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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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  101 7th Street SW   117 Baker Hall, UNI
  Orange City, IA 51041  Cedar Falls, IA 50614-0502
  712-707-7040    319-273-3842
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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
It is hard to believe that a young mother of 20 would be faced with the heart-wrenching 

decision of leaving her child behind in her native country. This story, based on the true 
experiences of a young mother living in Northwest Iowa, describes the hardships that motivated 
her to live separately from her family. It is very common to meet immigrant families that have 
left spouses or children behind to come to the United States to earn money.  This story was 
purposefully written to shed light on the sacrifices these immigrants are making, to encourage the 
reader to understand and to show compassion for their situations. 
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Maria 
Maria placed the cast iron pot on the stove, gave the beans a final stir, and carefully 

reduced the heat. The beans would cook slowly during the afternoon. The delicious 
aroma of simmering mole, chicken in a chocolate chili sauce, already filled the kitchen. 
She checked the table to make sure everything was in place. Maria wanted this farewell 
meal to be special for her family, especially for her husband, Sergio. Tomorrow she 
would begin her return journey back to Mexico, taking Carlos, their 18-month-old 
son, with her. Knowing that it would be many months before she and Sergio would be 
reunited, she had prepared her husband’s favorite meal, chicken mole, along with beans, 
rice, and fresh tortillas.

In preparation for her departure, Maria had cleaned and organized their whole house. 
Now, she wandered from the kitchen to the living room, taking in every detail and 
committing it to memory. Two comfortable couches formed an L in the corner, facing the 
large TV where they watched several Spanish channels. Some of Carlos’s toys and his high 
chair would be packed in her brother Rogelio’s extended cab truck tomorrow, along with 
the suitcases and boxes sitting by the door. A mirror with a silver frame and several family 
snapshots hung above the desk. Her eyes filled with tears as she straightened the family pictures, 
lingering over each one. Her favorite picture was of the three of them at Carlos’s first birthday 
celebration. She would be taking that one with her, but leaving the others behind for Sergio.

Maria swallowed hard, took a deep breath, and then picked up her small flowered notebook from 
the desk to glance through her journal entries. Since Carlos and her two nephews were taking their 
naps, she would have an hour or two before 
they would be up. She carried the journal to the 
living room couch and sat down to read some 
of her earlier entries. Since leaving Mexico she 
hadn’t had much time to write, but it had been 
a good pastime for her, giving her a chance to 
reflect on her new life in Iowa.

The living room was warm and pleasant. 
Winter sunlight streamed in through the 
windowpanes, reminding her of warm sunny 
days in Mexico. She turned to one of her first 
entries, written before leaving Saint Thomas 
(Santo Tomás), their small town south of 
Mexico City. Maria’s son, Carlos.
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March 26, 2005
It is decided. My father is making the preparations for our departure to the United States this 

May. Sergio and I will go with my father and younger brothers to try to find a good place to live 
and jobs to earn a living. There is never enough money here—we are constantly struggling, even 
with all of us working. Humberto, my oldest brother will stay in Saint Tomas to continue running 
the family’s hardware store (ferretería). My younger sisters will help our mother keep our small 
grocery store (tienda de abarrotes). 

My father knows a good, safe place in rural Iowa, near where he stayed the last time he came 
to the United States. He thinks we will be able to find work there and send money back to my 
mother to keep the stores going. Sergio and I may have to leave behind our baby, Armando. I 
can’t bear the thought of leaving my baby, but how else can we build a future for him and the 
expected baby? Sergio’s job as a chemical engineer in the copper and lead mines is dangerous. 
His hourly wages are about 18 pesos ($1.80) because good jobs in our part of Mexico are hard 
to find. This trip north seems to us the only to way we can improve our situation. 

Maria recalled the roller coaster of emotions, from anticipation to dread, from confidence to 
doubt, that she had experienced once they had made the decision to travel north to the United 
States. She felt many of those same feelings now as she was preparing to return to Mexico. 
She looked forward to seeing Armando and other family members, but was sad to say goodbye 
to her husband, father and brothers. She sighed deeply and fought back her tears as she 
continued reading. 

May 24, 2005
Our time to leave is approaching quickly. In a few more days we will begin the journey north. 

My father insists that the trip will be too dangerous for a 1 year old, so Armando will stay 
behind. My sadness over leaving him has overwhelmed me, even though I know my mother will 
take good care of him. I keep telling myself that it will be just for a little while—just long enough 
to get established in a strange new place—then we will send for him. Santo Tomas has always 
been our home. I will miss our family, familiar celebrations and daily life. Even more, I wonder 
how will I ever leave my baby behind. Will he forget me while we are apart?

It’s hard to believe that nearly two years have gone by since I wrote that, Maria thought to 
herself. The busyness of family life had helped the time to pass quickly, but her longing for 
Armando had filled her thoughts every day. He had recently celebrated his third birthday in 
Mexico and she yearned to see their first-born son again. In spite of photos and phone calls, 
she and her husband missed him deeply and could not bear the thought that he would grow up 
without really knowing them. 
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They had never anticipated this lengthy separation, but bringing Armando from Mexico to live 
with them had not been possible. Although they were able to earn a better wage than in Mexico, 
improve their standard of living, and send money back to their family, medical expenses for her 
pregnancy and delivery, and the unexpected costs of day-to-day living had slowed down their 
efforts to save the extra money that they needed to bring Armando to Iowa. Not only that, but 
increased deportations and border control were making travel from Mexico even more dangerous. 
Eventually, after months of indecisiveness, they had been forced to reevaluate their situation, finally 
determining that Maria should take Carlos and return to Mexico to reunite with Armando.

As Maria thumbed through the pages of her journal, she paused to read entries she 
had written when they had first arrived and when Carlos was born. He is such a joy and 
a blessing to us, she thought, but those first days in the hospital after his birth had been 
terrifying. Reliving those memories, her eyes misted as she began reading again.

June 7, 2005
We have arrived safely to Iowa. We walked through the intense heat of the Sonora Desert for hours, 

stretching into days, to finally arrive in Phoenix. 
Because of my father’s careful planning, it was a 
difficult, but successful journey. Now I understand 
fully why my father insisted on leaving Armando 
with my mother. Traveling through the desert 
would have been too dangerous with a small 
child. After a few days of rest with acquaintances 
in Phoenix, we traveled on to Iowa. My father 
and brothers have an apartment nearby, while 
Sergio and I will stay here in this clean but small 
apartment. I feel safe now, but it is frustrating to 
hear English everywhere we go without understanding it. At least there is a Mexican grocery store a 
few blocks from our apartment. Sergio and I must begin preparing for the arrival of our second child in 
September. I pray that the grueling days of travel have not harmed our baby.

 July 12, 2005
 Sergio has found a job working in the hog butchering facility for a local company! This is a 

blessing. Now we have a dependable income. I purchased some baby clothes and a small second 
hand crib at the thrift shop. It needs extra cleaning and a little paint, but it will work. I’ve been 
feeling good most of the time, but very weary. I should probably go to a doctor, but we really 
don’t have the money, and it is difficult to understand the doctor. 

Sonoran Desert, Arizona, U.S.A.
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September 16, 2005
We have been in Iowa for nearly four months. I know that my time is near. I have met some of 

the other Hispanic women living in this apartment building. When my time comes, one of them 
who speaks some English will help us go to the hospital. I long to hold this baby in my arms, but 
I am so afraid. How will I understand the doctors? I pray that our baby is healthy.

September 26, 2005
Our baby is several days old but we are still at the hospital. We have named him Carlos. An 

interpreter was present during the delivery, and the doctors say that although he was not born 
premature, he didn’t grow as he should have before he was born. It’s a condition called “failure to 
thrive.” I can tell they are very concerned about Carlos. They are sending us to a bigger hospital in 
a city about an hour away. I will stay with Carlos around the clock, but Sergio will have to go back 
to work. It isn’t possible for him to miss any more days of work. Carlos and I will be alone. I wish 
my mother were here – she would comfort me so.

September 30, 2005
The days here are very long, but Carlos seems to be gaining strength. Some of the nurses 

speak a little Spanish, and an interpreter has come in to explain things to me, but mostly, I feel 
confused. I wish I knew how to speak English. The doctors and nurses are very efficient, but 
hurried. They don’t have the time to struggle through explaining things to me. Carlos is so small 
and fragile. All I really understand is that they want to make sure he is stable and eating well 
before they will let us take him home. Sergio will come back on the weekend to see us, then the 
doctor will let us take him home. 

October 3, 2005
Sergio and I were able to leave the hospital with Carlos yesterday. We are finally home in our 

little apartment with our precious baby. He eats every couple of hours and only a little at a time. 
He sleeps a lot and isn’t very strong when he is nursing.

I hold him in my arms for hours, watching him sleep, remembering Armando as a baby and 
seeing the resemblance between them. Carlos is so tiny – will he be able to gain weight? The 
hospital has said that a nurse will come to our home to visit us. I hope she comes very soon. Now 
I am filled with worry – about both of my sons. 

October 19, 2005
Today the home health nurse, Cindy, and her interpreter, came to our apartment to check on 

Carlos for the first time. They weighed and measured him, checked him over carefully, answered 
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all of my questions, and gave me booklets in Spanish to read about a baby’s development. 
They are helping me to get a stroller and a car seat. They will return in a couple of weeks. 
It was so reassuring to be able to understand everything and have someone to answer my 
questions. I know it will take Carlos a long time to catch up to where he should be, but it 
isn’t quite so scary, now that I could share my concerns with a nurse. 

 
 Yes, those had been worrisome days. Staying in the hospital had been so upsetting and 

bewildering, especially when she had stayed alone at the hospital while Sergio went back 
to work. As a newcomer to the United States, it was upsetting to be in a strange city with 
unfamiliar doctors. Her limited English was a disadvantage. 

However, now as she reflected back over these experiences, she recognized that 
in spite of the challenges they had faced and the separation from their families, 
they had progressed here in Iowa. Having so many from their family here to work 
together had made all the difference. Several months after Carlos’ birth they had 
moved from the apartment to a more comfortable home, and finally, last summer, 
they had all moved again, to this house where the whole family lived together. 
Now their two-story yellow house on a 
quiet street had become a real home for 
all of them. Her husband, father, and 
brothers had steady work, and she was 
able to stay home to prepare the meals 
and take care of Carlos. Maria turned to 
a more recent entry in her journal and 
began reading again.

June 15, 2006
We are settled into our new house and it seems so homey. I especially like the front porch 

with windows on three sides. It is a cool place to sit to escape the summer heat in the late 
evening. We have purchased 2 second-hand couches, a table with four chairs and a large 
TV to make it more comfortable. Living all together with my brothers and father has been a 
financial boost to Sergio and me. We are still very careful with our money; we want to bring 
Armando here as soon as we can. My heart aches every time I think of him. 

We are also concerned about my brother, Rogelio. Things have not been going well for him in 
his marriage for a long time, and we fear that he will be getting a divorce from his wife. She cannot 
be trusted to take good care of their three children, so I have started watching them during the day 
while Rogelio works. 

Maria’s family’s home.



 María – Hispanic Stories - �

 Reading this entry, Maria paused to reflect on Rogelio’s situation. Over the last year, 
her brother and his wife had separated and started divorce proceedings. This large house 
had proven to be a real blessing. She and Sergio had been awarded temporary custody of 
Rogelio’s three young children, since he was unable to provide regular care for the children 
because of his work schedule. His three children, a daughter age 9, and two little boys, ages 
4 and 2, had been living with them for several months now. Maria and Sergio were able to 
provide regular meals, a consistent routine, and see that the oldest daughter attended school 
every day. The support payments they received had also helped them financially so that 
Maria could continue to stay home. 

Turning back to her journal entries, another entry caught Maria’s eye, reminding her again of 
how they had been able to overcome many obstacles. Carlos’ delayed development continued to 
be a huge concern, even though he was improving slowly.

September 19, 2006
Cindy, the nurse, and her interpreter are still making regular visits to weigh and measure 

Carlos and answer my questions. Today, when they were here, the nurse said that Carlos had 
not gained as they had hoped. He is nearly a year old and he still only weighs 1� pounds. She 
will be talking to the doctor to decide on what to do. Carlos will probably need to be seen by a 
specialist. The interpreter helped us more with our paperwork for insurance. Since it has been 
a year since he was born, we must reapply for insurance for him. All of this is very hard to 
understand, but I am grateful they are here to help.

Maria was thankful that specialists had seen Carlos on several occasions during the 
fall months. After she experimented with several different formulas recommended by the 
doctors, he finally seemed to be gaining now that he was drinking a special fortified milk. 
She smiled at the thought of the nurse calling the recipe super-leche (super-milk). Made 
from whole milk and enriched with cream, it boosted his calories and worked better than 
the prescription formulas that they had tried earlier. She felt a great sense of relief that 
Carlos was beginning to gain weight and she prayed that their return to Mexico would 
not be a setback for him. Now, glancing at his toys on the floor near the couch, she was 
warmed by the thought of her two sons playing together. From pictures that her mother 
had sent them, she already knew that Armando was much bigger than Carlos. Hopefully, 
Carlos would catch up in time.

The family had determined that she and Carlos would return to Mexico sometime in March, after 
the court hearings for Rogelio’s divorce. It was also part of their plan that Sergio would keep working 
in Iowa for several more months, waiting until later in the year to return to his family in Saint Tomás.
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Whether or not he would stay in Mexico would 
depend on the work he could find there. Knowing 
how limited the job opportunities would be when he 
returned, Maria worried constantly about their future 
together and prayed they would be reunited for good. 
Their family’s days of separation would not end 
anytime soon.  Because of the low wages and extreme 
poverty in Mexico, Maria understood that both the 
separation of their family and the income coming from 
jobs in the United States were necessary. It was an 
extreme, but not uncommon sacrifice among many 
Mexican families who struggled to survive. 

Maria laid her journal aside and returned to the kitchen to stir the mole. Tantalizing smells 
wafted through the house and reminded her of many other holidays and birthday celebrations when 
her family had enjoyed this dish. Family traditions like this special meal, carnivals, dances and 
socializing in the plaza made some aspects of returning to Mexico very welcome. She had missed 
the special celebrations held around the holidays and festivals in their town. She had felt a real sense 
of isolation and loneliness here at times, since there was little contact with other young mothers her 
age. Thankfully, she had family around her, but she had not met many other people and not knowing 
English had really limited her ability to make friends. One of her lifelong dreams had been to become 
a teacher someday, but to accomplish that here in the United States, she would have to learn English 
first. Maybe she would have the opportunity to become a teacher in Mexico when she returned. 

Maria sighed as she turned away from the stove and went to check on Carlos and her nephews. 
They were still napping peacefully, so she decided to write another entry in her journal. Maria 
picked up her pen and began.

March 5, 2007
Today I am writing one last entry at the dining room table in the large yellow house in Iowa. 

I am preparing a special meal for my family. It smells wonderful and reminds me of happy times. 
Tomorrow, my brother Rogelio will load our belongings in his red Chevy truck and drive us south 
towards Laredo, Texas, where we will cross the border into Mexico and leave the United States. I 
already know that tomorrow will bring sadness, tears and butterflies of anticipation. It is tearing 
me apart to think of leaving my husband behind. The future seems so uncertain and there is no way 
to know if we will ever be able to be reunited for good. Staying here or returning to Mexico – either 
choice is complicated and full of uncertainty. I long to hold both my sons in my arms again, but 
why must I leave my husband to do that?

Saint Thomas, Mexico, Mexico.


