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This is a novel set in New Mexico after the second world war, of an impoverished family, having to sell their farm and find work in the city.  It recounts the events and people they meet, people like themselves who have had to leave the land and move to the city.  The novel’s main character is the father of the family and it is on a spiritual journey he undertakes that he discovers he is destined for a role he had never envisaged.  The spiritual journey is a quest to find out why he and others of his community feel adrift in an alien environment, an environment that denudes them of their rights as workers and human beings. 

Clemente Chavez, the father, as the story unfolds, finds his authority being eroded as his adolescent children embrace the excitement of city life, they finding the old ways restrictive.  He is lost, as are many of his compatriots who feel demoralised  and dejected as their connection to the land has gone and with it their spiritual well-being.  They work but are exploited as  there is no-one to intercede on their behalf.

Magic realism is intertwined within the narrative giving the story strength and providing some insight into why the characters act and behave as they do.  Living in the barrio is a blind guitarist, a wise man, who plays a magical blue guitar.  The story of the blue guitar is told by Crispin, the guitarist, to Jason, one of Clemente’s sons:

When the flutes of the priests were broken and wise words no longer curled from the mouths of poets and philosophers, then the blue guitar was carved from the heart of a juniper tree.  Its color was the blue of the Mexican sky, its strings are rays of the golden sun.  

 Crispin and Jason speak of an old Indian who tells of singing black rocks that, when questioned correctly; give a glimpse into the future.  There is such a stone in the possession of a witch, La India, living on the outskirts of their community.  Clemente is persuaded by Crispin to consult the stone and together they journey to search for the heart of Aztlan.  It is an arduous task, not to be undertaken lightly, but in the end they are rewarded for their fortitude. Clemente realises that he and the land are Aztlan; they are one:
 
Blood and dried earth encrusted his body, but he felt very much alive.  The images he had seen were already receding, but  it didn’t matter, he had touched the heart of his sacred earth and that would be with him forever.

On his return Clemente realises he has been given a message not just for himself but for the whole community to come together to fight for a decent way of life.  There are those in the community for and those against; he approaches the local priest for support for the coming conflict, but is told the church cannot help, as it cannot get involved in political struggles, or risk a confrontation with the factory owners.  Clemente is then left to motivate the men and in a heartfelt speech he passionately convinces them that as a people they have lost their dignity and thereby their  heart, it is only then they realise he is right and join him in his struggle to overcome injustice.  He has thus found his destiny as the man to lead them in the fight to come.  It is a story of hope beset with many struggles. Revolution is on the horizon.

The author is a professor of English at the University of New Mexico and his style of writing is reminiscent of Gabriel Garcia Marques.  It is well-written and an enjoyable read especially if you like magic realism.  






















This is a story of Clemente Chavez and his family whose fortunes have been dissipated by one of his brothers, so that the family have to sell their ranch in Guadaloupe and because there is no work, move away from the land into the big city, Barelas, to join his eldest son and his pregnant wife who have been living there for some time.

They are made welcome by his son and the community, most of whom have already made the same journey, but Clemente notices that the faces he sees are faded and tired and wonders if it is because they are divorced from the life-giving earth that nurtures their souls.  He himself loses his sense of being in charge of himself and his family and takes to drink which lessens the pain, but does not solve anything.

Of his two other sons, Jason and Benjamin, Jason is the stronger of the two and is not so easily led into city vices like Banjamin.  His two daughters are only interested in the boys who hang about the streets.

Interwoven throughout the story is magic realism that Jason remembers as incidences during his life on the ranch, meeting with an old Indian who told him the story of the singing rocks:

          A long time ago the Indian had told him the story of these magic rocks.  They had much
          power because they were part of the gods’ gifts to the people at the time they settled
         by the river. 

La India, an old woman living in the barrio, possesses one of the black singing rocks, but the members of the community fear her and her magic, so seldom visit her.  

Crispi is a blind guitarist, with a mystical blue guitar that produces music soothing to the soul.  He is always in demand at the end of the day when work is finished and tired workers can just sit and listen and be charmed.












