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256 _ MEMOIRS : Poetry Is an Occupation 257

again by surrounding her death with scandal, as they had once - - huge mass of people uncovered their heads. They bared their
tried to involve her in Mella’s death. Carlos and I stood watch heads because, after all the categorical and political words that
over the tiny corpse. Seeing such a tough and courageous man: had been spouted, my poetry, poetry itself, was about to speak.
suffer is not easy. That lion bled when they rubbed the caustic: _From the raised platform T saw that immense movement of hats
poison of slander into his wound by reviling Tina Modott again, and helmets: ten thousand hands went down in unison, in a
now that she was dead. Red-eyed from weeping, Commandant ground swell impossible to describe, a huge soundless wave, a
Carlos let out a roar of pain; in her small exile’s coffin, Tina black foam of quiet reverence.
seemed to be made of wax. I was helplessly silent before the grief Then my poem outdid itself. It took on, as it never had before,
that filled the room, _ a tone of combat and liberation.

'The newspapers covered whole pages with sensational filth, .
They called her the “mystery woman from Moscow.” Some This other incident happened when I was still quite young. I
added: “She died because she knew too much.” Deeply moved by was the student poet wearing a dark cape, thin and underfed like
Carlos’s savage grief, I decided to do something, and I wrote 2 any poet in those days. I had just published Crepusculario and 1
poem challenging those who were smearing our dead friend’s weighed less than a black feather.
good name. I sent it ro all the newspapers, without any hope that - 1 went into a run-down cabaret with some friends. This was in
it would be published. Wonder of wonders! On the following the heyday of tangos and troublemaking gangs of toughs. Sud-
day, instead of the new and juicy exposés promised the evening denly the dancing stopped and the tango broke up like 2 glass
before, it was my outraged and insolent poem that made the front smashed against a wall.

pages of all the newspapers. Two notorious thugs were gesturing animatedly and insulting

The poem’s title was “Tina Modotti ha muerto” (“Tina each other in the middle of the dance floor. Whenever one
Modotti Is Dead”). I read it that mornng at the cemetery in stepped forward to ger in a blow, the other backed away, and
Mexico, where we left her body to lie forever under a slab of with him the crowd of music lovers huddling for protection be-
Mexican granite. My lines are engraved on that stone. . hind the barrier of tables also retreated. They looked like two

The Mexican press did not write another line against her. ‘primitive beasts dancing in a clearing in a primordial forest.

. . Without thinking, I 'stepped forward and lashed out from be-

It was in Lota, many years ago. Ten thousand miners- had hind my scrawny impotence: “You miserable bullies, fat-brained
shown up for the meeting. The coal-mining district, in constant Aapes, you despicable scum, stop annoying people who're here to
agitation over its traditional poverty, had filled the Lota town ance, not to watch a two-bit farce!”’
square with miners. The political speakers ralked on and on. An They exchanged looks of surprise, they couldn’t believe their
odor of coal and sea brine floated in the sultry noon air. The ocean . ears. The shorter one, who had been 2 boxer before becoming a
was close by; under its waters the dark tunnels, where these men thug, stepped in my direction, ready to murder me. And the go-
dug out the coal, stretched for more than ren lolometers,” rilla would have done it, if a well-aimed fist had not floored him.

Now, at high noon, they listened. The speaker’s placform was  His opponent had finally decided to hit him.
very high and from it I could make out that sea of blackened hats - While the fallen champion was being dragged out like a sack,
and miners’ helmets. I was the last speaker. When my name and nd people at the rables were holding bottles our ro us, and the
my poem “Nuevo canto de amor 2 Stalingrado™ (“New Love ‘dance girls beamed at us eagerly, the giant who had landed the

_Song to Stalingrad”) were announced, something extraordinary knock-out blow tried, understandably, to join the victory celebra-
occurred, a ceremony I can never forget. : tion. But I turned on him like a firebrand: “Get away from here!
As soon as they heard my name and the title of the poem, th You’re no better than he is!”
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