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haft been Puerto Ricans living in the
mainland U.S.A. since the middle of the last
century. But it was after the second World War.
when traftling became cheaper and easier.
that the greatest influx began. In 1946, Puerto
Ricans could purchase. for a small amount of ,J':
money, a one-way ticket to the mainland. As "
dtizens they did not face immigration laws or ~
quotas . . . and so they arrived by the tens of , 'f
thousands, first by freighter and later by air-
plane.

A small percentage went to work as migrant_
workers in the rural areas of the country. 1be
majority settled inNew YorkCity. Many went to
live in Spanish Harlem, known as El Barrio. an
older community of Spanish-speaking people.
on Manhattan's Upper East Side. There they
joined family and frtends, Others moved into
congested neighborhoods inhabited b_ythe cb.!l::-
~f earlier immigrant groups. ThU, s, they \ .'
formed new neighborhoods in Brooklyn and . ~
Manhattan's Lower East Side. One area in par- '

comers, and became an extension or suburb of

Spamm Harlem. Tbh was the Souili ~nmiIi t

)

known to the Puerto Ricans as "El Bronx."
These migrants and their children,' strangers

in their own country, brought with them a dif-
ferent language, culture, and racial mixture.
IJke so many before them they hoped for a bet-
ter life, a new future for their children, and a
piece of that good life known as the" American
dream."

This collection of stories is about Puerto Ri-
can migrants and their everyday struggle for
survival, during that decade of the promised
~~ 946 through 1956, in New York City's
"EI Bronx." ..

Nicholasa Mohr

. )

7



A:VERY SPECIAL'PEl

The Fernandez family kept two pets in their
small five-room apartment, One was a large fe-
male alley cat who was a good mouser when
she wasn't in heat. She was very large and had
a rich coat of grey fur with black stripes and a
long bushy tail. Her eyes were yellow and she
had long white whiskers. Her name was
Marialu.
. If they would listen carefully to what
Marialu said, Mrs. Fernandez assured the chil-
dren, they would hear her calling her husband
Raw.

"RaUl ... RaUl ... this is Marialu ... RaUl
. • • RaUl . . . this is Marfalu," the children

would sing loudly. They all felt' sorry for
Marialu, because no matter how long and hard
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she bowled. or how many times she ran off. she
could never find her real husband. RaUl.

the second pet was not really supposed to
be a pet at all. She was a small, skinnY white
hen with a red crest and a yellow beak. Gra-
. ciela and Eugenio Fernandez had bought her\· '
two years ago, to provide them and their eight
children with good fresh eggs. •

Her name was Joncrofo, after Gradela Fer-
nandez's favorite HOllywood movie star. Joan
Crawford. people would repeat the hen's name
as she pronounced it, "Joncrofo la gallina."

Joncrofo la gallina lived in the kitchen. she
bad one foot tied with a very long piece of
twine to one of the legs of the ldtchen sink. The
twine was long enough for Joncrofo to wander
all over the kitchen and even to hop onto the
large window with the fire escape. under the
sink Mrs. Fernandez kept dean newspapers,
water, and cornmeal for the hen, and a wooden
box lined with some soft flannel cloth and
packing straw. It was there that they hoped
Joncrofo would lay her eggs. the linle hen slept
and rested there, but perhap$ because she was
nervous, she bad never once laid an egg.

2

Gradela and Eugenio Fernandez bad come
to the Bronx six years ago and moved, into the
small apartment. Except for a trip once before
to the seaport city of Mayagiiez in Puerto Rico,
they had never left their tiny village in the
mountainS. To finaDce their voyage to New
York, Mr. and Mrs. Fernandez had sold their
small plot of land. the little livestock they bad,
and their wooden cabin. 1'be sale'had provided
the fare and expenses for them and their five
children. Since then, three_more children had
been born. City life was foreign to them. and
theY bad to learn everything. even bow to get
on a subway and travel. Graciela Fernandez
bad been terribly frightened at first of the un-
derground trains, name. and large crowds of
people. Although she finally adjusted. she still
confined herself to the apartment and seldom

went out.
Sbe would never complain; she would

pray at the small altar she had set up in the
kitchen, light her candles, and murmur that
God would provide and not forget her and her
family. She was proud of the fact that they did
not have to ask for welfare or home relief. as
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so many other families did'
. ·Papi provides for us. We are lucky and we

have to thank Jesus Christ,,. she" would say,
making the sign of the cross.

Eugenio Fernandez had found a job as a
porter in one of the large buildings in the gar-
ment center of Manhattan. He still held the
same job, but he hoped to be promoted some-
day to freight-elevator operator. In the mean-
time, he sold newspapers and coffee on the
side, ran errands for people in the building, and.
was always available for extra work. StilL the
money he brought home was barely enough to
support ten people.

·Someday I'm gonna get that job. I got my
eye on it, and Mr. Friedlander, he likes me ...
so we gotta be patient. Besides the increase in
salary, my God!-I could do a million things on
the side. and we c could make a lotta money.
Why Icould .. '." Mr. Fernandez would ~n his
family this story several times a week.

"Ob, wow! Papi, we are gonna be rich
when you get that job'· the children would
shriek. ,

·can we get a television when We get rick

..

papi?· Pablito, the ~ldest boy, would ask. Nel-
lie, Carmen, and linda wanted a telephone.

"Everybody on the block got a telephone
but us." Nellie. the oldest girl. would speak for
them. ~

The younger children, William, Olgita. and
Freddie, would request lots of toys and treats.
Baby Nancy would smile and babble happily
with everyone.

"We gonna get everything and we gonna
leave EI Bronx," Mr. Fernandez would assure
them. ·We even gonna save enough to buy our
farm in Puerto Rico-a big oneIWith lots of
land, maybe a hundred acres, and a chicken
house, pigs, goats, even a cow. We can plant
coffee and some sugar, and have all the fruit
trees-mangoes, sweet oranges, everything'"
Mr. Pernandez would pause and tell the chil-
dren aU about the wonderful food they could
eat back home in his village. "All you need to
get the farm Is a good start."

"We gonna take Joncrofo, right?'" the kids
would ask. ·And Marfalu? Her too?"

"Sure. " Mr., Ferruindez would say good-
naturedly, ·even Raw, her husband. when she
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finds him. eh?" He would wink.1aughing. -And
Joncrofo don't have to be tied up like a prisoner
no more-s-she could run l~-
. It was' the dream of Gradela and Eugenio

/

Fernandez to go back to their village as owners
of their own farm, with the faith that the land
wo~d provide ~orthem. '_A~

€{ J.' ~~' - ~ f'F I~W This morning Mrs. Fernandez sat in her
,~ ~tchen. tbinkIng that things were just not go-

ing well. Now that the holidays were coming
and Christmas would soon be here, money was
scarcer than ever and prices were, higher than
ever. Things had been hard for Eugenio Fer-
nandez; he was still working as a porter and
lately had been sick with a bad throat. They
bad not saved one cent toward their farm. In
fact, they still owed the 'dry-goods salesman for
the kitchen curtains and two bedspreads; even
insurance payments were long overdue. She
wanted to find a job and help out, but there
were still three small. preschool children at
home to care for. La.te~y, she had begun to
worry; it was hard to put meat on the, table.

Gradela Fernandez sighed. loold.D.gabout

«5

her small, clean kitchen, and caught sight of
Joncrofo running franticcilly after a stray cock-
roach. The hen' quickly jerked her bead and
snapped up the insect with her beak. In spite of
all the fumigation and daily scrubbing, it
seemed there was always a cockroach or two in
sight. Joncrofo was always searching for a tasty
morsel-spiders, ants, even houseflies. She was
quick and usually got her victim.

The little white hen had a wicked temper
and would snap at anyone she felt was annoy-
ing her. Even Marfalu knew better; she had a
permanent scar on her right ear as a result of
Joncrofo's sharp yellow beak. Now the cat care-
fully kept her distance.

In spite of Joncrofo's cantankerous ways;
the children loved her. They were proud of her
because no one else on the block had such a
pet. Whenever other children teased them
about not havin~ a television, the Fernandez
children would remind them that Joncrofo was
a very special pet. Even Baby Nancy would
laugh and clap when she saw Joncrofo rushing
toward one of her tiny victims.

For some time now, Mrs. Fernandez had
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given up any hope of Joncrofo producing eggs
and had also accepted her as a house pet.' She
bad tried everything: warm milk, fresh grass
from tlfe park, reUning the wooden box. She
bad even consulted the spiritUalist and fol-
lowed the mstructions faithfully, giving the lit-
tle hen certain herbs to eat and reciting the
prayers; and yet nothing ever worked. She had
even tried to fatten her up, but the more Jon-
.crofo ate, it seemed the less she gained.

,Afterthinking about it for several days, this
morning Graciela Fernandez reached her deci-
sion. Tonight, her husband would have good
fresh chicken broth for his cold, and her chil-
dren a full plate of rice with chicken. This silly
hen was really no use alive to anyone, she con-

eluded.
It had been six long years since Mrs. Fer-

, nandez had k~led a chicken, but she still re-
member~d how, She was grateful that the older
children. were in school, and somehow she
would find a way to keep the younger ones at

,.
I the other end of the apartment.
~ Very slowly she got up and found the
kitchen cleaver. Feeling it with her thumb, she,. ,-

•

decided it should be sharPeT, and taking a flat
stone, sbe carefully sharpened the edge as she
planned tbe best way to finish off the hen.

It was still quite early. If she worked things
right, she could be througp by noontime and

. JI

have supper ready before ,her husband got
borne. Sbe would tell the children that Jon-
crolo flew away. Someone had untied the twine
on her' foot and when she opened the window
to the fire escape to bring in the mop, Joncrofo
flew out and disaPpeared. That's it, she said to

r-

herself, satisfied.
Tbe cleaver was sharp enough and the

small chopping block was set up on the kitchen
sink. Mrs. Fernandez bent down and looked

,
Joncrofo right in the eye. 11te hen stared back
without any fear or much interest. Good,
thought Mrs. Fernandez, and she walked back
into the apartment where 0lgita, Freddie, and
Baby Nancy were playing.

"I'm going to dean the kitcben, and I don't
want you to come inside. Undt;.rstand?". The
children looked at her and nodded; "(mean it-
you stay here. If I catch you coming to the
kitchen when I am eleaning~ you get it with

•



this, If' she said, holding out her band with an
open palm, gesturing as if she were spanking
them. *Now,I'm going to put the chair across
the kitchen entrance so that Baby Nancy can't
come in. O.K.?" The children nodded again.
Their mother very often put one of the kitchen
chairs across the kitchen entrance so the baby
could not come inside. 'Now," she said, 'you
listen and you stay here!' The children began
to play, interested only in their game.

Mrs. Fernandez returned to the kitchen,
smoothed down her hair, readjusted her apron,
and rolled up her sleeves. She put one of the
chairs across the threshold to block the en-
trance, then found a couple of extra rags and
old newspapers.

M Jonerofo, '" she whispered and walked over
to the hen. To her surprise, the hen ran under
the sink. and sat in her box. Mrs. Fernandez
bent down, but before she could grab her, Jon-
eroto jumped out of her box and slid behind
one of the legs of the kitchen sink. She ex-
tended her band and felt the hen's sharp beak .
nip one of her fingers. ,"Ave Marfa,'" she said,
pulling away and puttipg the Injured finger in

her mouth. ·O.K., you wanna play games. You
dumb hen!"
- She decided to untie the tWine·t.bit was tied
to the leg of the sink and then pull the hen to-
ward her. Taking a large rag; she draped it over
one hand and then, bending down once more,
untied the twine and began to pull. Joncrofo
resisted, and Mrs. Fernandez pulled. Harder
and harder she tugged and pulled, at the same
time making SUIeshe held the rag securely, so
that she could protect herself against Joncrofo's
sharp beak. Quickly. she pulled, and with one
fast jerk; of the twine, the hen was up in the air.
Quicldy ,Mrs. F~mandez draped the: rag over
the hen."Frantically, Joncrofo began to cackle
and jump, flapping her wings and snapping her
beak. Mrs. Fernandez found herself spinning as
she struggled to hold onto Joncrofo, who kept
~iggling and jumping. With great eHort, Jor:t-
erofo got her head loose and sank her beak int~
Mrs. Fernandez's arm. In an instant she re-
leased the hen.

Jonerofo ran around the kitchen- cadd,ing
loudly, flapping her wings, and ruffling he;
feathers. The hen kept an eye on Mrs. Pernan-
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dez, who also watched her as she held on to her
injured arm. White feathers were all over the
kitchen; some still floated softly in the air.

Each time Mrs. Fernandez went toward
Joncrofo, she fled swiftly, cackling even louder
and snapping wildly with her beak.

Mrs. Fernandez remained still for a mo-
ment, then went over to the far end of the
kitchen and grabbed a broom. Using the han-
dle, she began to hit the hen, swatting her back
and forth like a tennis ball Joncrofo kept run-
ning and trying to dodge the blows, but Mrs.
Fernandez kept landing the broom each time.
The ben began to lose her footing. and Mrs.
Fernandez vigorously swung the broom, hitting
the small white hen until her cackles became
softer and softer. Not able to' stand any longer,
Joncrofo wobbled.· moving with slow jerky
movements, and dropped to the floor. Mrs. Per-
ruindez let go of the broom and-rushed over to
the hen. Grabbing her by the neck. she lifted
her into the air and spun her around a few
times, dropping her on the floor. Near exhaus-
tion. Mrs. FenWxlez could hear her own heavy
breathing.

'!Mami ... Mamita. What are you doing to
Joncrofo?" TUrning. she saw Olgita. Freddie,
and Baby; ,'~~y,y staring at her wide,-eyed.
"Ma ... Mami ... what, are you doing to Jon-
crofo?'" they shouted and began to cry. In her
excitement, Mrs. Fernandez, had forgotten
completely about the children and the noise
the hen had made.

"0000 ... is she dead?" 01gita cried, point-
ing. "rs she dead?" She began to whine.

",Youkilled Joncrofo, Mami! Youkilled her.
She's dead.", Freddie joined his sister, sobbing
loudly;' Baby Nancy watched her brother' and
sister. and began to cry too. Shrieking. she

.: t"I'

threw hersell on. the floor in a tantrum. -
"You killed her! You're bad. Mami. You're

bad," screamed Olgita. "
"'Joncrofo ... I want Joncrofo .... : Freddie

sobbed. "I'm going to tell Papi," he screamed,
choking with tears. .

. "Me too! I'm gonna tell too," cried Olgita.
"I'm~fellingNt:llie, and she'll tell her teacher on
you,· .she yelled.

J Mrs. Fernandez watched her children as
theY. 'stood looking at her, barricaded by the

13
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chair. Thm she looked down at the floor where
. Jonerofo lay, perfectly still. Walking over to the
chair, she removed it from the entrance, and
before she could say anything, the children ran
to the back of the apartment, still yelling and
crying.

·Jonerofo .... We want Joncrofo .... You're
bad ... you're bad ....•

Mrs. Fernandez felt completely helpless as
she looked.about her kitchen. What a messl she
thought. Things were overturned, and there
were white feathers everywhere. Feeling the
tears coming to her eyes, she sat down and be-
gan to cry quietly. What's the use now? She
sighed and thought, I should have taken her to
the butcher. He would have done it for a small
fee. Oh, this life, she said to herself, wiping her
eyes. Now my children hate me. She remem-
.bered that when she was just about Olgita's age
she was already helping her mother kill chick-
ens and never thought much about slaughter-
ing animals for food.' , w.}JI ~ .~.1.

Grii'ciela F;rnLtdez took a deep breath and W
began to wonder what she would do with Jon- ~

crofo now ~t she :.: ,No use ~g ~

her. they won't eat .her, she thought. sbaking
her head. As she contemplated what was to be
done, she..pear~ a low grunt. Jonaofo was still
alive!

Mrs. Fernandez reached Under the sink and
pulled out the wooden box. She put the large
rag ~to the box and placed the hen inside.
Quickly she went over to a cabinet and took
out an eyedropper, filling it wit!t water. Then
she forced open Joncrofo's beak and dropped
some water inside. She put a washcloth into •
lukewarm water and washed down the hen,
SDlOC?tl:llngher feathers.

·Joncrofo," she cooed softly, "ero ... cro .. ;
JonCl'9fita," and stroked the hen g~ntly. The
hen was still breathing, but her eyes were
closed. Mrs. Fernandez went over to the cup-
board and pulled out a small bottle of rum that
Mr. "Fernandez saved for special occasions and
for guests. She gave some to Joncrofo. The hen
opened her eyes. and shook her head, emitting
a croaking sound.

"What a good little hen," said Mrs. Feman-
dez. "'T.hat'sright. come on ... come. wake up.

r '

I'll Ii¥!! .yQ.!l_ something spectal. How about if I
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get you some nice dried Com? ... Come on.":
She continued to pet the hen and taJk sweetly
to her. Slowly, Joncrofo opened_her beak and
tried to cackle, and again she made a croaking
sound. Blinking her eyes, she sat up in her box,
ruffJed her feathers, and managed a low soft
caclde.

"Is she gonna Jive, Mam.i?" Mrs. Fernandez
turned and saw Olgita,. Freddie, and Baby
Nancy standing beside her.

"Of Course she's going to live. What" do you
think I did, kill her? ~ tsk .. : did you really

", rthink that? Youare all very Silly children, " she
said,. and,shook her finger at them.. 'They stared
back at her in beWiJderment, not speaking. "All
that screaming at me was not nice." She 'Went
on, "I was only trying to save her. Joncrofo got
very si~ and see?" She held up the eyedrop-
per. "1had to help her get 'WeU.I had to catch
her in order to cure her. Understand?"

Olgila and Freddie looked at each other and
then at their mother. "

·When I saw that she. was getting sick, 1had
to catch lier. She was nlnning all aro~

~ ~~.jumping and going Cr~. Yes." Mrs. PenWuJez

r.

opened her eyes and pointed to her head, mak-
ing a circular movement with her right index
finger. "She went cuckoo! If I didn't stop her,
loncrofo would have really killed herself," she
said earnestly. "So I gave her some medicine-
andnow ... "

"Is that why you got her drunk, ManU?" in-
terrupted Olgita.

"What?" asked Mrs. Fernaoo~.
--You gave her Papi's rum . . . in the eye,.

dropper. We seen you," Freddie said. Olgita
Dodded. , ..

"'Well," Mrs. Fernandez said, · that don't
make her drunk. It ... it ... ah just calms
her down. Sometimes -Irs used like -a medi-

c

cine."

"And makes her' happy again?" Olgita
_ed. 'Like Papi? He always gets happy when

..Mrs. Fernandez responaeil.
~
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-no them things haPpen on the farm in
Puerto Rico?" ~

- "That's right," she said. "Now l~t me be. i
gotta finish cleaning here. Go on, go to the
back of the house; take Baby Nancy ... go on. ,.

The children left the kitchen, and Mrs. Fer-
nandez barricaded the entrance once more. She
picked up the box with JonCfolo, who sat qui-
etly blinking, and shoved it under the sink.
Then she put the deaver and the chopping
board away. Picking up the broom. she began
to sweep the feathers and tom newspapers that
were strewn aU about the kitchen.

A NEW WINDOW'DISPLAY

~ a cold, bleak Monday morning early in

!-uary, Hannibal and Joey walked along the
-nue. They were on their way to school.

_. t first, as usual, they stopped in front of the
~RIA ORTIZ and looked at the new windoW.~
IsPlay. Sometimes the other kids would be
•. f4e waiting, but this morning Hannibal andter were the first to arrive. .• .

"Man," said Hannibal, "it sure is cold today."ybe it'll snow."
"Ihope so," said Joey.• A whole lotta snow,
we can build some forts . . . Neall Huh,

In the back of. the apartm.ent. where the
children played, they could hear their mother
singing a familiar song. It was about a beautiful
island where the tall green palm trees swayed
under a golden sky and the flowers were aI-.
ways inbloom.

,

~~~.

~~,~,

; J~. ~_c.~'~

~~~.~ ..r.
Hannibal nodded and turned to look at the

Ibretront. ·They got a ~ew one today, but it's

I.


