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El Pachuco Deflates the Pachuco image

By FRANK del OLMO

It is probably un-Chicano of me to admit
it, but I never really liked the El Pachuco
character in Luis Valdez’ hit play “Zoot
Suit,” which had such a long, successful run
in Los Angeles a couple of years back.

The mythical character is fascinating, to
be sure. E1 Pachuco speaks as both the
play’s narrator and the conscience of its
protagonist. As portrayed by Edward James
Olmos in an acting tour de force, E2 Pachuco
dominated the stage and seemed at times to
stand 10 feet tall

Olmos made El Pachuco the epitome of
barrio cool. He didn’t walk so much as he
glided in and out of the shadows. He spoke
the ald pachuco slang with the eloquence of
Laurence Olivier reading Shakespeare. And
he was switchblade-sharp in his trim, black
200t zuit and wide -brimmed hat |

El Pachuco was a wonder 10 behold, but
he troubled me.

All cultures produce their swaggering
antiheroes, of course, but what worried me
most about El Pachuco was the adoring
reaction that he got from so many of the
§mom1g Latinos who flocked to see “Zoot

it"”

Thcgangufe:tylethatElhchumrepe
sented is still too real, and too uncomfort-
ably close by, for him to be dismissed as
simply a fictional character. 1 feared that
some impressionable young people might
see in El Pachuco a living symbol of a tragic
mode of behavior that is still all-too-

cially hign), Olmos says. “But it’s a negative
pride, a defense mechanism—a shield
against the outside world that Chicancs
don't really need anymore.”

- The 35-year-old Olmos believes that see-
ing the man who played El Pachuco partray
significantly different roles can also help
young Latinos put the El Pachuco character
into perspective. Oimos has made several
motion pictures since “Zoot Suit,” but only
recently has he appeared in a film aimed
specifically at a Latino audience.

Olmose’ htutrolemu]dnotbemoredﬂ-
ferent from the hip defiance of El Pachuco.
He plays the title role in “The Ballad of
Gregorio Cortez,” a Western based on a true
incident that took place along the Texas-
Mexico border in 1901 —one that is still sung
about in corridos, Mexican- American parra-
tive folk songs.

Cortez was a8 Mexican-American farm-
band who shot and killed the sheriff of Gon-
galez, Tex., in a dispute that arose because of

a misunderstanding over the translation of a
gingle word. Fleeing for his life at a time

when Mexicans were regularly lynched in
the Southwest, Cortez outran a posse and
the Texas Rangers for 11 days. He was cap-
tured only after another Mexican- American
turned him in for a reward. He was tried and
sentenced to life in prison, but was pardoned
12 years later.

It is not a happy story, and the characters
and their motivations are ambiguous. Not all
the Latinos are heroves, and not all the
Anglos are villaina It is a lovely film to

‘watch, a gritty and authentic depiction of

roleﬂorOlmm.mdmnmb_eadnckufor

anyone who is used to of Olmos as

‘which obtained

“Cortez” wu originally a project of the
Natbnalcmn)dlofhhan.auwwadm-

cacy group based in W D.C.

hmdmgfcrtbepmdmtm
from the National Endowment for the Hu-

manities.

The first of a projected series of films on
the Latino experience in the United States;
“Cortes” was sereened earlier this year on
the Public Broadcasting Service, receiving
favorable reviews.

Olmoe now wants to carry it into theaters,
and he has held sneak -preview screenings
in San Antonio and Loe Angeles to test
audience reaction. “I want to prove that
Latino-themed films can be successful,” Be
says, raising an issue that is sensitive with
the small but number of Latinoe in
the film industry. “I want to show the major
ltud:oathataDMﬁHnmbeam

swdmmmw!]hmwmmﬁlmam
Latinos.

While films like “Boulevard Nights™ and
“Walk Proud™ received some favorable
reviews, they were unanimous!y —and jus-
uﬁably-blasted by Latino activists as bla-
tant misportrayals. Even worse from thé
studios’ standpoint, none of them did well
commercially.

importan
change a few minds in places like East
Angeles and San Anu:mm'a West Side. The




