 

care of the reception, v!hich in Nexico I was suppose to take care of. ,). 
f1 

These things were strA.nge to me, but I had to adjust to them. I remember 
" ! 

that 1'lhen we'd go to speak to the priest" he would tell us l>Jho was supposed 

to pay for 1'lhat, 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? 

FERNAlIDEZ: Father James Ward. 

BARELA: vIere you afraid when you married, since both of you possessed a different 

culture? 

FE..]:WANDEZ: Yes, but we accept marriage for a lifetime. Both our cultures are in firm 

agreement of that. Ive began to adapt to certain ideas and customs in which 

we both felt comfortable. She changed and I changed. 

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, llThat's Anita Morales' husband." 

After a 1'1hile, the people noticed that I had a name and that I just wasn't 

my idfe' s husband. 1'lith time, we began to have not only very intimate friends, 

but also "compadres. 1l I began to participate a lot in connuunity activities. 
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FERNAl\TDEZ: 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 at a radio station, this also 

helped others to know about me. In the last ten years, I have been Naster 

of Ceremonies at patriotic festivities. Even though I feel that Dly con

tribution to the 1·1exican community has not been too much, the people still 

appreciate it, and it is passed on from one generation to the next. I have 

also participated in many other reaJJns. For example, I am very much involved 

in education, and also the problems of alcoholism and drugs, I became 

involved ,d th 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 Hexica.n American community is very different 

from that of arry other community in the Twin Cities 0 Harry efforts are made 

by the State of }tinnesota and the Federal Government to rehabilitate alcoholic~, 

but the people of the Mexican community don't know anything about it. The 

result is that they continue to live with their affliction without ever 

having kno\m that there was help 0 I try and help as many people as I cano 

'Whenever there is a possibil..i. ty of helping a person Hllo is an alcoholic, the 

people at the hospital call on me 0 

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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FERNANDEZ: The l1exican American connnunity does not have any centers in the community 

to help the alcoholics and their families as do other connnunities. 

BARELA: Did you get treatment here in l1innesota? 

FERNANDEZ: Yes. 

BARELA: What centers did you go to? 

FERNANDEZ: The only two centers that existed at the time 1:1ere in Wil1mar and IVioQse 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 consider alcoholism 

an illness that can be controlled just as other illnesses, such as diabetes, 

high or Imv blood pressure, etc. 

BARELA: Did you feel that your faith in God had a lot to do with your being cured? 

FERNANDEZ: 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 that person's 

destirw. 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, ~he person's faith grows stronger and stronger. 

BARELA: Do you feel that you have stood out as a religious leader in your community? 

FERNANDEZ: 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, but I still find it hard to tell the 

imaginary from the divine. IV" 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 thiw{ that this is very much a part of Angel Fernandez or is it very 

Mexican? 

FERNANDEZ: I feel that it is very much a part of both. I feel that in Mexico, religion 

is very fanatical. IvIany people try to show their gratitude to God by making 

pilgrimages to a certain place on their knees. I believe 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 my knees to Mankato. The simple, uneducated people of MeY...ico, 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 tw'enty rosaries in one day and then die the next 

day that I will 'go straight to heaven, especially if my life for the last 

forty-five years has been that of a miserable persono All the rosaries in 

the vJOrld wouldn't help me if I was under such a conditiono So, I believe 

that nw way of thinking as far as religion is concerned is a part of both 

.Angel Fernandez and also very !1exican. 

BARELA: Do you still follow old Hexican traditions in your home? 

FERNANDEZ: Let! 13 talk about food first. I love to eat. I like both Mexic an food and 

the food of the United States. The Hexican 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 steru( sauce, I like to put chile 

(pepper) on it. In all the years I lived in I'Texico, 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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FERHANDEZ: Sometimes my wife makes fried chicken, and she maJces the best, but I like 

BARELA: 

FERNAl\1])EZ: 

BARELA: 

FERNANDEZ: 

to put chile on the chicken; instead of having a salad, I like to eat rice. 

During the 1.d.nter my wife likes to make soup 0 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 Vlouldn't tire of it. But, he also likes to eat tacos, and he likes 

to prepare them himself. There is great variety in the w~ food is prepared 

in l1exico, but it is not known here. It's not true that when one goes to 

11exico all there is to eat are tacos, enchiladas, rice, and beans. In many 

restaurants in }~xico, no such things as tacos or enchiladas are served. 

Both of those are considered more as appetizers or things one can eat out 

in the stl~eet. 

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 Hexican music at home? 

We always do. JItr children have a record player upstairs, but they like to 

play rock. When I feel nostalgic, I like to go down to the basement to 

listen to l1exican music. 

BARELA: Do your children speak Spanish? 

FERNANDEZ: 11y oldest son speaks Spanish and is taking a course in Spanish at school. MY 

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 Englisho That is 

one of the things I had to adapt to when I came to Hinnesota. The majority 

of the Hexicans "lvould speak to their children in Spanish and their children 

would respond in English. 

Mex
ica

n-A
meri

ca
n O

ral
 H

ist
ory

 P
roj

ec
t 

Minn
es

ota
 H

ist
ori

ca
l S

oc
iet

y



-24-

BARELA: vJhat were the greatest conflicts that you had to adjust to when you calile to 

live in St. Paul? 

FERNANDEZ: 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 anyone. 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, a human 

being can adjust to the change, and I adjusted to the fact that there wasn!t 

anyone to 'whom I could speak Spanish. 

BARELA: Ik> you help people who come from l'1exico? 

FERNANDEZ: Yes I do. 

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

FERNANDEZ: Yes, I advise them. For example, I have a nephew who is 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, I 

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 SpaniSh 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 donlt 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 

l~xico. 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 IfAztecas. 1f 
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FERNANDEZ: At one time, I didn't know anything about the grone, but I've learned a lot 

from him. When a person comes from Mexico and needs some advice, I give it 

to hlln, especially about the things I experienced. 

BARELA: 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 involved in keeping these things alive, especial~ for their children 

so that the children will know where their parents came from and who they are. 

The V~can people don't have an identity crisis, they know who they are, all 

they have to do is read the history of Nexico and it'll tell them i'iho 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 real~ beautiful. I recall that about ten years ago I was at 

a 11exican restaurant with a friend of mine and he said to me, "You know most 

of the 11exican customs are disappearing. The youngsters are not like we used 

to be. II I told him that I thought he was very mistaken because I think that 

what is 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 on~ 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 something 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 grovm. 
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FERN~{DEZ: In those times, few }1exican youngsters finished high school, and now there 

are more and more who graduate; now more are finishing their college educa

tion and have their careers and are returning to the community not only to 

practice their profession, but also to help the ~1exican people to progress. 

BARELA: ~'Jhat advice vlOuld you give the younger generation in how to lead a good life? 

FERNANDEZ: If I 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 

BARELA: 

of it." If the l1exican people feel proud of what they are, they can make 

something good of themselves in the community as vTell as outside the community. 

When one is embarrassed of what he is, then he will surely fail. We see how 

people from other cultures progress, but that is because they are proud of 

Hhat 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 Italian 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 youo 
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