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Hispanic Story Project
The Hispanic Story Project gathers, translates, and publishes the unique stories of Hispanic 

residents in northwest Iowa in order to:
•  honor and preserve the stories of immigrant Hispanic families;
• foster understanding among established and immigrant individuals, families, and communities;
• enhance education in area schools and communities.
Area teachers and prospective teachers, fluent in Spanish, interview willing individuals 

and families for the stories important to their pasts, their immigrating experiences, and 
their lives in northwest Iowa. Selected stories are transcribed, edited, and published in 
bilingual format and in Spanish and English separately, and provided to participating 
families, area schools, libraries, public offices, etc. to nurture mutual understanding, 
education, and respect across cultures.

Each story published in this project has been authorized for use by the Hispanic Story 
Project and has been nurtured carefully by the author/interviewer and translator. All 
materials gathered as part of this project will be retained in the research archives of the 
Northwestern College library.

The Hispanic Story Project is a co-funded partnership of Northwestern College and the 
Iowa Writing Project at the University of Northern Iowa. Copyright for publications is held by 
Northwestern College.
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Author
Julie Blythe has been teaching Spanish for 20 years at the high school level. She has traveled 

to many Spanish-speaking countries, often traveling with groups of her students.  She also 
volunteers to interpret for Spanish speaking residents in Northwest Iowa, and because of these 
varied experiences, recognizes the importance of communicating their stories as a means of 
promoting understanding among cultures.  Julie and her husband live in Orange City, Iowa.   She 
has three grown children and two delightful grandchildren.  

Author’s Note
Hands,  inspired by a handshake, is a story about common characteristics, hopes 

and dreams.  The hands are a visual symbol of the connections between diverse groups 
of people and the shared ethic of hard work that has motivated both past and present 
generations of immigrants to the United States. 
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Hands
Mrs. Benson, affectionately called “Señora” by her Spanish classes, gathered up the last of her 

papers to correct, stuffed them into her shoulder bag, and grabbed her keys to lock her classroom 
before heading for home. It was 9:00 in the evening, and Mrs. Benson was just finishing her 
winter mid-term conferences. As she left the building, she shivered from the cold and hurried 
to her car, wishing there had been an opportunity to start it up before leaving for the 30 minute 
drive home. 

As Mrs. Benson turned up the car’s thermostat and pulled onto the highway, her thoughts 
wandered to her evening’s conferences. She had met individually with several of her students and 
their parents in the usual conference appointment schedule. Most of the students had received good 
reports and their parents were pleased with their progress. In fact, the evening had gone very well, 
with the exception of one student who had forgotten to come to his conference. Mrs. Benson made 
a mental note to reschedule the appointment when she talked to her student the next day.

As she continued her reflection, she realized that the most profound moment of the evening had 
occurred during the conference with one of the Hispanic students and her dad. This was the first time 
Mrs. Benson had met this student’s father, since Verónica was just in her freshman year. Because 
Spanish is her first language, Verónica is placed in the E.S.L. program. Even though she speaks 
English fairly well, she sometimes needs help with the academic tasks required in her classes. At 
the beginning of her conference, Verónica introduced her father, Augustín, to Mrs. Benson. To assist 
Verónica’s father, who spoke minimal English, they began the conference in Spanish.

Since the highways were fairly quiet at that time of night, Mrs. Benson was able to ponder 
Verónica’s conference and consider why it had made such an impression on her.

“I think it started with his handshake,” she said to herself. “Yes, it was the first 
moments of the conversation that stirred up so many memories.” 

Augustín, a construction laborer, had greeted her shyly with a handshake and warm 
smile. The feel of his hand had surprised her 
– it was warm but rough, somewhat gritty 
like sandpaper. It was obvious that he was 
hard-working and used his hands to make a 
living to support his family. From that first 
handshake to the final one at the end of the 
conference, Augustín had reinforced that 
image of someone determined to make a 
good life for his family, through hard-work 
and dedication. During the conference, 
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he had repeatedly emphasized to his daughter the importance of school and putting forth an 
excellent effort to learn as much as she could. He shared that he had come to the United States for a 
better life. As the oldest son of a very large family, he had not gotten the opportunity to go to school 
in Mexico; rather, he had taken on the responsibility of caring for the family when his own father 
had left them. Over time, he and some of his brothers had come to the United States to make money 
to send to their family who remained in Mexico, and little by little, to bring more of them to the 
U.S. He valued having an education, and since he couldn’t have it for himself, he was very serious 
about making sure that his own children would have that opportunity. He talked about the hardships 
of his life in Mexico, and it was evident he was willing to make sacrifices for his family.

“Yes,” thought Mrs. Benson, “he is a hard-working and dedicated father, but is Verónica as 
dedicated to her success and to making a better life as her father is?” Mrs. Benson had noticed that 
Verónica is often more interested in socializing than in studying. She frequently distances herself from 
the other Spanish-speaking students, and in Spanish class is often unwilling to speak up in Spanish, 
as if she wants to put aside her native language. This isn’t that surprising. In fact, it seems as if it is a 
common experience in immigrant families that, over time, with each generation they would lose their 
connection with their native language and culture. As she mulled this over, Mrs. Benson hoped that 
with more education and their gradual assimilation into the culture, Verónica and her father would not 
lose the closeness of their current father-daughter relationship.

Mrs. Benson turned down the heat a bit, appreciating the way the car had warmed so quickly. 
Another fifteen minutes and she would be home. As she drove, she realized that Augustín’s 
handshake had stirred other memories. At home, sitting on a shelf in the living room, she has a 
stone mask, handmade from small cut onyx pieces. She had purchased the mask many years ago 
on a trip to Oaxaca, Mexico from a small, weathered Zapotecan craftsman near the ruins outside of 
Oaxaca. As she had bargained for the mask, the craftsman had demonstrated how he had cut each 
stone to make each piece fit into the mask. He had even shown her his hands and the deep cuts, now 
healed but a part of him forever that he had received while cutting the stones. His hands had made a 
powerful impression on her. She had never forgotten him, his rough-hewn hands or his sacrifice to 
make a living for his family. The weathered hands of both men made her think of her own father, an 
Iowa farmer who had made many sacrifices to raise a large family in difficult times. Her father also 
had calloused, worn, weary hands, representing long days of working the land. 

Arriving home and pulling into her driveway, she anticipated telling her husband about 
her conference with Verónica and her father. She entered the house and walked to the shelf 
where the stone mask rested, representing much more to her than the Zapotecan culture. As 
her husband entered the room, she turned towards him and began to share Augustín’s story 
and her realization of how ethics of hard work and family devotion connect us with other 
cultures. “Yes,” she said to her husband, “we are far more alike than we are different.”   
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Mrs.	Benson’s	onyx	mask,	purchased	in	Oaxaca,	Mexico.


