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January 2002
I spent a night looking up the name “Ed Rivera” on the Internet. It was one of those
late-night moments when you just get the urge to search something out in the vast
world of information that floats beyond every click. You might search out “Beckett,”
“Kafka,” or “Balzac.” You’ll find articles, university syllabuses, or papers that have been
posted by professors and students; in the case of Balzac, whole short stories that can
be downloaded. It is a whole universe of writers, and for those self-satisfied souls who
call themselves HISPANIC, there is the smug joy of punching in “Borges” or
“Márquez” and coming up with moundfuls. But what does a Puerto Rican hit, what do
you find amidst the vast world of literary postings? For me, it was a long night. Three
search engines later and a weary wrist from so much clicking, I still could not find
anything on Ed Rivera. Sure, there were Ed Riveras galore, in all kinds of fields and
places. But Ed Rivera the writer had no place to go. There wasn’t even an obituary. Ed
Rivera, the Puerto Rican writer who wrote a touching and sincere book called Family
installments, seemed to have disappeared. So it is that the self-satisfied Puerto Rican
literary community failed to even note the passing of one of its princes.  

It didn’t surprise me. As a 14-yearold with a typewriter and a thing for words, I
dreamed of becoming a writer. I longed to see my words encased in a book, but I
couldn’t figure out how such a thing could be possible. My book landscape included no
Puerto Ricans who wrote about the experience of being New Yorkan, and this despite
the fact that I went to the first bilingual school in the country that prided itself on
being Ricancentric. They fed me a lot of crap about bohios and Ta nos and the origins of
mofongo. They taught us how to swing to the danza, giving us tales of mountains and
pretty beaches while my generation grew up surrounded by asphalt, poverty, and
junkies. There was no reality to the Puerto Rican experience as it was taught to us,
even when I was growing up in the days of The Young Lords and “Macheteros” were
getting arrested by the FBI. Nobody ever talked to me about independence,
colonialism, or the FALN, other than my father, who one night changed my life by
telling me about Albizu Campos. (Tales of bravery and resistance evidently did not
make the syllabus at PS 25.) We were just told to be proud of being Puerto Rican. Only
nobody had the guts to explore what exactly that meant when you weren’t even born
on an island that pretty much wanted to forget you existed.
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1976
I typed anyway. Typewriter love came
from my father, who used to write poems
on big old machines that went clack
clack. It was the clack clack I loved. I
don’t know about that literature stuff—
back then the machine was enough, the
dynamic of fingers and keys and words
being pounded onto paper. I wrote war
novels and science fiction. I had a dream
of publishing my own magazine, and did
several fanzines. The high school I went
to, Benjamin Franklin on Pleasant
Avenue and 116th Street, was blocks
away from where Piri Thomas lived. But
Piri never came to my school, to read or
talk or even show that there was even
such a thing as a Puerto Rican writer.* I
was desperate to be published. One day I
gave a Star Trek fanzine I had put out to
my English teacher, a white guy who had
the typical writer look: pipe, sweater
with patches on the elbow, and that
white beard. He might have been a little
bitter, a little burned out, since his
classes were all overcrowded with
students who usually talked all through
his lessons and generally showed a
massive disinterest in anything he had to
say. He knew I wanted to be a writer. He
seemed to encourage me. That was why I
gave him the ’zine, hoping that maybe he
could give me an idea as to what I could
do with this urge. I remember visiting
him in the teacher’s lounge, where he sat
with a colleague and sipped peppermint
tea while leafing through my ’zine.

“So you put all this together,” he said.
“Yeah.”
“You wrote all of it.”
“That’s right.”
“Why?”
The question caught me off guard.
“Why do you bother to do this?”
It took me a moment to gather it up.
Nobody had ever asked me. I guess I 
thought it was all pretty obvious up
to now.
“I want to be a writer,” I said.

He laughed softly, puffing on his pipe
a bit. There was a funky cherry
tobacco stink.
“There’s no such thing as Puerto
Rican writers,” he said.

1982
And there weren’t. Not for white
American literary snots, and not for me.
Forget that there was already a Piri
Thomas, a “Lefty” Gonzalez or even a
Miguel Piñero; I didn’t know them.
Nobody told me. I didn’t even know
where to look. Librarians, teachers,
guidance counselors, principals, city
councilmembers, Herman Badillo—
nobody said a word. I knew even less
about Puerto Rican writers in Spanish,
writers like Pedro Juan Soto, José Luis
González, and Cotto-Thorner, island-
breds who actually wrote about the
dilemmas of New Yorkan life. I couldn’t
help but feel a vast and unending
ALONEness. I didn’t even want to ask,
“Who would I be writing for?” The
Puerto Ricans I knew in the south Bronx
didn’t read books.  The dilemmas of
being Puerto Rican-American were
enough, without adding onto it this
need, this sickness, of wanting to write. I
didn’t see a community, not a political
one, and certainly not a literary one.
“My” people—whose people?—were in
hiding. Invisible, and it looked like I was
headed into the same limbo.

I went to college in 1982 because I
needed to know if I was going to be a
writer. I needed to be truly evaluated, for
my writing was mostly a closet thing that
wasn’t encouraged much by people
around me who saw it as a kind of
insanity. I took my first creative writing
class and sat there trembling, trembling,
fearing I had been wrong all along. (Even
back then I felt there was nothing else I
wanted to do.) I had a gentle teacher, a
Greek poet named Konstantin Lourdas.
I gave him some stories. I was writing
war stories then, about German soldiers
on the Eastern Front, but there was one
he loved especially much, about a young
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girl coming of age in the south Bronx
called “No More War Games.” It was
really the first story I had written about
“my turf.” Not only did Lourdas like my
writing, he asked if he could pass it on to
a colleague. I said yeah, sure, and that
was the first time I heard of Ed Rivera. A
few days later, Lourdas handed me a
typewritten note that Ed had written to
him about me. It is still hanging on the
wall by my desk in the Bronx. It means
as much to me as any award, as any prize
or that first good review from some
snotty magazine.

What Ed did for me in a few words was
validate my mad desire, and give it focus.
He suggested I enter the Goodman Fund
Short Story contest. I won it that year
with a story about a German sniper who
befriends a dog, a story he loved, but he
was adamant about what I should be
writing about. “Come home, Abraham,”
he wrote. “Come home from the eastern
front. The south Bronx is a goldmine for
a writer, and nobody is doing it.” There
was nothing that thrilled me more than
the idea of doing something nobody else
cared to bother with. Suddenly there was
this open field of possibility that I had
never seen before. Yes, it mattered that a
creative writing teacher had told me I
had promise, but what mattered most
was that Ed was a Puerto Rican writer
telling me, pushing me, hoping I would
take the jump into that lonely desert, that
cloak of invisibility celebrated by
Romulans everywhere.

Ed was soft-spoken. He had a sly grin.
His eyes focused on you sometimes with
an intensity that was almost owl-like. He
was more wry than sarcastic. There was
no bitterness in him, only a resigned
shrug. He wasn’t selling fast cars and
guitar-shaped pools. It was a life of
hardship and invisibility. It was a calling.
It was cool!! Suddenly the freak writer
kid became “the chosen,” “an artist.” He
pulled me out of that lonely Puerto
Rican writer NADAland—for I could
see the loneliness of it now, writing in
English while coming from a community

that doesn’t worship the written word—
and made me appreciate the everyday
challenge of it which made every typed
word a major victory deserving of a
night rally.

A
nd yet, I never
knew him. I had
never heard of
him, or his book. 
I remember the day
I found a copy of it
in a bookshop. Ed
never talked about

it, never mentioned it, never expected
anyone to look it up. When I told him I
just got it, he grinned in that shy way he
had and his voice got very small. 

“So you’re the one that bought that,”
he said, with a humility that told me
more about “the scene” and the realities
behind it than a hundred thousand
blowhard HISPANICS back-slapping
each other about how we had “arrived.”
He wasn’t out to fool anybody about the
difficulties. He believed it was worth it.
He made sure to turn me on to other
writers I hadn’t heard of—Richard Price,
Isaac Babel, and one guy who happened
to be Puerto Rican—Piri Thomas.
Through one of those little
synchronicities that make up life, I was
given a beaten up copy of Down these
mean streets by a junkie friend of mine
right around the time Ed mentioned I
should read him. To see that Piri had
done it first, expressed the identity
issues and the struggle of the Puerto
Rican inner city dilemma in such a vivid,
stark voice, freed me of self-
consciousness. “It can be done,” I
thought. “It exists.” I wondered out loud
about the fact that even after Piri wrote
this great book, there were no more
voices, no big writing scene expressing
the day to day of our lives. No new books
about 149th Street. It was as if Piri was a
stone that fell into a big sea. Created a
ripple on the glassy surface. What we
needed was a deluge, a rainstorm, an
explosion of voices. Whether in the
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marketplace or on TV, in music or the
media---Puerto Ricans were a small
noise. I knew that wasn’t true. 

“Then make a big noise,” Ed said. 
Suddenly I felt like a general, poring

over maps, making big sweeping gestures,
planning an offensive to storm the
beaches of Americana with the Puerto
Rican story. They were hearing nothing
but Cubans. They would hear us next,
and loud. Punk rockers don’t turn down
the volume, man. Not even on ballads.

I
loved Ed’s book. It was calm
and gentle. I kept asking
him why he didn’t write the
next one, why he didn’t
seem to care about it. He
used to shrug, he used to
laugh. “I’m not going back
there, no way.” I was trying

to Patton-slap him back to courage.
Took a while for me to understand that
sometimes a writer pulls out so many of
his guts in one sitting that there may be
little inclination to go back there. It
frustrated me that he seemed to be
comfortable with the anonymity, the
calm sea. Took another while for me to
see that he had traded one war for
another, and that teaching had become
his mission. The book had brought him
there, to that other revolutionary place
where he quietly worked behind the
lines, seeding young minds and opening
doors. Ed was my door. Finally reading
Piri’s book only confirmed something I
already knew, vindicated the path I was
already set on. I set out to capture the
world I knew. “What we need is a Puerto
Rican Balzac,” he said, and I said me,
that’s me. Fuck latino, fuck HISPANIC.
This was a nationalist uprising!

I gave Ed everything, short stories,
three novels, even a play I wrote during
the summer about a Puerto Rican in a
punk band. His words were never
sparing, but direct and blunt. He didn’t
waste your time. He was a tough mentor
and knew when you could do better. He
taught me the perils of overwriting. 

I still have a novel I gave him, which is
still marked up with his sledge-hammer
commentary. “Put this away for ten
years,” he scribbled. (He was wrong this
one time; even twenty years haven’t
helped that unreadable book.) 

The thing was, giving Ed those novels
was a highly personal thing. He gave me
the confidence to say, “I’m a writer,” and
not only that, but a Puerto Rican writer.
Giving your writing to someone can be
pretty scary. Ed respected that. He
treated all his writers with respect and
dignity. There was nowhere else to go for
that. He gave us all dignity, and courage.
He taught us that a writer dies without
reading. Book love is holier than nations
and flags, and knows no culture. It
crosses boundaries and opens up the
world to a mind, young or old. It is a way
to touch the world, the same way blind
people do, with their fingers. 

1993
I had left Ed. I left him the same way 
I left City College, just walking out one
day after six years of academic burnout.
I decided it was time to quit being a
student. I wanted to write a book and
make a life. It took four years from the
time I dropped out of school to the
publication of my first book. When my
second book hit the world I was
convinced Ed had been right all along,
that it was possible to be a Puerto
Rican writer and even make some
money at it. I was doing a reading in a
big bookstore when I spotted Ed. He
was smiling ear to ear like he had
known all along. Beside him was a
young man who I would see again later.
“Look,” he said, introducing me to
Ernesto Quiñones, future author of
Bodega dreams, “I found the next
generation.” His face was beaming with
happy lights. And I yelled well, if there’s
anybody that can dredge up writers, it’s
Ed. Ernesto is damned good proof of
that. I am as glad that there is an
Ernesto as I am glad there was an Ed. 
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2002
The last time I saw Ed was last August.
He came with Ernesto to a reading of
mine for Buddha book. He seemed a little
frail to me. I spoke a few words and gave
him a big hug, but caught in the whirl I
was not able to speak enough with him.
When I found myself missing him, he had
gone, as much a visiting spirit made flesh
as any guardian angel. I e-mailed Ernesto
the next day, telling him we should get
together, the three of us. I wanted to give
him a copy of my book and talk about
reaching this point of having three books
done and all that stuff about stages; to tell
him about this press I was starting and
how much I dreamed of maybe publishing
him, maybe some small book he had
sitting around someplace. I could
imagine him finding writers while I
published them, a freaking pipeline that
would deluge the inner city with books
full of young, vigorous writing. I was
dreaming even bigger dreams when I got
Ernesto’s e-mail telling me that Ed had
died the very weekend after my reading.
It was, as Bob Dylan sang, “like a
corkscrew to my heart.” All at once, the
sense of being a writer and what that
meant seemed to have escaped me. I miss
having that talk with him.

I realize a couple of things now in
hindsight, that night I spent looking for
Ed on the Internet. I had been looking for
Ed all along. He was why I headed off to
college with my bundle of manuscripts. I
just had to find him, and cannot accept
anything that happened after without him.
The biggest misery is that I could not find

him again, and that this so-called Latino
world everybody croaks about wants to
turn an exclamation point into a comma. 

I hate to end my remembrance of Ed
on an angry note, but I was angry when I
met him and I am angry still. It is a
disgrace that this community I come
from spares little time to pay tribute to
its heroes, and writers who tell the story
of this community are heroes, whether
poets or rappers or dingy street talkers
who chant for dimes. This is the worst
reflection of us as a community—
Seinfeld’s “transgression” could not even
come near to touching this crime. It is
something we do to ourselves. The
Germans have a word, Kulturshade, a
deep blemish on our culture and
community. Clearly we are NOT yet
doing enough to insure that the legacies
of our artists continue to inspire and
push our troubled youngsters to seek out
expression and excel in the arts. (What
are we to expect when we have an island
government that does not even
recognize its political heroes?) The
example has been set. I’ve already seen
young people suffer for not knowing
their writers, their musicians, the Puerto
Ricans who dared dream dreams of
grandeur or greatness, whether on
mountain tops or tenement rooftops. Ed
Rivera was that dreamer. He was a
missionary, a general, a great teacher as
noble as any shaman. But more than
that---he was a Puerto Rican writer. He
was selflessly devoted to lighting a flame
in minds and hearts, and we can only
keep carrying that flame upwards. 
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* For quite a while I had a chip on my shoulder about Piri Thomas not coming to my
school, as is clear from many early interviews. When I finally got to talk to him about it
back in 1994 by phone, he pointed out that the reason he didn’t visit my school had
something to do with the fact that he was in jail at the time. The deep conversation I
hoped to have with him about an artist’s responsibility to community or what constitutes
that responsibility has just never materialized, unfortunately. But I suspect Piri is a good
guy worthy of his laurels.
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