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El Hoyo 
Mario Suarez 

In "El Hoyo," Mario Suarez faces a problem somewhat similar to 
E. B. White's: how to describe something so that readers who have 
never been there will nonetheless be able to see and understand it. 
But Suarez's problem is greater than White's, for though most 
readers are familiar with deer and zoos, few are familiar with barrios. 

Key Words and Phrases 

chicanos (1) inundated (1) conquistador (3) 
spiritual sons (I) wee hours (2) outpost (3) 
bicker (1) solace (2) essence (4) 
adobe (1) crusaded (2) panocha (4) 
chavalos (1) boleros (3) 

1 From the center of downtown Tucson the ground slopes 
gently away to Main Street, drops a few feet, and then rolls to 
the banks of the Santa Cruz River. Here lies the section of the 
city known as El Hoyo. Why it is called El Hoyo is not very 
clear. In no sense is it a hole as its name would imply; it is sim- 
ply the river's immediate valley. Its inhabitants are chicanos 
who raise hell on Saturday night and listen to  Padre Estanis- 
lao on Sunday morning. While the term chicano is the short 
way of saying Mexicano, it is not restricted to the paisanos who 
came from old Mexico with the territory or the last famine to 
work for the railroad, labor, sing, and go on relief. Chicano is 
the easy way of referring to everybody. Pablo Gutierrez mar- 
ried the Chinese grocer's daughter and now runs a meat depart- 
ment; his sons are chicanos. So are the sons of Killer Jones who 
threw a fight in Harlem and fled to El Hoyo to marry Cristina 
Mendez. And so are all of them. However, it is doubtful that 

all these spiritual sons of Mexico live in El Hoyo because they 
love each other - many fight and bicker constantly. I t  is doubt- 
ful they live in El Hoyo because of its scenic beauty-it is 
everything but beautiful. Its houses are simple affairs of 
unplastered adobe, wood, and abandoned car parts. I t s  narrow 
streets are mostly clearings which have, in time, acquired 
names. Except for some tall trees which nobody has ever cared 
to  identify, nurse, or destroy, the main things known to grow 
in the general area are weeds, garbage piles, dark-eyed 
chavalos, and dogs. And it is doubtful that the chicanos live in 
El Hoyo because it is safe-many times the Santa Cruz has 
risen and inundated the area. 

2 In other respects living in El Hoyo has its advantages. If one 
is born with weakness for acquiring bills, El Hoyo is where the 
collectors are less likely to find you. If one has acquired the 
habit of listening to  Octavio Perea's Mexican Hour in the wee 
hours of the morning with the radio on at  full blast, El Hoyo 
is where you are less likely to be reported to the authorities. 
Besides, Perea is very popular and sooner or later to  everyone 
"Smoke In The Eyes" is dedicated between the pinto beans and 
white flour commercials. If one, for any reason whatever, comes 
on an extended period of hard times, where, if not in El Hoyo, 
are the neighbors more willing to offer solace? When Teofila 
Malacara's house burned to the ground with all her belongings 
and two children, a benevolent gentleman carried through the 
gesture that made tolerable her burden. He made a list of five 
hundred names and solicited from each a dollar. At the end of 
a month he turned over to the tearful but grateful seiiora one 
hundred dollars in cold cash and then accompanied her on a 
short vacation. When the new manager of a local store decided 
that no more chicanas were to work behind the counters, it was 
the chicanos of El Hoyo who, on taking their individually small 
but collectively great buying power elsewhere, drove the man- 
ager out and the girls returned to their jobs. When the Mexi- 
can Army was en route to Baja California and the chicanos 
found out that the enlisted men ate only at  infrequent intervals, 
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it was El Hoyo's chicanos who crusaded across town with pots 
of beans and trays of tortillas to meet the train. When some- 
one gets married, celebrating is not restricted to the imrnedi- 
ate friends of the couple. Everybody is invited. Anything calls 
for a celebration and a celebration calls for anything. On 
Memorial Day there are no less than half a dozen good fights 
at  the Riverside Dance Hall. On Mexican Independence Day 
more than one flag is sworn allegiance to amid cheers for the 
queen. 

3 And El Hoyo is something more. I t  is this something more 
which brought Felipe Sanchez back from the wars after having 
killed a score of Vietnamese with his body resembling a patch- 
work quilt to marry Julia Armijo. I t  brought Joe Zepeda, a 
gunner, . . . back to compose boleros. He has a metal plate for 
a skull. Perhaps El Hoyo is proof that those people exist, and 
perhaps exist best, who have as yet failed to observe the more 
popular modes of human conduct. Perhaps the humble appear- 
ance of El Hoyo justifies the indifferent shrug of those made 
aware of its existence. Perhaps El Hoyo's simplicity motivates 
an occasional chicano to move away from its narrow streets, 
babbling comadres and shrieking children to deny the bloodwell 
from which he springs and to claim the blood of a conquistador 
while his hair is straight and his face beardless. Yet El Hoyo 
is not an outpost of a few families against the world. I t  fights 
for no causes except those which soothe its immediate angers. 
I t  laughs and cries with the same amount of passion in times 
of plenty and of want. 

4 Perhaps El Hoyo, its inhabitants, and its essence can best 
be explained by telling a bit about a dish called capirotada. Its 
origin is uncertain. But, according to the time and the circum- 
stance, it is made of old, new or hard bread. I t  is softened with 
water and then cooked with peanuts, raisins, onions, cheese, 
and panocha. I t  is fired with sherry wine. Then it is served hot, 
cold, or just "on the weather" as they say in El Hoyo. The 
Sermeiios like it one way, the Garcias another, and the Ortegas 
still another. While it might differ greatly from one home to 
another, nevertheless it is still capirotada. And so it is with El 
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Hoyo's chicanos. While being divided from within and from 
without, like the capirotada, they remain chicanos. 

Thesis and Organization 

1. Examine the essay using the standard journalistic questions. Which 
paragraph describes where El Hoyo is? What paragraphs describe 
who lives there? What paragraph or paragraphs describe how they 
live? Why they live there? 

2. All of the questions above lead to a larger one: What is El Hoyo? 
Given the people and place, and how and why they live there, what 
statement is the author making about El Hoyo? 

3. The essay ends with an analogy, and toward the end of paragraph 4, 
Suarez spells out some details of the analogy. What other charac- 
teristics of capirotada correspond to those of chicanos? Where in 
the essay do you find evidence for your opinion? 

4. How would you describe the movement in the essay? Does it  move 
from the general to the particular? From the particular to the gen- 
eral? What reasons can you give for the author's choice of direction? 

Technique and Style 

1. The introductory paragraph achieves coherence and cohesion 
through the author's use of subtle unifylng phrases. Trace Suarez's 
use of "it is doubtful." How often does the phrase occur? Rewrite 
the sentences to avoid using the phrase. What is lost? Gained? 

2. What key words are repeated in paragraph 2? Why does he repeat 
them? 

3. Paragraph 2 gives many examples of the advantages of living in El . 
Hoyo. List the examples in the order in which they appear. The first 
two can be grouped together under the idea of El Hoyo as a sanc- 
tuary, a place were people aren't bothered. What other groupings 
does the list of examples suggest? What principle appears to have 
guided the ordering of the examples? 

4. Why might the author have chosen not to use either first or sec- 
ond person? What is gained by using "one"? 
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POINTERS FOR USING DESCRIPTION 

Exploring the Topic 

1. What distinguishes your topic? What characteristics, features, or ac- 
tions stand out about your subject? Which are most important? Least 
important? 

2. What senses can you appeal to? What can you emphasize about your 
subject that would appeal to sight? Smell? Touch? Taste? Motion? 

3. What concrete details can you use? What abstract words do you 
associate with each of the features or events you want to emphasize? 
How can you make those abstractions concrete? 

4. How can you vary your narrative? Where might you use quotations? 
Where might you use dialogue? 

5. What can your audience identify with? What comparisons can you 
use? What similes, metaphors, allusions come to mind? 

6. What order should you use? Is your description best sequenced by 
time? Place? Dramatic order? 

7. What is your tentative thesis? What is the dominant impression you 
want to create? Do you want it to be implicit? Explicit? 

8. What is your relationship to your subject? Given your tentative 
thesis, how objective or subjective should you be? Do you want to be 
part of the action or removed? What personal pronoun should you use? 

Drafting the Paper 

1. Know your reader. If you are writing about a familiar object, ask 
yourself what your'reader might not know about it. If you are writing 
about an unfamiliar subject, ask yourself what your reader does know 
that you can use for comparison. 

2. Know your purpose. If you are writing to inform, make sure you are 
presenting new information and in enough detail to bring your subject 
to life. If you are writing to persuade, make sure your details add up so 
that the reader is moved to adopt your conviction. Keep in mind that 
your reader may not share your values and indeed may even hold op- 
posite ones. 

3. Pile on sensory detail. Don't settle for vague adjectives such as "tall"; 
replace them with sharper details such as "6 feet 7 inches." Emphasize 
important details by appealing to the senses. 

4. Show, don't tell. Avoid abstract terms (funny, beautiful) in favor of 
concrete details, quotations, dialogue. 

5. Use comparisons. Make your description vivid with an occasional met- 

aphor or simile. If you are writing about something quite unfamiliar, use 
literal comparison to make your description clear. 

6. Arrange your details to create a single dominant impression. If 
you are writing descriptive paragraphs, check the order of your sen- 
tences to make sure they follow each other logically and support the 
impression you wish to create. If you are writing a descriptive essay, 
check for the same points. Is your topic sentence or thesis implicit or 
explicit? For a descriptive essay, reexamine your first paragraph. Does it 
establish the scene? The tone? 
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