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by Anne Dalton 

Description of Project: This project is investigating how do some Mexican-American 

residents in Tucson’s Southpark neighborhood address end-of-life issues?* 

 

Community: Initially, Mexican-American residents in the Southpark neighborhood. I later 

broadened this to include two M-A’s in one nursing home within Tucson and two hospice 

staff whose work focused on Mexican-Americans utilizing their facilities. 

Research question: How do the Mexican American residents interviewed deal with 

aging, death and end-of-life issues in relation to family relationships, accepting ser-

vices, and advanced-care planning? 

Focus: Deaths of friends and relatives, family relationships as one ages, illness, 

changing times in relation to customs, fear of death, preservation of dignity, ceremo-

nies, beliefs about the afterlife, the grieving process and planning for one’s own care 

and passing. 

 

Informants : Through October and November 2014: 
 

Three family members from two generations:  

- Yolanda Herrera 

- Martin Juan Rivera and  

- Friesa H. Lopez  

+ 

- Eva Carillo Dong, a care taker from another family in Southpark, 

- Two hospice staff (requested names and place not be shared) 

- Two Nursing Home residents at Pueblo Springs (Mr. Tadeo and Linda Alvarez) 

 

Description of Formats: 

 

My primary approach was to do face-to-face interviews with individuals about their experiences 

with death of family members and their own attitudes and preparation for  
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death. I took photographs to further illustrate what was being discussed when anonymity was not 

an issue. I did an on-line literary review to gather general information and to formulate 

questions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Summary of Experience:     

 

Initially, I felt since we live in such close proximity to Mexican-Americans in Tucson that I al-

ready “knew” them. This was an inaccurate assumption on my part. I was unaware of the spiritu-

ality surrounding the recognition and reverence for death later expressed by my informants. 

 

Given the short time frame in which to identify informants and interview them, I started with 

contacts I already had in the community. Since my background is journalism, these included past 

informants for magazine articles published and professional contacts who worked with Mexican-

Americans in health care settings. The journalism contacts yielded family members in the ex-

tended family.  

 

Next, I met a caretaker serving on the ENCASA team, (Elder aNd Caregiver Assistance and 

Support AT-home; the purpose of which is to promote community assistance for Mexican-

American elders and their family caregivers,”) and a friend who knew hospice staff. A colleague 

referred me to three ministers which led to the nursing home interviews.  

 

I found it somewhat disturbing that some of the traditions mentioned below were fading a little 

with each generation, but realized it may speak more to people’s adaptability to changing times 

(busier schedules, geographic scattering of families) and not indicate a reduced amount of re-

spect for the dead or the customs surrounding death. 

 

The belief that the dead stay or return from beyond to help survivors or at least visit occasionally 

to deliver a message and watch over them was intriguing as was the practice of combining folk-

healing and modern medicine in medical settings. 
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Although much information is available already on the Day of the Dead celebrations, 2014 was 

my first experience observing the All Souls Procession in Tucson. I was impressed with the mul-

ti-cultural participation including Chinese, Anglo and even political groups since, initially, it was 

considered an event appropriate for the “Hispanic” population and not entirely accepted even by 

the Hispanic Tucson population when it first began (according to hospice staff.) 

 

Literature review Summary:  Some generalities on how Latinos, Hispanics and Mexican-

Americans deal with illness and death. (See bibliography on the last page.) 

During the literature review, I noticed the terms Latino, Hispanic and Mexican-American were 

used interchangeably in various articles. For the purposes of this study, I will use the Wikipedia 

definition of Mexican Americans (MA’s): “Mexican Americans are Americans of full or partial 

Mexican descent.” Most of the informants I spoke to saw themselves under this definition. 

 

• Most Mexican-Americans are Roman Catholic. 

 

• The funeral, which generally occurs the day after the wake, is a time when families prepare to 

say goodbye to their loved one. Many Latin Americans hold open-casket wakes for two days. 

Personal items and gifts may be laid in the casket to help the deceased have a successful jour-

ney to the afterworld. It is followed by a high Catholic Mass and internment in a Catholic cem-

etery. The service is presided over by a priest or a clergyman if the person was not Catholic.  

Later a reception or wake is held in the family of a close relative to share memories of the de-

ceased and to ease others’ bereavement. 

 

• Though not all Latin Americans are Catholic, there is not a significant difference in funeral 

rituals. 

•  

 

 

 

 

 

• There is a continuity of thought across cultures that funerals not only provide comfort for the 

living, but ensure that traditional rites take place with attention, honor and respect for the de-

ceased. 

 

• It is a fairly common practice in Latin America to photograph the deceased in the casket. The 

photographs are used as a tribute to the rite of passage, preserving the death as an important 

event in the family’s heritage. A loved one’s death is something to be remembered and hon-

ored for generations to come. 
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• In many Hispanic cultures, burial begins a new phase in which the deceased can help those 

who are still living. Many Hispanics believe that their loved ones’ bodies have died but that 

their spirits live on. They pray to them, talk to them and turn to them for guidance and support. 

 

• November 2nd is All Souls’ Day. This is a very special day in the Hispanic culture, a day of 

respect to all of those who have passed. On this day candles will be lit at the grave sites of 

loved ones; wreaths, flowers, rosaries and gifts are also displayed on the tombstones. Relatives 

will sit at the grave from sunrise to sunset in prayer. Fruit, flowers and food are sold by ven-

dors that surround the cemeteries. 

 

• Death is identified with life and Latin American culture encourages imagining your death, pre-

paring for it and living intensely until death arrives.  

 

• In Latin American families, children are socialized early to accept death. Children are usually 

included in all the funeral rites because reverence for the dead is important from one generation 

to the next. Heroes and leaders of Latin American countries are honored on the anniversary of 

their death rather than their birthdays.  

 

• Another custom found throughout Latin America to place a cross with flowers and other re-

membrances at the site of a fatal accident that took a loved one. This custom is a public display 

of love and grief for the loss of the deceased. The memorial also serves as a warning or caution 

to drive carefully to prevent further loss of life. This practice has spread from the Southwest 

throughout the United States. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• A significant theme amongst Hispanic Catholics was prayer. Solicitation of prayer for the ease 

of the soul into the afterlife was most common, and prayer during the time the deceased had 

fallen ill or was in the hospital was said to increase over time. 
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• Often when the death of an infant occurs, the family will elect to baptize the deceased infant 

over fears that without baptism, the child may not be accepted into heaven. 

 

• Summary as it applies to health care services delivery: Since other organizations who are grant 

recipients are working together to inform health care professionals and providers relating to the 

end of life issues on how to better serve diverse cultures, I am including this section. 

 

• Since the culture was known for taking care of aging relatives in the home, I was informed by a 

minister that the trend to place family members in professional care facilities instead was 

growing. 

 

• Respect implies that relationships are based in common humanity, where one is required to es-

tablish respect – it is not assumed. Older patients may prefer to be called Señor (Mr.) or Señora 

(Mrs.). It is best to ask your patients how they prefer to be called. To develop an effective ther-

apeutic relationship, the doctor and other health care providers need to be brought into the ex-

tended family circle. This is accomplished by gaining trust and showing respect.  

 

• In cases where the ill person is placed on life support, the decision to “pull the plug” is almost 

never made because of the religious belief that God will take the person when they are ready. 

The decision is seldom made by just one person. Other family members are involved. 

 

• Mexican-Americans generally don’t believe in organ donation, and many Hispanic families 

have fought against the wishes of the dying under the premise that the afflicted may somehow 

miraculously recover from a coma or when taken off life support, recover and need those or-

gans. 

 

• Whenever the situation allows, the funeral process begins on the death-bed. A priest will give 

the dying person their Last Rites, which consist of confession (if possible), communion and a 

pastoral blessing. 

 

• A patient’s family may not feel comfortable with consultations from psychologists or psychia-

trists to assist with the grief process because there is an expectation that these services are used 

for mental illness only. 

 

• Many nurses express a frustration with family because of the strict adherence to religious be-

liefs that does not allow them to sign a Do Not Resuscitate (DNR) order.  
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• Because of this acceptance of the sick role, the patient and family may not seek health care un-

til the condition worsens significantly. This outlook may also allow your patient to tolerate a 

high level of pain because pain is perceived as something that you live with. 

 

• To accommodate a rapidly growing Hispanic population, many U.S. funeral homes now offer 

in-home funeral services like those typical in Mexico and other Latin American countries. 

 

Part II: Findings 

 

How the Mexican-American Catholicism and my own Catholic heritage compared in matters of 

death. 

 

I found it easy to relate to some of the rituals because they were so 

like what I grew up with, being raised within this religion. Last 

Rights from a priest just prior to death, a wake held for the survi-

vors in the deceased’s presence, a mass led by a priest and burial 

the same or next day in a cemetery are some of these.  

 

I remember in 1953 when I attended my step-grandfather’s wake 

when I was four. (He had drowned in a fishing accident.) He was 

laid out in a casket in the parlor at his home. There were little 

prayer cards sitting on his chest that family and friends had filled 

out saying how many prayers they would say for him and what 

kind (five Hail Mary’s, two rosaries, etc.) His hands were wrapped 

in a rosary. (Rosary photo courtesy of Vanessa Borboa) 

 

What I did not remember in my own upbringing was any sense of joyousness at the funerals I 

attended as a child. It felt more like the end of life. Period. Even though the belief taught was that 

people would go on to a “better life” with God, there was no discussion of visitations from the 

dead. Perhaps the somberness was due to the intricate requirements I was taught one must meet 

to get into heaven. (Internet picture on right.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

One of these was that there were several circumstances in which a person could spend an inde-

terminate amount of time in a place called “purgatory” for sins not yet confessed or forgiven by a 
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priest or simply sent straight to Hell if you died without confessing a mortal sin or committed 

suicide (which is considered a mortal sin.) 

 

If babies were baptized prior to dying, they would go to heaven. If not, they lived out their celes-

tial lives in “limbo.” This was not an unpleasant place; it was just not with God. 

 

If a survivor had a loved one they suspected did not go straight to heaven, we were encouraged 

to offer up our prayers to reduce their time in purgatory or to endure and offer up any suffering 

we went through to benefit anyone who was lingering there. 

 

Findings from Informant Interviews: 

 

“The opposition between life and death was not so absolute to the ancient Mexicans as it is to us. 

Life extended into death, and vice versa. Death was not the natural end of life but one phase of 

an infinite cycle. Life, death and resurrection were stages of a cosmic process which repeated 

itself continuously. Life had no higher function than to flow into death, its opposite and comple-

ment; a death, in turn, was not an end in itself-man fed the insatiable hunger of life with his 

death.”  - Octavio Paz (“The Labyrinth of Solitude”) 

 

Yolanda Herrera: 
 

“As a caregiver and former Youth Diversion 

Counselor working at Tucson Medical Center, I 

experienced and observed many sides of this 

issue. I often pointed out to the students how 

with Hispanics, the waiting room in the ICU 

would be packed with family, not so with other 

cultures. On the other hand, when one of my 

Jewish clients passed in Hospice, her out of 

town family were by her side.” 

 

Ms. Herrera’s story touches on many points mentioned in the general literature on Mexi-

can-American traditions and adds some modern-day adaptations as well. Some of these are 

the importance of providing company to people who are passing, preparation of the body 

for a funeral, the length of funeral rituals such as wearing black for days or years, having 

altars in the home in commemoration of the dead and the Roman Catholic Church’s teach-

ing that suicide is a mortal sin. Changes are mentioned in how one is remembered as well, 
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contrasting the nature of hospice services earlier and now. Use of local ways to remember 

the dead are mentioned. 

 

Yolanda Herrera’s Story - “Sometimes the mourning never ends.” 

 

“When my anglo ex-boyfriend passed, he passed alone. Had I known this, I would have sat with 

him until he took his last breath. I am just grateful I was able to say goodbye and thank him be-

fore he died, I think he knows I was there. His girlfriend and daughter were at home sleeping…" 

 

Ms. Herrera was born in Tucson, Arizona as the fourth child among seven siblings. In childhood, 

she remembers relatives preparing a deceased relative for burial. She said although it is not cur-

rently done here, it is still done in Mexico. She relates that often survivors will put small memen-

tos that meant something to the deceased in the coffin with them. She recalls her grandfather dy-

ing when she was four and her mother placing her on his chest to say goodbye. Oftentimes, a ro-

sary was said the night before the funeral. 

 

She said men are often stoic when it comes to general culture, but are not looked down upon if 

they show emotion at funerals. M-A’s don’t usually talk about their funerals in advance.  How-

ever, Yolanda’s grandmother died in hospice.  At the time, the hospice experience was much dif-

ferent than it is today and “less comforting.” 

 

Ms. Herrera states the men in her family are not known for their longevity. She recently lost a 

brother, Manny, who passed away suddenly two days after his 65th birthday in July 2014. 

  

My mother is deep in grief about it and still maintains the altar in her home. My mother's 

grief is tenfold because our brother passed alone and was only found after a welfare 

check was requested. Ah, such sadness in death...and life.”  

          - Ms. Herrera 

 

 

 

(Herrera continued) 

 

A few weeks after our first interview, I received an e-mail from Yolanda saying:  

“Tucson Clean & Beautiful purchased and dedicated a tree in memory of my brother, Manny. I 

will be driving my parents and hope some of their/our friends will be able to join us. His son 

Chip, who passed away 32 years ago, has a plaque in his name in the nearby Children's Park, we 

hope to visit that tomorrow as well as my parents have not seen this.” And later, “It was a very 

moving and emotional time for my parents/family but a beautiful event.” 
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Ms. Herrera had a son by her first husband. She was single 20 years after this first marriage and 

then married Larry, her second husband. They were married only 3 months when he committed 

suicide. She did not understand why he would since they were so happy together until his family 

told her he had suffered with depression his entire life. “Sometimes people commit suicide when 

they are happy because they never want to be sad again,” she said.  

 

To her shock and dismay, a priest from her parish called her when he died to say,  

“He went straight to Hell.” 

 

Her husband, Larry, was an Anglo and a coyote killer (CK.) Since Native Americans do not kill 

coyotes because they believe they are spirits of the deceased, if a coyote is killing their livestock, 

they hire someone like her husband to kill them. At her husband’s funeral, there were several 

other CK’s there. At one point in the ceremony, they chorused of the coyote call. (Internet picture 

on left.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Her husband’s death happened 15 years ago. Afterwards, she found it hard to part with his be-

longings. It was five years before she was able to clean out his closet. Although members of the 

extended family came together in large groups at the time of a death and  

 

(Herrera continued) 

 

funeral, the contact and phone calls stopped quickly afterwards. She feels this was disappointing 

since it was only the beginning of her mourning period. 
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She recalls her husband’s spirit did visit her afterwards to let her know he was all right. She still 

feels his presence at times.  She senses he is there when she sees a hawk on the phone pole look-

ing down. “He is just letting me know he is still there watching over me,” she says. 

 

Some customs are fading with the passing of older generations. Her step-grandmother stayed 

dressed in black when she was widowed for the rest of her life. This is not the custom any long-

er. (Internet picture on right.) 

 

When asked if she enjoyed participating in the Day of the Dead procession, she said she never 

had. “I don’t see how dressing up like a skeleton shows respect for the dead,” she said. 

 

 

Señora Fresia Lopez 

 

“I have seen so much death, I am 

no longer afraid of it. As many 

deaths that have occurred, have 

changed my outlook on living and 

dying and I try to impart my feeling 

for people by showing love to 

them while they are alive - not just 

when they die.”  -Fresia Lopez 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Yolanda Herrera’s Aunt Fresia’s story harkens further back due to her age. It mentions 

more than the others the aspect of children’s inclusion in funeral rituals. It touches on the 

continuity of death to life which seemed to echo Octavio Paz’s comments of an eternal cy-

cle. 

 

Señora Lopez’s Story:  Ms. Lopez lives alone and her home environment underlineds every as-

pect of her account. Art covers the walls and bookshelves along with religious symbols of her 

faith. Born in Tucson, she will turn 90 in February 2015 and has witnessed much loss in her life 

including two daughters within two years of each other, her husband at age 53 and one grandson. 

She  currently has 10 grandchildren, 17 great-grands and 1 great-great grandchild.  Her parents 
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had nine daughters and one son. They are all living, and she is the third oldest. Her older sisters 

are living at the ages of 91 and 92. Her brother,  who is 70, is the youngest of her siblings. 

 

The first funeral she remembers was her maternal grand-parents’ father’s funeral when she was 

about six years old. She remembers funerals being fun for the children at that time. “We were 

removed from the grieving and sadness and allowed to play with our cousins.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Funerals were held in the homes of the deceased at that time. She recalls her father was a jeweler 

and engraver and would often go to a funeral home at night after his day job and sometimes 

worked throughout the night - she thinks to engrave plaques for coffins. (Internet picture.) 

 

She later lost her step-grandmother. She and one other sister accompanied her mother to stay 

with the deceased all night long saying the rosary. The tradition of sitting up with the dead meant 

one stayed awake all night. Fresia recalls, “I felt special because I didn't have to go to school the 

next day.” 

 

Belief in miracles such as people who were terminally ill recovering to live on was strong. At 

age 10, she recalls a funeral of a young aunt who was pregnant at the time. Her aunt began to 

bleed from her nose during the wake and this evoked strong emotional reactions from those pre-

sent who thought she was coming back to life. 

 

 

 

(Lopez continued) 

She recalls her grandfather was very sad when his wife died and how strange it seemed when 

they visited not to have the grandmother around.  He later died when she was around 12 years 

old. 

 

She does not remember anyone placing small items in the coffin of the deceased during these 

funerals although she does remember photographs being taken. This was done to help commem-

orate the death and the life of the person. 
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Her husband died in 1980 during a routine gall bladder surgery. She said this event shook up her 

life since she had not worked for some years, staying home to raise her five children. She had to 

start working again and it was stressful at first, since things had changed so much. She went to 

work as a librarian in Pima County and had to learn to use computers. She was later able to retire 

from this career. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Her grandson, Shawn, died in 1997. Her first daughter, Lisa, died after being sick for two years 

in 2004. Her other daughter, Patty, died in 2006 quite unexpectedly. Patty developed kidney can-

cer, which had already metastasized when it was discovered. She spent the last six months of her 

life in bed and had hospice care. Fresia remembers her as a very gifted child, being a dancer as 

well as an artist. Several examples of her art work adorn Ms. Lopez’ house. 

 

 “My first daughter’s death softened the blow of the second  daughter dying since I had 

been through it before.” 

 

She has one daughter and two sons still living. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Mexican-Americans in Tucson 
 January 2015 

 

Although the loss of her daughters was tragic, she sees it as a blessing too because it brought the 

remaining family much closer together. They were able to talk about their feelings and memories 

and this was very comforting. 

 

After her daughters died, she and other family members constructed a labyrinth in her back yard. 

They walk this labyrinth to remember the departed and also visit the graves at the cemetery at 

Christmas to place a wreath on the grave.  The labyrinth is divided into sections, each holding 

symbols of that person’s life on earth. Señora Lopez says,  

 

 “ The labyrinth is a great therapy for me - it brings me great peace that it is in my 

 home. To me, it’s a sign that it’s always there - whether you think about it or not.  

 A perpetual sign that those people were alive and well.” 

 

In looking at the labyrinth, you can see a symbol of a hunter for her husband, a snake for good 

luck, a cow skull her dancer daughter painted and others. 

 

Ms.Lopez’s religion is that of Roman Catholic. In spite of her losses, she said she was never 

angry with God and accepted them as His will. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Just as life is, death is,” she says. 

 

Her contact with hospice encouraged her to talk with her daughters about what their wishes were 

for their funerals. Later, her remaining children met  

 

(Lopez continued) 

 

together and asked her about her wishes. She was at first shocked that they brought it up, but also 

felt it was good for all concerned and “softened the blow a little” of anticipating her eventual 

death.  
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Ms. Lopez does not recall any visitations from those who have passed on, but she does see 

“signs,” which are “strange, welcomed and surprising at odd times.” Her son was playing songs 

Lisa used to enjoy on the keyboard in her living room. During this time, a favorite keepsake of 

Lisa’s which was on a shelf in the living room shattered to pieces. Friesa saw this as a sign that 

“Lisa was listening to the music being played for her.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

During one of times when Patty’s music was being played, a musical box with an angel on top 

given to her at the time of Patty’s, death, started to play on its own. It has never happened since 

and she said, “Patty was recognizing our remembering her.” (Internet picture) 

 

Ms. Lopez is very proud of her grandchildren left behind by her youngest daughter, Lisa. She 

feels they were able to make something of their lives in spite of being without parents. (Their 

mother was divorced.) Knowing this helps lessen her grief. They are now 26 and 29 years old. 

One graduated from college in Chicago and had received a soccer scholarship to attend.The other 

is trained and certified as an R.N.  

 

Ms. Lopez stays in close contact with her extended family. Her stories reflected their caring and 

respect for her as one of the older people in the family. 

 

Ms. Lopez herself is artistically inclined. She paints crockery and her back yard has many exam-

ples of her efforts like the Lady of Guadalupe on the garden wall. 
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Although she loved attending the All Souls Procession in downtown Tucson, she is no longer 

strong enough to go. But there is another celebration that can come to her.  

 

Each year as part of Dios de los Muertos, her family gathers fresh greens and flowers to make 

wreaths, inviting others who have lost their loved ones in the past year to join in. About 15 

wreaths are made while they listen together to the music enjoyed by the deceased during their 

lives. They then go to the cemetery to place the wreaths on graves and reminisce about those 

who have passed on.  

 

“It is a happy time.” 

  - Fresia Lopez 

 

Señor Martin Juan Rivera, Sr., Ph.D. 

“If I am like God, as my religion taught me, how could I condemn one of my children to a 

place like Hell? “ 

In this interview, Señor Rivera talks about his philosophy of peace in life and 

death and the connection between the living and the deceased as well as 

preparation for dying.  
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Martin Juan Rivera, Sr.’s Story:  

Mr. Rivera is in his late 60’s and has two sons and a daughter and lives with his second wife, Su-

san. He was a professional story teller and his stories focused on the rich history of the Mexican 

Southwest which included Native Americans and Latinos. He was a managing librarian for the 

Pima Public Library prior to retirement.  He considers himself Mexican-Indian. He states that a 

Mexican is a descendant of the conquering Spanish Conquistadores over the natives which in-

habited what is now Mexico, Central America, and parts of South America. He was raised in the 

Roman Catholic faith. His ancestors are Native Mexicans. 

 

Martin was raised in the Roman Catholic faith. As a child he remembered his aunt’s and uncle’s 

funeral and the concept of heaven and hell. He now questions that concept. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

“If I am like God, as my religion taught me, how could I condemn one of my children to a 

place like hell?  I am not sure where a person like Charles Manson, Bonny and Clyde, 

and other such criminals end up, but it is hard to believe that the Great Spirit would 

condemn anyone to Hell.” (Internet picture above) 

 

He thinks of death as a peaceful state, but says he is not in a hurry to go there. He shared that he 

is currently looking for a peaceful life here on earth and hopes death will be even more peaceful. 

His current peaceful pursuits include taking care of his health, his home, his wife and his mother 

who is 92. Outside of this, he is no longer interested in having a job or “sacrificing himself for 

others.” 

 

I asked him how he finds peace. 

 

“I have concluded living for others; I do not think about or want to work.  There is calmness to 

my day. I have chosen not to work outside my home.  I choose when to listen to the problems of 

others.  I have given of myself during my career as a librarian and a managing librarian to the 
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community.  It is now my time to give of myself to those who I consider worthy of my help.  I 

have less stress because I have earned the right to set up my own priorities which leads to peace-

fulness.” 

 

I asked if he, like some of his culture, believes that planning for death invites death.   

 

He doesn’t believe so. “It comes when it comes. It doesn’t make it come any faster.”  He says 

that when he dies, he wants happiness around him. He would not want people to bring their 

“fears or tears” since there would be  no point in wishing for something that couldn’t be (that he 

would continue living.) He would want everyone just to enjoy their time together during his fu-

neral. 

 

He has no will, no funeral plans. He acknowledges that knowing death is imminent does give one 

a chance to plan. “If a person wants a new house, he may not get it right when he wants it, but he 

does have time to think what he will do when he has it.” His wife, Susan, an Anglo, would prefer 

to plan ahead. 

 

“October 31-November 2 is the time he celebrates Los Dias de los Muertos, known to Catholicas 

as All Souls. 31 October, is the first day. Food that our ancestors favored is prepared.  A table is 

set in preparation for the return of those who have passed.  Since they are dead, they don’t need 

to consume the food, but they enjoy the food’s ‘essence.’ The food provides a communication 

venue for the living and their passed ancestor which is soothing. On Nov. 2, the table is moved to 

the grave site.” He has never done this next step.  

(Internet picture on right.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

He believes that spirits of the dead do remain after death but after a time, move  

beyond. They can still be accessed, but are at a greater distance. He himself can call on his great 

grandmother if he needs to and would get from her a soothing feeling of comfort and tenderness. 

But he would call to his father if he needed advice. This would be in the form of asking a ques-

tion and listening for an answer. The answer would be felt or “heard” by him in the silence. 
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He does not think of death as joyous or a release from earthly cares. As mentioned, he works to-

day to have peace in his life.  

 

He reflects, “Quality of life may diminish, but every breath we take is just as valuable as the one 

we took when we were babies. Our quality of life today is not the same as it will be tomorrow.  

But life is important no matter what.” 

 

He muses that “A person lives through three generations if they are lucky. After that, we are in-

visible.” 

 

He uses as an example his daughter, who may feel like communing with her grandmother who 

she knew when she was alive, but not with her great grandmother whom she didn’t. 

 

I asked if he notice the larger family coming if someone is seriously ill. He didn’t think this hap-

pened consistently and did not in his family. He gave as an example his cousin’s recent death 

(Yolanda’s Herrera’s brother.) There were 35 first cousins, 32 surviving 16-18 of which live in 

Tucson. Only 10 came to the celebration of his life (mostly siblings.) 

 

He comments: 

 

“My cousin, Becki Quintero and I gathered contact information for the 10 Huerta siblings and 

their surviving children, the 1st cousins.  We had paid for nice booklets to be printed and gave 

them out at Manny's Celebration. I am not sure the effort was "cost effective" for us.  As a eth-

nographer, my idea was to know the story of the Huerta siblings and my 1st cousins.  I do not 

think it is as valuable to others as it is to me.” 
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Ms. Eva Carillo Dong - “A woman would have known; some of it’s cultural, but                 

               most of it’s gender.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Eva’s story is unique because of her cross-cultural experience due to marriage 

into a Chinese family and observed for 18 years many burials in that culture as 

well. Her viewpoints on women’s roles in both cultures around the issues of ill-

ness and death contrast the basic nature of men vs. women as much as cultural 

differences. Her thoughts on her own aging process were also surprising and a 

little sad to me. 

 

Eva’s grandmother was born in Tucson in 1908 - before Arizona became a state in 1912. Her fa-

ther’s people were from Spain,Texas and New Mexico. Eva is a Tucson native. Her husband was 

Chinese. They stayed married for 18 years and had four children: a son and three daughters. 

 

Since her husband was of a different culture, both families were initially unhappy about their 

plans to get married. However, at the end of 18 years, she was well accepted by her Chinese in-

laws and due to the deaths of her mother-in-law and father-in-law, became the matriarch others 

went to for advice in times of birth, death and illness. She was later divorced, but contrary to the 

Chinese custom, Eva continued to be invited to major events such as weddings and funerals in 

her ex-husband’s family. “I wanted my children to stay in touch with their cousins too,” she said. 

 

Eva cared for her elderly grandmother in her own home for five years prior to her passing.  
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It was Eva who had to tell her in-laws that their mother was in the final stages of dying even 

though she only had their verbal reports by phone of what was happening with her. “A woman 

would have known,” she said. “Some of it’s cultural, but most of it’s gender.” 

 

Eva observes that similar to other cultures, the care taking of the family in general and the elder-

ly members in particular falls to the women who seem naturally more equipped for the role. 

 

Her brother-in-law, David, died recently from liver cancer. “It was a terrible year,” she said. Pri-

or to that, a sister, brother, grandmother, father-in-law and mother-in-law, all of whom had sig-

nificant roles in supporting him in raising his five children, passed away unexpectedly. All these 

losses put much more stress on him as a father. 

 

“To see him wasting away was terrible. But he didn’t want to go. He had a five year old child 

and one about to finish high school. He stayed around for the high school graduation and died 

shortly after that.”  

 

When her sister-in-law lost him, she was very distraught. Due to not knowing the language or 

customs in spite of being in the country for 18 years, it was Eva who contacted the children’s 

teachers and school officials to tell them what was going on with the family. 

 

The tradition both cultures have in common around burial is serving food. Both cultures also take 

care of their elderly and help each other in times of need. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Burial customs in the Chinese in-laws’ family were very different from the Hispanic ones Eva 

grew up with.  

 

“It’s all about the ancestors,” Ms. Dong said. Food is put out for when the ancestors come to cel-

ebrate the death which they look upon as being all together again and new (no physical illness,) 

and to take the deceased with them. Incense is burned. Certain things are done on certain days. 

Visiting relatives are not allowed to stay in the home of the deceased for 30 days because it is 

considered bad luck. Pains are taken to stay  
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(Dong continued) 

 

away from the ancestors when they visit. After the funeral, each person is handed a piece of can-

dy and sometimes a coin to turn the sour taste of death into a sweet taste and to assure prosperity. 

 

She said that Mexican funerals are different. “They are more spiritual.”  There are days of view-

ing and many rosaries said.  They believe the deceased sometimes must go through phases before 

going to his or her glory. They believe death is not the end. Sometimes, their spirit will linger if a 

survivor needs help  to recover from the loss or to do penance for wrongs committed in this life. 

Some make appearances to survivors who feel the presence of their dead relative. 

 

Although Eva has helped many family members through crises, when she lost her own brother 

unexpectedly this past year, who died after 12 hours of intense suffering, it hit her hard. 

 

 “I know all those things people are saying to me are meant to comfort me and are 

 true, but they don’t help,” she said.  

 

It made her question the helpfulness of all the things she had been saying to people who lost 

someone all those years. She grew in her compassion through this experience. 

 

She has not seen any appearances from her brother, but believes he lingers to help his wife who 

is still grieving deeply. Her brother and sister-in-law were childless and “He was her whole life,” 

she said. 

 

When Eva lost her brother, she eventually went back to work, which helped to a degree. Recent-

ly she has resumed her daily routine of prayers which helps also. 

 

Eva is the person in the family who the dead often “visit” to ask her to pass on certain messages 

to the family. She recalls one time she was home alone and she heard a persistent knocking on 

the door of her deceased grandmother’s room. (The room had been left just as it was before the 

grandmother died. There were many statues of saints throughout the room and a rosary that hung 

outside on the doorknob.) Eva looked in the direction of the knocking and noticed the rosary 

swinging back and forth. She called her daughter and son-in-law to come over. The knocking 

and the swinging continued. Together they opened the door and looked inside. There was no one 

there. But Eva had gotten the message and told them to go home.  

 

“I know what it is now,” she said. “It’s Kevin. He wants me to tell his father and mother he is 

o.k.”  
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“He was hanging out until after the funeral which was to take place one mile away and found 

sanctuary in my grandmother’s room,” she said. 

 

She had a more recent dream the night before we were to meet to go over this summary. In it, 

Kevin and his wife were both alive. The wife lost her balance and fell to the floor. Kevin helped 

her up again. 

 

In thinking about her own old age, Eva, who is now 58, dreads going into the infirmities she has 

seen in other relatives. On the other hand, she does not want to die young because she wants to 

be here for her children and grandchildren. But she doesn’t want anyone having to take care of 

her, although she never regretted doing so for others.  

 

I asked why it would be difficult to accept help? “I see how much it takes out of a person physi-

cally and emotionally. It is hard to see their quality of life disappearing,” she said. 

 

In looking at Eva’s adult life, it seemed to me that her experience as a family caretaker demand-

ed much more of her than perhaps in other families due to the unusual number of deaths which 

accumulated through the years. It is obvious why Eva was the person people tended to call upon 

for comfort and advice. She is easy to talk to, sincere and shows a very wise and caring attitude 

toward others. 

 

 

Peublo Springs Residents 

 

The informants at this nursing home echoed some of what other informants said and 

showed the traditions are still strong in some families. Communication with the dead was 

present in Mr. Tadeo’s rather shocking story, and he was bitter about death in general. 

The environment of the nursing home itself was very different from meeting someone at the 

Quincy-Douglas Library as I did with Señoras Herrera and Dong, or in their home as I did 

with Señor Rivera and Señora Lopez. In spite of the caring staff, the smells and the institu-

tional feel of the setting was like 50 pounds of  physical gravity wanting to pull me down.  

 

My interviews were brief and the two I spoke with did not expound on their views and experi-

ences as much as prior informants. Both were at the home temporarily and hoped to go home 

when they recovered from their illnesses. One can imagine the difference between an institution-

al setting where a person is one of many receiving care from strangers vs. being home with a 

family caretaker there to address your physical and emotional needs and often knowing what 
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they are without being told. (I mention this in reference to the changing trend of using facilities 

to care for the sick alluded to earlier.) 

 

Señora Linda Alverez: 

 

Señora Alverez is from New Mexico and is 63.  She is from a family of 16 children all of whom 

had the same mother. Nine of her siblings are still alive. So far, she has lost 3 brothers and one 

sisters within the past 10-15 years. Her father died when she was 5 yo. She remembers he had a 

very peaceful look on his face when he passed. She remembers attending wakes that were held in 

the homes of the deceased followed by a Mass. Her Mexican heritage dictates that the rosary is 

said for nine days after the relative has died.  Other than waiting for time to heal wounds, she 

knows of no other ceremonies or traditions around death. 

 

Señor Tadeo: 

 

He was born in Tucson and is Mexican-American. He is one of  seven children in his family, 

with two sisters.) His father is still living although his mother is dead. He has lost  three siblings, 

all brothers, two from illness and one through a violent death. 

 

When asked what he thinks of death he says it seems “unfair.”  He lost two daughters due to 

drugs and within five months of each other. He was unable to attend all funerals because he was 

in prison. 

 

He too has visitations from the dead. In one case, his brother was murdered and appeared to Mr. 

Tadeo to tell him who his murderer was. There was nothing he did with this information because 

it would have been hard to prove, but also would have created additional problems for the fami-

ly. People in his family also say the rosary at the time of death although it is voluntary and there 

is no pressure to do so. 

 

He and his wife lost two children through a miscarriage and a still birth around 1970. His wife 

was very depressed after both of these deaths. In retrospect, he feels she was 

suffering from postpartum depression, although most people didn’t know about it at the time. He 

comforted her the best he could. 

 

His home is in Nogales, Arizona. 

 

Hospice Staff 
 

I received a broader viewpoint on traditions since the two staff people I spoke with had 
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dealt with many families of this culture for over 10 years. 

 

A hospice minister and hospice social worker (who requested names and place be anonymous 

due the sensitivity about privacy for their patients) find that Hispanics and Mexican patients in 

their facility seem more at peace with death than the general population there. 

 

Another marked characteristic is the significant family support in times of crisis like illness and 

death through the physical presence. Even though relatives may not have had conversations with 

each other over long periods of time, they come together in a crisis. Sometimes this can be a 

crowd of 30-70 relatives showing up at the hospital - “a collective organism,”  is how the minis-

ter described it. Some families will insist on the body of the deceased remaining in the house if 

they died at home for out of town relatives to visit prior to the funeral. 

 

Traditionally, it is the youngest daughter whose duty it is to take care of parents in their later and 

frailer years. If there is no youngest daughter,  a female family member will be identified to fill 

this role. This may mean quitting a job to be closer geographically to become the caregiver. 

When the rest of the family arrives to be present for the final days and funeral, this multiplies the 

caregiver’s job tremendously because she is then expected to feed family members also. 

 

These hospice staff make the effort to educate the family that the caregiver needs their assistance 

more than their demands on her stretched time and energies and find that this is generally re-

ceived and heeded. The large turn-out is meant as a show of respect for the person who is depart-

ing.  At times, the large crowd of relatives may even violate fire codes of a hospital, but staff 

have learned it is better to risk this than to ask the family to leave since then their working rela-

tions with the family can be irrevocably damaged. (They find that families are highly sensitive to 

any sort of negativity regarding the expression of their traditions.) 

 

The staff also observes more often what they term “magical thinking” beyond what is habitual 

within the general population. Although most people have some superstitions and cross their fin-

gers while making a wish or “knock on wood” to ward off bad luck, Mexican-Americans take 

this a step further around the issues of death and they say it is quite ingrained in the culture. This 

is reflected in the hesitance to talk about death, feeling that it would cause the death to come 

sooner. This makes it less likely relatives will make plans for funeral arrangements ahead of time 

and for intergenerational discussions to occur so that survivors know what their parents’ or rela-

tives’ wishes when they die.  

 

Families tend to return to the same funeral home and cemetery used initially for other relatives’ 

ceremonies because “the sentiment is there.” Much effort is made to be sure the dead are buried 

in an elaborate fashion regardless of the monetary resources  
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(Hospice continued) 

 

needed and available. In Tucson, to have the funeral at Carrillos is the ultimate show of respect.  

 

The belief that the spirits of the dead do return to communicate with the living is strong regard-

less of educational levels.  They feel this comes from a person’s “internal” life vs. their intellec-

tual life. Those who do have visions or “visitations” report that they are usually comforting and 

help them face death more easily. Hispanics and Mexicans also believe that the spirit of the dead 

often visit through animals. 

 

When someone actually dies, there is much more emotional expression than from Anglo survi-

vors and it is not uncommon to have wailing, usually from women but is also accepted from 

men. When this occurs, it is not seen as something that needs to be “treated” or “resolved and 

stopped.” It is a sign of respect for the person who has passed on and the enormity of the survi-

vor’s loss. In general, Hispanics do not feel there is as wide a gulf between the living and the 

dead as other populations. Other times, professional training and acculturation override tradition-

al beliefs. 

 

Day of the Dead: 

 

The staff had some comments on the annual All Souls Procession in Tucson. They said although 

there was little acceptance of this fiesta in the past among Mexican Americans locally, it is grow-

ing currently and Tucson is known as having the largest Day of the Dead celebration nationally. 

Although the skeleton-like costumes seem comical, they are not meant to mock death but rather 

to make death a friend and less scary. It is a contemplation of the other world and helps people 

face death without fear. 

 

They are seeing a population of Mexican-American older women who were born in the U.S. but 

maintained the language of Mexico and never learned to speak English during WWII. Now that 

their husbands are dying, the life of widowhood poses a particular challenge for these women. 

 

Folk healers: 

 

Curanderos or “folk healers” still command great respect within this culture. They know how to 

use herbs, prayers and ceremonies with candles to resolve some health problems. This is some-

times used in conjunction with more traditional American medicine. This is true irregardless of 

educational level. This can work if the herbal treatments are shared with the physician(s) in order 
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to insure there is no conflict with other medications being used. Creosote tea is one example. 

Since there is a belief in this tradition, it brings some mental comfort and possibly prophylactic 

advantages. Providing these things for ill family members also helps family and friends feel they 

have done something to promote the person’s comfort or recovery. Food traditions in recipes 

within a family is very important even if the food one craves when ill may worsen symptoms. 

The patients feel it has nurturing effects. 

 

(Hospice continued) 

 

Reverse acculturation does have an impact. When there is interaction between American-born 

Hispanics and long-term South-West families in this country, they often see adoption of Mexican 

traditions. 

 

They see many cultural traditions between the American Indians and Hispanic populations. Alt-

hough their cultures and beliefs are quite different, they have spent much time in the same geo-

graphic locations and have similar philosophies on respect for nature and the land and health 

remedies. They share languages as well. 
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