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Judith Ortiz Cofer:  

Well thank you.  You are really devoted poetry fans to be here this late in the afternoon on a day that hasn’t decided whether it’s winter or what.  So, I would like to first thank the NEA for inviting me to read here in such distinguished company.  I would like to thank the NEA Chairman, Dana Gioia, a long time friend, John Peede, my compañero, we have traveled together and visiting the troops was an amazing thing for me because it brought my history as a Navy brat into some closure, because I feel that my father did not have the opportunity to tell his story and I think that left him unfulfilled.  It certainly failed to close my story with him, not hearing him speak of some things, and so people have mentioned that my father is a great silence in my books.  He’s always there, but he’s never there.  And so seeing these young men reminded me that I had the opportunity to maybe help them bring their story to a closure.  

I would like to thank one more person, Danna [Ponce] a, a fellow island girl, except she comes from a big island, or islands, she’s from Hawaii, and she has been escorting me around all day even though she’s a lawyer.  She’s like this powerful lawyer at the Library of Congress, and she’s been holding an umbrella over my head while I sign books, so I want to thank Dana.   

My book is called “A Love Story Beginning In Spanish,” and people think that I’m writing about love, you know?  And even though you can be hip at 50, I mean, you know, like I wrote about love sometime ago and Shakespeare said everything that needed to be said on the subject and it’s hard to find new things to say, but I’m still in love, but the love story that I’m writing about is really my long, long love affair with language, with words, because they empowered me.  Today, once more, I found out that I’m short, for example.  I was -- they were taking our picture at the White House and we were on the steps and Mrs. Bush was going to be in front.  I was put behind her by this perfect Marine.  I said, “Are you really this perfect or are you like, an actor.”  He said, “No.”  He says, “We take a long time getting dressed in the morning.” 

[laughter] 

Never cracked a smile, you know.  And I said, “Are those medals real or like, you know.”  But anyway, he says, “Could you stand here?”  I said, “Fine.”  And then he says, “Ma’am?”  I said, “What.”  He says, “Could you move up one step?”  This happened four times, and my fellow writers were like looking at me and giggling.  Luckily, Elmo was there too. 

[laughter] 

And he said, “Could we hurry this up, I have to go to the bathroom.”  

[laughter]

I’m not kidding you.  So anyway, this is going to be a Puerto Rican story in a minute, but finally the Marine said, “Ma’am.”  And he offered me his perfectly manicured hand and took me.  And he says, “We just want to be able to see you.”  And then he apologized profusely and I said, “Don’t worry about it.  This has been happening to me in America since first grade.”  First grade picture, high school picture, college picture.  So anyway, that has nothing to do with what I’m about to say, which was that language empowered me in a way that has nothing to do with size.  

I’m an English teacher.  I’m a professor at the University of Georgia.  Most of my students are these tall southern boys and girls, like those basketball players you’ve been seeing around today.  And I had a couple of them come up to me, and I stand in front of the room like I’m doing now, and one of them said, “God, Professor Cofer, I didn’t know you were so short.”  I said, “That’s right.  I’m empowered by language and I loom large in front of you.  

[laughter]

You do not have to know that I’m a short Puerto Rican woman.”  And so basically the power of language is what this book is about.  

My story started in Spanish.  When I acquired the language of my survival, English, that’s when I became powerful in my world in a way that my parents never were.  And so, I have never been able to write about the mystery of language acquisition, even though I do subscribe to “Scientific American Mind,” you know, and I read everything I can on linguistics and language.  And it wasn’t until my daughter, who turned out to be like her father -- my husband is an algebra teacher and my daughter is a topologist, a theoretical mathematician.  I don’t know what she does.  I barely understand what he does, and she has forbidden me from trying to explain topology in public because she says I do not understand it.  

But basically, while she was in graduate school I feared that she was going to become a total nerd, and so I used to fax her poems in the mail.  And while she was working on those not even numbers at her level, her idea of a joke is, “Mother, I knew I had been working on my problems too long when I tried to decipher a guy’s T-shirt and it turned out to be a fraternity boy.”  So anyway, I said, “You need to get out, girl.”  There’s no such thing as a Puerto Rican math nerd.  

[laughter]

And so -- so anyway, she faxed me what she thought were easy-to-read articles on chaos theory.  There is no such thing, I want you to know, as an easy to read article on chaos theory.  But, when I read this article on chaos theory, it gave me a way to talk about what I thought was the miracle of language acquisition.  The only three sentences I understood in this article were about the butterfly effect, which goes something like this.  It’s such beautiful, beautiful language.  It says, “A million butterflies flapping their wings over the Gulf of Mexico, gale winds in Iceland.”  So that chaos theory is a number of little things that happen that result in a great phenomenon, like El Niño.  That’s all I know about chaos theory.  

And one other thing, that the thing that triggers El Niño or any great phenomenon after a series of tiny little events happen is this thing called the strange attractor.  Wow.  And so my daughter emailed me and said, “Do you understand the butterfly effect?”  And I said, “Perfectly.”  And she said, “What’s the strange attractor?”  And I said, “It’s like when Clint Eastwood walks into town and changes everything.”  She said, “Right.” 

[laughter] 

And so that is what is called a Puerto Rican introduction.  It takes like three times longer than the poem will take to read.  

[laughter]

All right.  So I said, “That’s it, that’s how I” -- you know, because I was 10 years old during the Cuban Missile Crisis.  My father was on a ship around Cuba.  We were out of touch for six months.  My mother was very young, from a tiny town in Puerto Rico.  She did not speak English.  She got ill.  The Navy would only tell us that if something happened to him, we would be the first to know.  I would tell that to my mother and my mother would say, “They didn’t say that.  Tell me what they really said.”  And that was when my obsession with the fact that you can never translate the full emotional truth came into being, and I think why I became a poet.  Because as that old guy Samuel Taylor Coleridge said, “The poem is the best words in the best order.”  And I’m still trying to put the best words in the best order from one language into another.   

So anyway, the basis of this poem is that my father was on the embargo, my mother was sick, the doctor had called in some medicines.  And she said, “You have to go pick up the medicines.”  And I said, “Mother, I don’t speak English.”  She said, “You have to.”  And on my way to pick up the medicines, I became an English speaker.  And my daughter says, “That’s just memory.” You know,  “It’s not accurate.”  And I said, “Yes, it is.”  You know, it is because I remember it this way and because the truth of the poem is always the truth.  It doesn’t have to be like the mathematical or physics.  So anyway, this is called, “My Own Theory of Chaos: A Theory of Chaos, October 1962,” and the epigraph is from Thomas Wolfe, because I find that you can find a justification for anything if you look in Thomas Wolfe’s works, anything you want to write about; it’s like the Bible.  

[laughter]

 “Each moment is the fruit of 40,000 years.  The minute winning days, like flies, buzz home to death.  And every moment is a window on all time.” 

I was just ten, and far away

from all I had known, when I was sent

to find help for my sick mother.

Ships and warplanes

were gathering around Cuba

and my father was in one of them,

silenced by national security,

dead or alive, we did not know.

I could not speak English

and so was totally alone.

Words in the new language

were simmering in my head

like bees trying to communicate

salvation through dance.

My life was chaos

shaped by chance, biology,

and either el destino

or circumstance. I did not know

or care then

that I carried the coded message

to make language from pure need.

But then,

as I entered the too-bright drugstore

alien as a space ship, sudden

as Ezekiel’s wheel,

mysterious as the Annunciation,

I could understand the speech of people,

I could read the labels,

and raised my head up

to hear the voice

over the loudspeaker.

All was clear,

and fell into place,

even the blinding light.

It had taken ten minutes

of absolute dread, of nearly drowning

in my own chemicals,

and maybe of synapses folding

into dams and bridges: a million butterflies

lifting their minuscule wings as one,

gale winds over Iceland.

And the strange attractor this time

dressed in aqua and pink robes,

and feathers, called down by my mother

from fevered dreams of guardian angels

to aid me.

Given the gift of tongues,

my heart and brain

synchronized their wing-beats,

or cranked a secret engine

just long enough to allow

one small, frightened girl to fly

a little, to hover low over the chaos,

and just above where meaning begins.

So I faxed this to my daughter and I said, “Well?”  She says, “Well it’s not exactly chaos theory, but I’m posting it on my door.”  And this is how I saved the math department from their dreariness --

[laughter] 

Is my daughter would post poems on her door and her professors would shake the chalk dust from their, you know, academic jeans, and come out, and Tanya said that she knew it was having an effect because she’d find the poems gone.  Somebody would take them and make a copy and bring them back.  That is the story of how I saved the math department from itself [laughs].

[laughter and applause]   

This one is called, “Beans” -- it’s called Beans, colon.  I’m an academic, and we try to put colons in our titles as much as possible, makes them legitimate.  “Beans: An Apologia For Not Loving To Cook.”  One of the things that people assume about, like people who look like me, is that our kitchens smell great and we’re great cooks.  And I have to tell you, I’m probably the most undomestic Latina in the entire world.  I chose not to cook because it bored me.  I wanted just to read.  I managed to convince my father, who was a military man and very traditional -- he wanted me to go to college, he wanted me to study, and so I gave him a choice.  I said, “If my mother makes me watch the beans,” you know, because Puerto Ricans of my mother’s generation refused to use beans out of a can, they have to buy them like hard as rocks, put them in a pot and let them boil for about 25 days, I said, “You want me to spend my life, you know, watching beans or you want me to go to college?”  And it worked.  My mother just would look at me say, “You better either find a rich husband or get a good job.”  You know, so I married a poor algebra teacher, but I make the money. 

[laughter] 

I bring home, you know, the Goya beans, and he cooks them.  

So anyway, this is -- even though it sounds funny, it’s a serious poem, because Tanya, my daughter is a fabulous cook.  She’s of that generation that doesn’t have to take a stand about cooking.  In all my life with her, she learned math and cooking from her father and you know, she learned how to, you know, assert herself from me.  And so, she worried about me, because I started spending a lot of time away from them.  I was visiting poet at Vanderbilt University one year, and when we were together, she would make sure I ate.  And she started thinking that I was going to suffer from malnutrition or something, and so the short story is that, she said, “Why don’t you just get off of that ’70s feminist stance and learn to cook.”  And I said, “Well, you know, it’s a bit more complicated than that.”  I said, “When I was little, I would go to Puerto Rico and watch those women, those poor oppressed women of my mother’s generation, just sweating, watching those stupid beans boil for eight hours a day.”  

And actually the story is that my mother had four sisters.  They would take turns cooking for a huge family -- when, you know, my father was away in Europe or something, we’d spend six months at the big house with my grandmother.  And so when one of the sisters cooked, the other sisters watched the children, and I hated that.  For a whole day I wouldn’t see my mother and I would imagine her just sweating away, you know, in the kitchen.  And so I decided that that was oppression, and so I told Tanya -- I said, “You know, it is a legitimate stance, and you know, I’m not oppressing anybody else.  There’s always Dominos you can call out.”  And she said, “For God’s sakes, give me a good reason why you won’t buy a cookbook.”  I said, “Then I have to invest in pots and pans and then it becomes a commitment.”  

So, I decided when she asked me one of those important questions, I always sit down and write a poem.  So I wrote “Beans: An Apologia For Not Loving To Cook,” and this poem is important to me because it taught me that I lied.  The poem always takes you to the truth.  If it’s an honest poem, it will not let you lie.  And while writing this poem, I realized that this so-called stance of mine was a truth that I had needed in order to become who I needed to become.  I hadn’t hurt anyone with it, but that it was time to face reality.  

“Beans: An Apologia For Not Loving To Cook.”  For Tanya.  

For me memory turns on the cloying smell of boiling beans

in a house of women waiting, waiting for wars, affairs, periods

of grieving, the rains, el mal tiempo, to end, the phrase

used both for inclement weather and to abbreviate the aftermath

of personal tragedies. And they waited for beans to boil.

My grandmother would put a pot on the slow fire

at dawn, and all day long, the stones she had dropped in, hard

and dry as a betrayed woman's eyes, slowly softened, scenting

the house with the essence of waiting. Beans.

I grew to hate them.

Red kidney beans whose name echoes of blood, and are shaped

like inner organs, I hated them in their jaw breaking rawness

and I hated them as they yielded to the fire.

The women waited in turns by the stove

rapt by the alchemy of unmaking. The mothers turned hard

at the stove, resisting our calls with the ultimate threat

of burned beans. The vigil made them statues, rivulets

of sweat coursing down their faces, pooling at their collarbones.

They turned hard away from our demands for attention and love,

their eyes and hands making sure beans would not burn

and rice would not stick, unaware of our longing

for our mothers' spirits to return back to the soft sac

that once held us, safely tucked among their inner organs,

smelling beans through their pores.

The beans took half a child's lifetime to cook

And when they were ready

to bring to table in soup bowls, the women called the men first

in high voices like whistles pitched above our range,

food offered like sacred, steaming sacrifice to los hombres.

El hambre entered the room with them, hunger

as a spectral presence, called forth from whatever other realm

the women visited when they cooked, their bodies

remaining on earth to watch the beans

while they flew away from us for hours.

As others fed, I watched the dog

at the screen door, legs trembling, who whimpered

and waited for the scrap. I hated the growling of pleasure when at last

it got its gory bone. I resisted the lessons of the kitchen then, fearing

the Faustian exchanges of adults, the shape-shifting nature

of women by the fire.

Now it is my daughter, who keeps a voluntary vigil by the stove,

She loves the idea of cooking as chemistry, and the Tao

of making food. Her waiting for the beans to boil is a meditation

on the transformative properties of matter; a gift of memory food

from my island. And I come out of my poem to partake, to share

her delight in the art of feeding, like a recently freed captive

of a long ago war, capable at last of a peaceful surrender

to my old nemesis, el hambre.

Thank you.  Thank you. 

This is a poem I promised to Danna -- she’s from an island too. And it’s a new poem, and I wrote it because I have a friend whose main link to me is that I’m Puerto Rican. And so anything Puerto Rican she sends to me, anything that has to do with Puerto Rico, and so she sent me this article that says that Puerto Rico participated in a survey of 86 countries to find out what nation was the happiest on earth, and the first time ever we’ve been on the top of anything.  For bliss, Puerto Rico tops the list.  Puerto Rico -- global survey shows Puerto Rico is first in happiness.  And they said that the way they determined this was by asking people, of course.  I think it’s impolite in Puerto Rico to say you’re not happy.  I’m not sure.  And it’s really impolite to say no.  You just have to count the times someone says yes.  Like if I ask my uncle, “Can you take me to the airport?”  And he says, “Si, si, si, si, si, si,” that means no way, 

[laughter]

because it means he’s trying to convince himself, you know.  

And so I think that this is warped, but in any case, they asked a statistician why he thought -- a calendar maker -- the Puerto Ricans consider themselves so happy, and his only answer was, “There’s only, you know, so many days in the year, and there’s 500 listed holidays in the Puerto Rican calendar.” 

[laughter] 

And when I visit my mother, I believe that they celebrate every one.  I felt it, a national burden had been thrust upon me.  I don’t want people to come to me and say, “Why aren’t you happy; you’re Puerto Rican?”  You know, I want the right to be grouchy as any American.  And so I decided to write an antihappiness poem as a response to this survey and it’s called, “Why I Had To Leave: Global Survey Shows Puerto Rico is First In Happiness.”  

I came from a place plagued by joy.  

I wore bright red like everyone else 

and a fancy hat made from the luxuriant plumes of our own exotic birds to protect me from predictable perfect weather.  

My mother said that all her life, at every family celebration and national holiday, 

she’d shed tears of alegria that stung like wedding rice, 

warning me to learn to weep when I am happy.  

I lived in a blue house, hedged by the dense bushes of the scarlet hibiscus.  

There was only one way out.  

I ate the fruit of our bountiful isla and the untaxed treats from the mainland.  

In the thriving mercado, banners of meat hung from hooks, 

the carcasses of chickens strung like pink mermaids on a line, 

a manic profusion of flies celebrating in circles, 

and always banners proclaiming the next fiesta, and the next.  

Life was a circus that never left town.  

Every family had its own clown. 
Everyone waited for me to say, “Si, si,” while the calendar bled red days.  

Euphoria ran rampant through the population of our small island.  

An epidemic of irrational laughter naturally ensued.  

I feared the spreading contagion.   

And, I’ll end with two short poems. One is called “Rice,” because if you want to really know Puerto Ricans, you should know that you may never serve beans without rice.  Okay, five minutes left.  The enforcer has spoken.  And so, I knew I had to have rice, but I don’t know that much about rice and don’t -- really find it a bland and boring food, and so what I did was -- I’m hooked to the documentary channel, you know, the National Geographic and the History Channel.  I love things like the history of underwear, you know, or the history of the razor blade.  And they had -- those guys make money doing something that I would do for free.  

One night they had the most unusual occupations. And one of them was this guy in some boring state of our union, it starts with an I, it’s in the middle of the country somewhere, I’ve never been there, spends all his time writing on grains of rice with a tiny, tiny needle. And I said -- I laughed.  I said, “So I get up at 5 to write poetry.  I’m not as much of a fool as that guy in that state getting up to write.”  And his ultimate thing was that he wanted to eventually write the Lord’s Prayer on a grain of rice.  So I decided -- I woke up in the middle of the night thinking, I’ve lied to myself again, like in the beans poem, which I forgot to tell you the -- how I learned that I had been lying.  I finally called my mother and said, “Didn’t you just hate waiting for the beans to boil?”  She said, “Hate it?  Those were my days off.  

[laughter]

I got rid of you guys and watched telenovelas in the kitchen with my mother.”  Anyway… 

Rice -- I decided to use -- I woke up in the middle of the night and had an epiphany, because I’m a former Catholic and we have those occasionally.  It was, “You are the fool writing on grains of rice.”  I may have to end with this poem, because I only have like two and a half minutes left. “Rice: An Arse Poetica.”

Her calling is to carve all the truth

she finds on single grains of rice. She spends her days

gleaning through piles of  A long grain

Mahatma, butterflying fingers feeling

for the perfect one, pearly as a baby’s tooth, a planed

oval on which she will script with a nearly invisible

needle in vertical lines,

like Buddhist text:

The Preamble to the Constitution

The chorus of John Lennon’s “Revolution”

The Collected Dickinson

The First Amendment

She is now working on fitting the Lord’s Prayer

upon the face of a single grain, but has failed

beyond “deliver us from evil.”

She will attempt it again

on an anomalous grain she found

nearly three times larger

than nature usually allows. She vows

to persevere until the kingdom, until the power

and the glory, until the amen.

Her dream is to buy a silo full of rice

from all over the world,

to dive into the dry sea of plenty,

and of finding that perfect grain,

blank as the future,

where she will preserve:

Don Quixote’s windmill scene, also

on his first seeing Dulcinea

“Ode on a Grecian Urn”

Aretha Franklin’s “Respect”
Parts of To the Lighthouse

Some of the Psalms
All of the Songs of Solomon

“Satisfaction” by the Rolling Stones.

[applause]

[end of transcript]


