Preface

This manuscript is the product of a tape-record interview conducted by
Pablo Rubin de Celis for the Oral History Office during the fall of 1983.
Pablo Rubin de Celis transcribed, translated and edited the transcript.
Hugo Rubin de Celis reviewed the transcript.

Hugo Rubin de Celis was born in Viacha, a small railroad town in Bolivia,
South America, November 19, 1919. He spent most of his youth in Viacha,
and his high school and college years in the city of La Paz., Due to
health needs within his family, he immigrated to the United States in
1955, Mr, Rubin de Celis' memoir describes life in Bolivia and also the
various aspects of starting a new life for himself and his family in the
United States. At the present time he is a resident of Illinois, living
in Chicago with his wife.

Readers of the oral history memoir should bear in mind that it is a
transcript of the spoken word, and that the interviewer, narrator and
editor sought to preserve the informal, conversational style that is
inherent in such historical sources. Sangamon State University is not
responsible for the factual accuracy of the memoir, nor for views
expressed therein; these are for the reader to judge.

The manuscript may be read, quoted and cited freely, It may not be
reproduced in whole or in part by any means, electronic or mechanical,
without permission in writing from the Oral History Office, Sangamon
State University, Springfield, Illinois, 62708.
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Hugo Rubin de Celis, Fall, 1983, Chicago, Illinois.

Pablo Rubin de Celis, Interviewer.

Q: Dad, where were you born?

A: I was born in a small town outside the outskirts of La Paz called
Viacha, a raillway center where lines crossed from Peru in order to themn
be dispersed to Argentina, and from there before getting to Argentina,
obviously there were different branches that went to Potosi, Cochabamba,
Oruro, that were secondary and primarily a route that went directly to
the ¢city of La Paz,

Q: How far is Viacha from La Paz?

A: 1It's about thirty kilometers or else fourteen miles, But upon
entering Viacha from the Alto of La Paz, you go through a valley that
takes around two hours of travel.

Q: What are the earliest memories that you have of your youth when you
were little?

A: The memories that I have of Viacha precisely are: I was born there.
I lived in a state, not of poverty, but of necessity because my father
was in charge of the rallroad stations of Viacha. My mother was the
first female dentist that had graduated from the University of St. Andrew
and she could dispense her profession within the military people that
were in the town of Viacha., But we didn't have the means to live real
well. Nevertheless, our youth, better said, our childhood was
sufficiently beautiful. We used to play in the fields-~open fields where
the Paja brava, prairie grass grows very tall. And then we also had good
relations with the Indians that would vigit us from time to time and
bring us eggs, milk, meat and et cetera,

Q: How much time did you live in Viacha?

A: Well, I was born there and I lived there until I was eight years old.
Then my mother thought it was necessary for us to have the education of
someone from the city. Then, we went, at eight or ten years of age, to
La Paz.

Q: What games did you play when you were a kid in Viacha?

A: 1In Viacha, always the young boys played with rag balls., We used to
have ripped socks that we had worn out and we would cover them and stuff
them with other rags or things that were no longer necessary and we
ourselves made and sewed our own balls.,
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Q: Once, you used to tell me about the handball courts in Viacha.

A: When we moved from Viacha, my mother took us to the Alto, a city that
was closer to the city of La Paz and there, behind some buildings where
we used to live, we made ourselves some handball courts and there we
played handball with all of the railroad workers.

Q: While in Viacha, what other things did you do? What do you remember?

A: We would ride bicycles. It was the first time that I had ridden a
bicycle=—in Viacha. But we used to rent them because in those times to
buy one was, it was very expensive, and we didn't have the money.

Then, since we had many friends in the city of Viacha they would always
take us on a motorcycle ride, T remember very much one time a military
person that used to visit the house (our home) took me in a motorcyle and
we got ourselves stuck in a ditch where we couldn't get out so we had to
call for help so that they might help us out. They pushed us out and we
were off.

Q: Would you describe your house in Viacha?

A: Well, the house in Viacha was the train station and when the train
would arrive, it was a happy (or joyous) occasion for all of the people
of the town. Because when every train would arrive all the people would
gather at the station not so much to see relatives that crossed or passed
by on their journey but the train itself was an attraction. It was a
steam engine that every time it would come it would bellow a sound that
was really pleasant to our ears and all the people would gather., And, it
was a reason for people to see each other face to face from many
different places of that small town,

Q: Did you cook with wood or with coal?

A: We used to cook with coal. My mother had a coal stove and generally
the engineer, as he was called, on certain occasions he would leave
chunks of coal that we would use to heat the house and cook.

Q: Until what age did you live in Viacha?

A; We-—we, I say because we were three brothers that were born in Viacha.
My brother Carlos is an engineer, Alfonso was the youngest of the three
that is also an agricultural engineer, He actually lives in Brazil.

We lived in Viacha until we were seven and eight and Alfonso six. Then
we went directly to the Alto of La Paz, a small place that 18 also a
crossroad for the railroad. My father was stationed there in order to be
closer to La Paz,

Q: When you lived in Viacha did you go to school?
A: In Viacha we had a teacher that was really interesting that, until

now, SO many years, 1L remember his name. The name was Cambero, an old
man that was energetic and also knew how to teach. He was very loving,
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he taught us a lot but also he would punish us. All the parents liked
him because he would be a real disciplinarian in school.

Q: What type of discipline did you have at school?

A; TIn that time there was corporal punishment. They would make us kneel
on peach pits, they would make us 1lift our hands and then there was
obviously the palmeta (or palm paddle) that in those times was really
widely used by teachers to enforce discipline in schools.

Q: Can you describe this palm paddle?

A: The palm paddle was made of wood that was sufficiently hard and
flexible. When the teacher would come and we had committed a mistake or
were undisciplined he would make us extend our hand with our palms up and
there he would give it to us with the paddle.

Q: What type of subjects did you take?

A: In school, the most important subject was arithmetic., In other
words, in primary school. Then higtory and geography. We spent a lot of
time on these three subjects,

Q: Then at seven or eight years of age you moved to the Alto.

A: When we were seven, we moved to the Alto of La Paz. Like I said
before it was a city that was close to La Paz.

Q: How long did you live there with your family?

A: Well, my mother did not want us to live in this small town or rest
area like it could be called., So for many years we lived next to a
grandmother of ours in La Paz, She would raise us, she would take care
of us and every weekend we would go up from La Paz to the Alto in a train
that the railroad would put depositions of the many people that lived in
the small towns,

Q: How were those old trains?

A: Actually, they exist, They are electrie and they go or climb from La
Paz to the Alto. And they are slow because they climb and as you climb
one can appreclate the city~-the beautiful city of La Paz.

Right in front of the city we have the Illimani, one of the beautiful
snovw covered peaks that surround the city of La Paz, Many times we
ascended or came down from the Alto to La Paz on foot through the hills
and mountainous terrain that we could see in the distance.

Q: What age were you at that time?

A: It was time to go to high school or secondary school. We were
educated in a private school that was called the American Institute that
was a well established or founded school not only academically and
spiritually.
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Q: Do you recall something of high school?

A: Oh, the memories of high school are always those that remain and last
because they are the most recent. We had teachers that were really
interesting and life at school was the most satisfying and happy that I
passed in all the days of my life. Always after every vacation we would
wait anxiously for school to begin so that we might go and study, play
and be with our friends and teachers. Many times it surprised me how
when I ask young people here if they like shcool here in the States, they
tell me no! That they prefer to be on vacation. Sure, playing is
interesting and fun but for us in Bolivia, school life was the most
enjoyable and we couldn't wait the time to begin,

Q: Did you do sports?

A: Sports in Bolivia in my time and I think actually or now, 1s the most
important part of our student life. We used to play soccer and
basketball, we played baseball that was introduced by the American
missionaries in the American Institute, and also tennis. Sports was very
important in our school life.

Q: What honors did you get or win in school?

A: Well, I stood out in soccer with a lot of priority. Above all in
goccer because we had State Olympics. One time I remember very much that
one of the Catholic schools selected me from the American Institute, like
the best player of La Paz. And I had the honor of playing for a Catholic
school in which, after we had won the championship of Bolivia, he gave me
a silver medal, a diploma, and above all, he gave me a big banquet in the
school.

Q: Wwhat games do you remember above all?

A: Well, it was the last or final game that would decide the
championship. I remember very much that we played against Cochabamba (a
big rival) in La Paz. I played as a striker and then, I had the chance
to take the ball at full run and I scored my first goal from a long
distance, The score was 1-0. Then again we repeated the play and I
gscored again, T scored three goals in that championship. More for that
reason did the principal of the La Salle team—-the team I played for—--
gave me all kinds of honors, banquets, medals and all that.

Q: What other sports did you play?

A: I also played basketball for the school. After I graduated I played
for a team of graduates called 'The Law.'

Q: Did your brothers also go to the American Institute?

A: Well, Alfonso——Carlos, he graduated from the American Institute. He
wasn't really very fond of sports like soccer or basketball, but he likied
very much to do exercises on the parallel bars. On the other hand,
Alfonso went from the American Institute to La Salle and at La Salle, he
was the best soccer player,
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Q: Did you ever play together on the same team?

A: We did once when he was at the American Institute, but we never
played against each other. I graduated before him from the American
Institute and then since he studied at La Salle we did not.

Q: Tell me some about your parents, How do you remember your mother for
example?

A: My mother was a very intelligent person. She died about four years
ago. She was the daughter of Senor Abdon Saavedra that was vice-president
of Bolivia in 1925. She was the first woman that went to the University
of St. Andrew from which she graduated as a dentist. Now, I have some
newspaper clippings which contain and appointed her as M.D. Rosa Saavedra
de Rubin de Celis. Because she lived in the small town of Viacha and
also the Alto and raised four children, she did not have the opportunity
to follow her professional career, but I feel proud because she was a
professional and the first woman in Bolivia to be a M.D. She did leave
her profession to take care of her family and her husband. She was a
very well educated, cultured woman full of energy in work,

Q: How did your family get along with your parents--your mother?

A: Imn South American families at that time it was the mother that set
the rules of the household. My mother, being a professional person, was
very energetic with us, especially with the boya. She would set certain
precedents at home, rules, the times that we ought to be present at
certain activities at home, Above all, it was kind of home schooling
that we received--an important form of education at home. We learned how
to relate to people, how we were supposed to treat adults and above all a
special respect for our parents.

Q: You always used to tell me about how great your mother used to cook,
What was your favorite meal?

A: Well, foods in South America, especially in Bolivia are very, not
difficult but they require enough time. In the first place, food takes a
longer time to cook than here in the States. For example, meat cooks
very rapidly here. Because of the altitudes, especially in La Paz, it
takes a long time.

One of the more savory meals that my mother prepared was fish., Above all
my father liked fish. We ate it with a lot of gusto and really delighted
in the flavor of the food. My mother would always say that she didn't
like to cook. But when she would ask us if we liked what she prepared we
would always make over her and obviously she was a good cook.

In that time we delighted in being attended by helpers or maids in the
kitchen. And there would always be at home a woman that would cook
according to the tastes of my mother and my father,

Q: Tell me, what were your conversations about? Do you remember any
particular subjects you used to discuss?
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A: In the South American homes, especially in Bolivia, there, when we
had a feeling of responsibility and maturity, our conversation debated
principally political and economic questions. And in my home my mother,
being a professional woman and coming from an aristocratic household in
La Paz, the conversation always centered on the view of Republicans,
Liberals and Democrats.

Q: What do you remember most about your father?

A: My father was born in a city near La Paz called Yungas in a place
called Coraico, a place that is absolutely beautiful, warm where oranges
grow, coffee, and other fruits., He was the eldest of a family of four
brothers and one sister. At the age of twelve he left to come to La Paz
in order to go to a public school called the Ayucacho. He studied there
and graduated from secondary and then he went directly to work for a
railroad company called Peruvian Railroad that was run by an English
company. In that time, the railroads were run by English companies.

Q: What things did you do with your father?

A: Well, my father was very busy at work because he was chief of the
stations in the places I have mentioned--Viacha and La Paz, He had to be
constantly in his office. 1In those times work was not eight hours, they
were ten, twelve hours and many times he would get up at night in order
to attend to some railroad business.

So, really he didn't have much time to be with us. The time he gave us
was always delightful because he had always been used to making his own
toys when he was young. And he would make our own toys. He would always
see what our interests were and he would do anything possible to please
us.

Q: What kind of toys did he teach you how to make?

At We used to make trucks out of wood. We would make ourselves a toy
called chocos, as they were called, made from wood. We also had tops
that we played with, all having been made by hand since there were few
stores and resources were limited. I even taught you to make several
tops. We used to make our own guns out of wood and trucks and other
things.

Q: Let's get back to high school. Did you like to go on retreats?

A: I didn't like going on long retreats. But we used to go to a place
called "The Devil's Tooth" that in those times seemed far from school and
in those times we had to do a lot of climbing. If you're in La Paz you
will see that same shape as a tooth, For that reason it was called
Devil's Tooth. It was big and a place of attraction for the city.

Then with my mother and father, every year, wé would go to Lake Titicaca.
This i8 a beautiful place--beautiful scenery because it is the highest
fresh water lake in the world and its waters being filled, in other
words, by the cold water than runs from the white, snow-covered mountain
peaks that surround Lake Titicaca.
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In this place there 1s a sanctuary called Copacabana where every year
there is a pilgrimage of all the people that live in Bolivia, Exclusively,
in the month of November, it is the time when it {i{s the most delightful
and people go for walks on the beach.

Q: What kind of tramsportation did you take to go to the lake?

A: 1In those times, since my father worked for the railroad, we had free
passage on the rail lines of Bolivia. And we would go by train to the
city of Uaqui that's about fifty miles from the city of Viacha. From
there we would take the boat that in those times seemed enormous with all
its accommodations and we salled or cruised for three days loading and
unloading., It was a beautiful thing to see Lake Titicaca.

Then in Copacabana, we always stayed in a hotel my father had reserved
before hand. We had one week in Copacabana bathing in the lake, attending
the Catholic masses and later going up to Calvary and enjoying the climate.

Q: Tell me about the Altiplano. You've always seemed to have a special
love for those high places.

A: Well, the Altiplano is a place that is high and flat, like a table
between two mountain ranges. One sight seems not to be able to reach the
extension and magnitude of the place.

The Altiplano i1s a hugh flat land area that extends from Lake Titicaca
and covers almost all of the area between two mountain ranges including
cities like Oruro and also Potosi.

The Altiplano, like you understand, is where we find primarily tin mines.
It 1s a product that serves for exportation to all over, especially to
the U.,S.A. In the Altiplano we primarily have the potato which is an
Indian product. They made a type of planting that produced a great
variety of potatoes. In Bolivia, especially in the Altiplano, we have a
tremendous amount of potatoes of different kinds that serve in order to
prepare different kinds of food.

The Altiplano is a place which 18 now populated by Indians. At one point

in time there was a kind of a division of the land because those lands of

the Altiplano helonged to people that possessed such great extensions of

land that it could not be farmed, and then came a mandate from the government
in order to be able to divide these great extensions of land and give a

place to live to the Indians so that they might live there.

The Altiplano is a place that is--how can I say--it is a place that its
boundaries are the mountains and they seem so far away that they cannot

be reached in the horizon. There are places in which you see the Altiplano
and the sky with the mountain ranges constantly snow-covered. It is a
spectacle exquisite for the spirit.

Q: Which was your favorite mountain?

A: Well, the beautiful mountain that we have there that watches over us
like a sentinel is called Illimani, that when one travels through the
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Altiplano from La Paz you can see in the distance Illimani as it fades
into the distance, but it is a beautiful mountain.

Q: Did you ever go to the other side of Illimani?

A: When one flies or travels from La Paz to Cochabamba by plane, omne can
appreciate the other side of Illimani, It is an interesting, beautiful
sight because behind there are some small lakes that are used to fish and
also in agriculture.

Q: Is Sorata around there?

A; Sorata is in the northern part of La Paz. The Illampu is another
peak and it is higher than Illimani and Sorata is very much like La Paz
but it is smaller. Illampu is a breath taking peak that also remains
snow-covered all the time.

Q: Did you visit the population of Sorata?

A: No, never did I go to Sorata. But I did climb to the summit of the
mountain ranges in La Paz when with the school we went to Jungas where we
had to cross the high mountain that divided the city of La Paz in order
to descend to the warm valley of Yungas.

Q: Did you ever visit the two cities of St. Peter and S5t. Paul?

A: Yes, there is a place called the "Straits of Tiquina." It's a strait
that one could not cross unless by small boat. One side i1s called St,.
Peter and the other St. Paul. Now there are ways of crossing from one
silde to the other in order to go to Copacabana,

Q: Tell me, what type of foods do they serve around the lake?

A: The Indian of the Altiplano lack meat and near Lake Titicaca is where
the Indians eat a lot of fish, There are small fish that in the Aymaran
language are called ispe and that has great nutritional value because it
is full of phosphorus, Then it is accompanied with toasted corn that the
Indians and all people really like. I liked it very much because I could
put it in my bag when I was a boy-~the fish and the corn together—-and
that way we would eat it.

Q: So you like that ispe.

A: 1t is a great nutritional food. It's delightful with salt and it is
a small fish that is dry and that is eaten constantly; 1it's delightful,

Q: What frults are there near the lake?

A: For the most part, there isn't any fruit in the Altiplano. Sometimes
there would be cherries. My father planted two trees when we lived in
the Alto where it is really cold and we had cherries there. It was a
product of high altitudes. There is almost no fruit in the Altiplano.
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Q: How about dried fruit?

A: Well, then for that they must dry the fruit that comes from Yungas to
La Paz. They make it dry and we have dried peaches and also we have
dried oranges and many other varieties that are made in the Altiplano.

Q: Do you remember the figs?

A: The dried figs? Sure I do. We used to eat a lot of dried figs in
the Altiplano,

Q: And the Pasankalla?

A: Well, Pasankalla is the Aymara name that they gave to toasted or
popped corn., It's also very good and in Copacabana it is eaten very,
very much,

What they eat in La Paz that is a product of the Altiplano are abas, a
variety of lima beans that are sold by the ton. It is an exquisite
product, They have a particular way of preparing them: they heat sand
and when it is hot, that is when they put the dried beans in the pot and
this is when they pop and the flavor is outstanding.

Q: And when you went to Copacabana, did you go up to Calvario? Tell me
what Calvario was like.

A: All of the people that went on pilgrimages to Copacabana were people
that didn't have property. They would go primarily to the sanctuary in
order to petition or ask for something that was needed that being health,
money, a house, or a place to live, When they would arrive at Copacabana,
the people would then go to the church services or masseg, and then they
would climb the hill that was called Calvary and while they climbed they
would make petitions so that some day the Virgin of Copacabana would give
them the opportunity to have their own house for example., In this way
they would make their petitions: by using small pebbles that they would
find as they climbed Calvario, they would make a kind of a drawing on the
ground at the various stopping places or on top. They would also include
plants and trees in the house that they envisioned hoping that the Virgin
of Copacabana would be able to give it to them the following year.

Q: How long did it take you to climb Calvario?

A: Calvary is not too far from the church or sanctuary. Maybe a couple
of hours.

Q: Do you remember the view from the top?

A: The view is indescribable. You have to be submitted to a real love
for nature in order to describe and imagine the view of Lake Titicaca..
It's a beach, a place——Lake Titicaca i{s the most beautiful thing that God
placed on earth.














































