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Down on Batlle’s Farm

Patrick Madden

THERE'S AN EXERCISE IN CONTRASTS a few blocks east of Belloni up among
the Pacheco streets north of Danubio in the barrio of Piedras Blancas.
Former President of the Republic Jose Batlle had a farm there with an im-
mense gray stucco plantation home. His fields once flowed with vegeta-
bles and cattle, but like anything I guess, his time came and went, and
through the intervention of the military dictatorship in the 1970s, the
property ended up in the hands of the Uruguayan government. People
said that during the 1980s it had been a museum and a nice place for a
Sunday afternoon picnic, but by the time Elder Hubble and ! got there,
the museum was gone and the building had fallen into disrepair. Mean-
while, several abandoned apartments and stores in the Ciudad Vieja had
been condemned by the inspectors, and the ejected squatters who had
occupied the dilapidated downtown buildings sought out another
homestead. They made their way to Batlle’s fields and set up camp—
government land was free as long as the government didn’t care—and
they erected stick and corrugated metal structures, which they never
bothered to improve. Maybe their recent experience had taught them not
to invest much because it might all be taken again.

That was the attitude of the gente de mal vivir: the people of the bad
way of life. It showed in their dirty, sun-callused faces when they peeked
out of their shacks or when we encountered them wandering aimlessly
outside. They were almost never working except to wash clothes in dented
tin buckets of dirty water they brought from the spigot on the corner. The
water always flowed on the corner, and we often stopped to watch some of
their young children splashing in the muddy street. Once we saw a
blonde-haired boy, probably only three years old, who plopped himself
down in a pothole. People walked by and hardly noticed him, and when
an odd car, generally a sputtering 1940s Ford, rolled by, it had to drive
slowly around him. He wasn’t about to move. We smiled at his determined
innocence but grimaced at his certain future as a child of the cantegriles.

I'm not sure 1 ever asked about the origin or meaning of that word,
cantegril. I learned it by seeing a run-down settlement on the outskirts of
town and being told its name. But I always imagined that the word was
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formed from two words it almost contains: the verb cantar, to sing, and
grillo, cricket. Thus, for me, the cantegriles, with their tall grass on the
banks of filthy canals and their dilapidated shacks, brought to mind a
more pleasant scene: “Where the crickets sing.”

The first time we stumbled across the mansion with its backdrop of
unimproved huts, Hubble took one look at the rows and rows of shacks
and said, “What would your physics degree mean out here?” The silence
that followed was as good an answer as “nothing” would have been. It
was near sundown, and the shanties, silhouetted against the sun’s or-
ange flame, sprawled out like sucking vines, burned an unforgettable
image in my brain. We spent the rest of that day and the next talking
about our find, inventing scenarios and explanations for the current state
of the fallen farm.

If we hadn’t been warned ahead of time by local “good” people, we
might have thought this was like any other settlement of the poor. We'd
worked in the cantegriles before and found we often had success teaching
religion among the down-and-out. But the gente de mal vivir weren't liv-
ing badly just because of their rundown shantytown and lack of sanita-
tion. Just as they assumed rights to lands that weren't theirs, rumor had
it they made their meager livings as thieves. From the look of things,
they didn’t steal anything they could use ko live better.

After passing by the settlement several times in a week and making
short reconnaissance runs to the borders and looking in, we decided to
talk to the people there. On the way, we warily locked up our bikes sev-
eral blocks away.

When we arrived at the southern gate, a thin, rusty wire looped over
the jagged tops of two sticks in the mud, the women and children just in-
side stirred. They were dressed in thin, stained floral skirts and plain
white tank-top shirts, and we were wearing the prescribed mission
dress—button-down white shirts, ties, slacks, and dress shoes. They
weren’t wearing shoes for the most part. We came from another country,
the great and imperialistic Estados Unidos, and they had lived their whole
lives between here and downtown. A little girl looked at us shyly and
ran away into her hut yelling, “Mamd! Los Mo 'moanes!” We weren't the
only ones wary of contact.

In Uruguay, knocking at someone’s door usually means clapping
your hands loudly outside their front gate, When it was clear that no one
was going to come talk fo us of their own accord, we timidly slapped our
hands together, careful not to make too much noise or seem too urgent.
All the women looked up from what they were doing, and one brave rep-
resentative came closer and asked, “What do you want?”

It was actually said a lot nicer than it sounds on paper, somewhere
short of “May T help you?”

“We wanted to come and talk with you,” | answered. “We're mis-
sionaries from the Church of fesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.”
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The woman looked to the sky in what seemed like frustration, or
bother, then sighed, “I suppose you can come in.”

We walked right in, saying, “Great! Thank you very much!”

The woman quickly turned away, and we were left on our own to in-
vestigate. After asking around we found out that there was a sort of chief
of the whole place, an older man with nicer clothes than the rest, and
after speaking to him and explaining our mission, we were granted free
reign to knock on all the doors we wanted. He said he thought it would
be good for the people to have some religion, but he wasn’t personally
interested in what we had to say.

It was a lonely, dusty day, and we felt uncomfortable walking from
house to seemingly empty house, knowing that somewhere behind the
burlap curtains and corrugated wall scraps, women were watching.

Eventually a woman opened her door to greet us. She was young and
beautiful and thin and dark, and she wore a tight sleeveless shirt that, in
light of mission restrictions against interaction with members of the oppo-
site sex, made me fidgety and kept my eyes averted and darting around
the dim interior of the hut behind her. I saw the silhouette of a cast iron
bed frame butted up against the back wall where a light breeze blew the
greasy curtains through an open window. The mattress was thin and
lumpy, but the bed was made up with gray sheets and a blanket, tucked in
tight, with a pale green pillow thrown against the headrest. | heard the
sound of trumpets and maracas with a high-frequency whine from an un-
seen television in front of the bed. She had been sitting on the bed watch-
ing a variety show when we knocked on her door, 1 imagined. 1 was the
one always assigned to speak at doorsteps, and as I explained to her who
we were and why we were there, [ began, cautiously, to notice the dignity
of her slender face. Her hair was disheveled, her cheeks were thin, and
she stared at me directly and squinted her eyes ever so slightly whenever
I mentioned anything new or different. She was paying attention.

She invited us to sit down outside in some 1960s-style plastic kitchen
chairs, and we talked a short while with her. Meanwhile she tended to
two young children, a boy and a girl, who scampered around her. She
said her name was Paola, and she expressed her interest in learning more
about God. We, having learned not to split up families, asked when her
husband would be home, so we could talk to him also. She looked star-
tled and laughed, “Husband? Well, whatever you want to call him.” She
paused for a second then continued, “He should be home soon.”

When I met her lover, my stomach knotted. He was only a boy,
younger than 1. He was thin and short and had a mat of wild hair that
stood on end and was the color of dirt. He smiled with his upper lip jut-
ting out under his pug nose, and I hated him for sleeping with her.

He strode past us and into the shack with a grunt that caused Paola
to jump up, excuse herself, and follow him inside. When they appeared
again, she sat down quietly and he stood in the doorway, shirtless and



