Reies Lopez Tijerina, A Letter from the Santa Fe Jail,
1969

The following is by Reies Lopez Tijerina, a Chicano Leader, as a statement to His Followers,
excerpted from “A Letter from the Santa Fe Jail.” He modeled the letter on Martin Luther King,
Jr.’s “Letter from the Birmingham Jail,” and lays out the charges and complaints of a Mexican-
American political activist against his country.

From my cell block in this jail I am writing these reflections. | write them to my people, the
Indo-Hispanos, to my friends among the Anglos, to the agents of the Federal government, the
state of New Mexico, the Southwest, and the entire Indo-Hispano world--"Latin America.”

I write to you as one of the dearest victims of the madness and racism in the hearts of our
present-day politicians and rulers.

At this time, August 17, | have been in jail for 65 days--since June 11, 1969, when my appeal
bond from another case was revoked by a federal judge. | am here today because I resisted an
assassination attempt led by an agent of the federal government--an agent of all those who do not
want anybody to speak out for poor, all those who do not want Reies Lopez Tijerina to stand in
their way as they continue to rob the poor people, all those many rich people from outside the
state with their summer homes and ranches here whose pursuit of happiness depends on thievery,
all those who have robbed the people of their land and culture for 120 years. . . .

What is my real crime? As | and the poor people see it, especially the Indo-Hispanos, my only
crime is Upholding Our Rights as Protected by the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo which ended
the so-called Mexican-American War of 1846-48. My only crime is demanding the respect and
protection of our property, which has been confiscated illegally by the federal government. Ever
since the treaty was signed in 1848, our people have been asking every elected president of the
United States for a redress of grievances. Like the Black people, we too have been criminally
ignored. Our right to the Spanish land grant pueblos is the real reason why | am in prison at this
moment.

Our cause and our claim and our methods are legitimate. Yet even after a jury in a court of law
acquitted me last December, they still call me a violent man. But the right to make a citizen's
arrest, as | attempted to make that day on Evans, is not a violent right. On the contrary, it is law
and order--unless the arrested son resists or flees to avoid prosecution. No honest citizen should
avoid a citizen's arrest.

This truth is denied by the conspirators against the poor and by the press which they control.
There are also the Silent Contributors. The Jewish people accused the Pope of Rome for keeping
silent while Hitler and machine persecuted the Jews in Germany and other countries. | support
the Jews in their right to accuse those who contributed to Hitler's acts by their Silence. By the
same token, | denounce those in New Mexico who have never opened their mouths at any time to
defend or support the thousands who have been killed, robbed raped of their culture. I don't
know of any church or Establishment organization or group of elite intellectuals that has stood

up for the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo. We condemn the silence of these groups and
individuals and I am sure that, like the Jewish people, the poor of New Mexico are keeping a



record of the Silence which contributes to the criminal conspiracy against the Indo-Hispano in
New Mexico.

As | sit in my jail cell in Santa Fe, capitol of New Mexico, | pray that all the poor people will
unite to bring justice to New Mexico. My cell block has no day light, no ventilation of any kind,
no light of any kind. After 9 P.M., we are left in a dungeon of total darkness. Visiting rules allow
only 15 minutes per week on Thursdays from 1 to 4 p.m. so that parents who work cannot visit
their sons in jail. Yesterday a 22-year-old boy cut his throat. Today, Aug. 17, two young boys cut
their wrists with razor blades and were taken unconscious to the hospital. My cell is dirty and
there is nothing to clean it with. The whole cell block is hot and suffocating. All my prison mates
complain and show a daily state of anger. But these uncomfortable conditions do not bother me,
for | have a divine dream to give me strength: the happiness of my people.

| pray to God that all the Indo-Hispano people will awake to the need for unity, and to our
heavenly and constitutional responsibility for fighting peacefully to win our rights. Already the
rest of the Indo-Hispano world--Latin America--knows of our struggle. It is too late to keep the
story of our land struggle from reaching the ears of the Indo-Hispano world. All the universities
of Latin America knew about our problems when Rockefeller went there last summer. Will Latin
America ignore our cry from here in New Mexico and the Southwest? Times have changed and
the spirit of the blood is no longer limited by national or continental boundaries.

The Indo-Hispano world will never trust the United States as long as this government occupies
our land illegally. The honest policy of the United States will have to begin at home, before
Rockefeller can go to Latin America again to sell good relations and friendship. Our property,
freedom and culture must be respected in New Mexico, in the whole Southwest, before the
Anglo can expect to be trusted in South America, Mexico and Canada.

This government must show its good faith to the Indo-Hispano in respect to the Treaty of
Guadalupe-Hidalgo and the land question by forming a presidential committee to investigate and
hold open hearings on the land question in the northern part of New Mexico. We challenge our
own government to bring forth and put all the facts on the conference table. We have the
evidence to prove our claims to property as well as to the cultural rights of which we have been
deprived. We are Right--and therefore ready and willing to discuss our problems and rights
under the Treaty with the Anglo federal government in New Mexico or Washington, D.C.,
directly or through agents.

This government must also reform the whole educational structure in the Southwest before it is
too late. It should begin in the northern part of New Mexico, where 80% of the population are
Indo-Hispanos, as a pilot center. If it works here, then a plan can be developed based on that
experience in the rest of the state and wherever the Indo-Hispano population requires it.

Because | know We Are Right, | have no regrets as I sit in my jail cell. | feel very, very proud
and happy, to be in jail for the reason that | am. June 8 in Coyote could have been my last day on
earth. My life was spared by God, and to be honored by that miracle at Coyote will keep me
happy for many years to come. | am sure that not one of my prison days is lost. Not one day has
been in vain. While others are free, building their personal empires, I am in jail for defending and
fighting for the rights of my people. Only my Indo-Hispano people have influenced me to be
what I am. I am what | am, for my brothers.
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