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	1 new family joins 2 worlds

Daughter of middle-class IBM family visits in-laws down on Colombian farm


BYLINE: Rebecca Thatcher    
DATE: January 28, 1996 
PUBLICATION: Austin American-Statesman (TX) 
EDITION: Final 
SECTION: Lifestyle 
PAGE: F1 


Most marriages are bridges between two realms. She's a Methodist; he's a Baptist. She likes her meat well-done; he likes it rare. Mine is that and a little more. It joins two vastly different cultures.
 I was raised in a middle-class home near Peekskill, N.Y. My father was a mathematician at IBM and my mother stayed home with the children and volunteered with the Girl Scouts and a community day-care center.
My husband, Saul, is from a small town two hours east of Bogota, Colombia. His parents have been peasant farmers all their lives. First they worked on other people's farms; then, when Saul was very young, they managed to buy a small piece of fertile land. It's in a beautiful area of steep hills, lush vegetation and abundant rivers. But the ``farm'' they bought around 1960 was hardly that. It was really just the side of a hill with cocoa plants growing amid the trees. It had no electricity and no running water. My in- laws were good pioneers. They worked hard on the land, and made it into a productive farm. Now they harvest mangos and many varieties of lemons, oranges and tangerines. Sugar cane, which they process into raw sugar, is their main cash crop. 

Since the day we were married in 1989, my mother-in-law has written us beautiful letters, filled with news from the farm and the family, and lots of quotes from the Bible and references to the Lord's blessing. She always hoped God would bless us with ``many children.'' 

I have been to my in-laws' farm three times since we were married, and they were always delighted to see me and always treated me like royalty. But I knew the next visit would be special. The long-awaited grandchild was born July 14, and my in-laws could hardly contain their joy at the news. 

Last fall, Gabriel Andres Thatcher Murcia and I left for Colombia. (We had already received the expedited passport. Height? 1 foot, 9 inches. Profession? Baby.) Then my husband arrived, and a brother-in-law drove us to the farm, 

It was a visit that was full of laughter and joy as Gabriel's grandmother, Flor, and his grandfather, Saul, doted over their grandson and constantly extolled his virtues. He is their seventh grandson, but all of their other grandchildren are their daughters' children. As the first child of a son, he is the first grandchild to have their last name, Murcia. But when we showed my father-in-law Gabriel's passport, he saw Thatcher listed as his second middle name and was afraid that was his last name. In Colombia, as in most of Latin America, the main last name comes before the second last name. As in Daniel Ortega Saveedra, known as Mr. Ortega. I assured him that his last name was Murcia, that in the United States, the last name is usually last. He was relieved. 

The farm house has running water and electricity, but no hot water. The weather was hot during the day and cool at night. We wanted Gabriel to sleep comfortably, so every night we'd boil water and let it cool in my mother-in- law's biggest cooking pot. Then we'd put the pot in the bathroom and bathe the baby. 

When it was time for us to go, there was a problem. The brother- in-law who had dropped us off had gone back to Bogota. There is no car at the farm, and the bus stop is more than a mile away - straight 

up a hill. It's a tough climb on foot, not to mention carrying a big 

baby. The family decided that we would put the suitcases on the horse and that Saul would ride the mule and hold the baby in his car seat. The whole idea made me nervous. What if an Africanized bee attacked the mule? 

As a child, I was never allowed to ride a horse without a helmet. With our son, we had taken all the precautions that Americans take on orders of the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration, the Federal Aviation Administration, etc., etc. Gabriel always had traveled safely strapped into his car seat. What dangers were we exposing him to by doing this? 

The night before we left, I tossed and turned in bed, worried about the trip. I was embarrassed to speak of my fears. My father-in- law and mother-in-law raised seven children in difficult circumstances. My husband was born during ``La Violencia,'' an intercine war that racked Colombia during the 1950s and killed thousands. They managed to feed, clothe and educate seven children amid poverty, religious intolerance and violence. All seven children are solid citizens. Most are professionals with university degrees. My fears seemed petty next to their accomplishments. I tried to laugh them off. 

Soon, we were all laughing. Saul mounted the mule. We handed him the baby in the car seat. The two of them looked funny. A decidedly modern baby car seat on top of a form of transportation thousands of years old. ``Wait,'' I shouted. ``We need to record this for posterity.'' I got the camera out of the suitcase and took a picture. 

We started again. As I led the mule up the hill, I realized that everything was going to be fine. The rocking motion put Gabriel right to sleep, and of course there were no Africanized bees. 

We arrived at the top, breathing hard but still laughing at the novelty. The bus arrived, and we headed back into modernity. My father-in-law gathered up the reins of his horse and his mule, and walked back to his farm. My sadness at leaving was matched only by my gratitude for my Colombian family. 



	

	


