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ORAL HISTORY LAB (OHL)

University of Puerto Rico at Mayaguez

Oral History Interview with Luis, November 21, 2023
PREFACE

The following oral history is the result of a recorded interview of Luis conducted by Luis
Acevedo Lopez on November 21, 2023. This interview is part of coursework done by students at
the University of Puerto Rico at Mayaguez.

Readers are asked to bear in mind that they are reading a transcript of the spoken word, rather
than written prose.

Transcription:

Me: Good evening, my name is Luis Javier Acevedo Lopez, | am going to be interviewing Luis
[redacted], today is November 21, 2023, and we are currently at his house in the Naranjo
neighborhood of Moca Puerto Rico. Luis, if you can give us a brief introduction about yourself,
your name, your age, and a short introduction about yourself.

Luis: Yes, good evening, my name is Luis [redacted], | am from here in the Naranjo
neighborhood, Segui Moca sector, raised in Mayagiez and raised right here in Moca. | am 47
years old. My profession is currently a cook in the nutrition area of the San Carlos hospital. | am
also a professional assembler of horses and lessor of “Paso Fino” and “Paso” horses. I live here
with my family consisting of 4 people with me my wife and two children. And we are going to
briefly talk about my story as a person and as an employee and worker.

Me: Very well, before continuing with this recording | ask you if I have permission to record this
interview.

Luis: Yes, no problem, with pleasure.

Me: So, let's continue, tell me a little about your childhood, where you grew up? What was the
atmosphere like? And what were your parents like when you were growing up?

Luis: Well, look, my childhood was a very beautiful childhood at that time, there was not much
technology, it's not that I'm that old, but the camaraderie was very enjoyable, there was a lot of
social activity, my parents Luis [redacted] and Mercedes [redacted] were some people well
believer’s faithful followers of the word and the church. A very beautiful childhood always
develops a love for animals, especially horses. At a very early age | think that before I remember
I was still in pampers my uncles on my mother's side used to ride me on horses and from there |
developed that passion and love for horses, that talent that is today part of my life and my
income too. At a very early age | began to work in a bakery, | was given the opportunity, there |



began to develop as a person to fraternize with people and there | began to educate myself and
learn more and more about the culinary arts, | developed even though | did not study the arts.
culinary but life taught me; There is no school better than life and that is how I learned little by
little since | started working in a pizzeria at the age of 15 and developing that art that, as I told
you, | work at San Carlos Hospital, and | am a cook in the nutrition department. We are a
fundamental part because if a patient does not take their medication, they do not do the job or
function they should do.

Me: Okay, any nice memories you have from your childhood that you want to share with us?
Any specific memories, any family outings, or places you have visited that you have a memory
from your childhood that you want to share with us?

Luis: I always fondly remember those activities that were familiar from going to the beach, we
went to the mouse island a lot. It is a small island that I think is in the southern area and it was
always a very nice time with the family as is the case with Puerto Ricans with food, drinks and a
lot of sun and sand.

Me: Is there a person who influenced you as a child, who you admire and why was that person an
inspiration when you were a child who has transformed you into the person you are today?

Luis: In that case, sometimes you have more than one person, but my parents, both my father and
my mother, were very good parents, the example they gave in my attempt to instill both religious
and moral values in my children. Very humble people, my grandparents, | always have that great
memory of them who were the ones who practically gave one's education those educational
foundations that are so important for the development of us adults from that childhood, growing
little by little and with that human quality that It was always reflected in those old people from
before.

Me: You told us that you worked in a bakery, the next question is a little related to jobs. Tell us
about the first jobs you had, any memories you have and if you liked it. Some pleasant
experience or it could be a bad experience, there are both at work.

Luis: After a while, a little more prepared in the basics of being a chef, | came to work in
restaurants where the work is super hard. | worked for 7 years in a row in a well-known
restaurant in Aguada “Aguada Sea Food”. I also had my own business for another 7 years, a
pizza shop, chicken, and potatoes, etc. My experience as a cook is quite extensive and | always
remember that while everyone is out walking and doing family activities, a cook has to make
happy those people who come there to delight that palate with the same love and respect that
each person deserves. bring that dish to the table as best as possible, as best presented and as
quickly and quickly as possible. Those mother's days are truly unique, as one would say they are
truly difficult mother's days, but at the same time with the satisfaction of one prepares, exercises
and prepares that beautiful plate of food for people and that they go and open the little door of
the cook and they tell you “excellent work people” those are pleasant moments that I think you
will take with you for a lifetime, they are beautiful memories.



Me: Finally, before proceeding to the main topic of the interview, which we are going to be
discussing, then some lesson that you have learned since you were little that you think you
always carry from childhood until now, some important lesson that makes the main personality
of who it is Luis [redacted] today

Luis: Look, I understand that that is the basis of success. Many times, in addition to studying, |
studied at the electronic vocational school, and I loved it, but | understand that sometimes when
you are young. You start working so young and you fall in love with money and sometimes |
think that they are mistakes that people make if they do not prepare professionally, but not
everyone is going to become lawyers, engineers, and doctors. We had to have cooks and horse
riders so that the world and the country had a diversity of people.

Me: Now we continue our main topic of the interview, it will be the Category 5 Hurricane that
impacted September 16, 2017. Tell us a little about what the news was like when you found out
about the hurricane and what the previous preparation for the hurricane was like.

Luis: Well, look at that hurricane, how we all went through it, as one speaks around here, what
was coming was a monster of a hurricane. My little house at that time where we lived was made
of wood and zinc. | was taking out deeds and material things that were quite important because |
understood that what was coming was big according to the news and so on. | remember my wife
telling me if you are exaggerated because as Puerto Ricans we finally don't believe in the wolf
until it arrives, everyone always says the wolf, the wolf, the wolf, and the wolf arrived. My
experience and the experience of our family thank God because humanly we all enjoyed good
health at that time and so on. But as a hospital worker, some security protocols are activated and
a process required by the hospital is activated that people have to be in there and well,
unfortunately or thank God because | was one of those who had to pick up my clothes to for a
couple of days in a small suitcase, blessing my family, leaving it in a safe concrete house, my in-
laws' house on that occasion. At around 4am we were supposed to be 6 employees and | left at
approximately 4am to look for a colleague and from that time onwards the hurricane was
supposed to start at 7am and at that time approximately 4am we had problems on the way "
bamboos”, the “Culebrina” river that is on the way to work was already swollen, the power lines
were already down. We had to do wonders to be able to get there, because I told my co-worker,
we do not work in a bakery, pizzeria, or restaurant, we work where there are lives that depend on
us to bring food to their mouths, both employees, patients and companions, family members. of
each patient. Thanks to God, we were able to get to work. Our workday began around 5am to
make breakfast, a census based on the people who were inside the hospital to know how much
food was going to be cooked, and then our day began at 11pm. Only 3 of the 6 of us arrived, it
was a little complicated but thanks to God we worked hard, we agreed well, we made a good
work plan and working with a lot of love we were able to satisfy the needs that we were able to
fulfill at that time.

Me: Once you were inside the hospital in the kitchen with your colleagues who arrived, tell us a
little about the experience once inside how you felt the impact of the hurricane that was talked
about among your colleagues. Tell us a little about what it was like to be there at that moment
while the hurricane hit.



Luis: Within the little time that we had since we were around 200 or 220 people who were the
ones who were held captive inside the hospital but between the time, as | say, while | was
making the soup, the heat went down and I looked out the back door since The apartment is in
the basement, which was not very visible, if we felt that strong wind coming down the stairs, the
water was in droves. The hum of the wind pushed the door, | wanted to close it there, little by
little the night passed. When what they call "the turn” happened, | went outside a little and was
able to understand quite a bit the magnitude of what the hurricane was, there | was able to
observe the damage and all the destruction it was doing.

Me: The hurricane passed; we had already seen a little of the effects that were going through
your mind. Did you want to come with your family? At what moment did you decide that it was
change of shift and that they had? What will arrive next to the shift? Tell us a little about whether
the other employees arrived as they were to leave, to change shifts. Tell us a little bit about that
part and that aspect.

Luis: The three of us who were left there doing everything for all the other companions found it
difficult to arrive, but around 9am after it finished, they began to arrive with picks, shovels, and
machinery. Cleaning the road, the people were able to arrive thanks to the Lord, because the next
day around 9:30 to 10am, personnel arrived. | was crazy to see my family, | was almost sure that
| was not going to find my little house standing, | had not yet seen the magnitude of the hurricane
as such. When we left, | started my vehicle with my partner and the roads | had to do a thousand
juggles to get here to the house that I couldn't get to in the vehicle, I had to cut from mocha to
Aguada and through Aguada as close as | could get, leave the car On one side, take my little
machete, take my little suitcase and from there we both set off on foot. That was where | realized
that the damage, | had done was super, super. Many destroyed houses that were much more solid
and stronger built than my little house and | commented to my co-worker, mine must be gone, it
must also have been destroyed. Encouraging me, he said “no, calm down, you'll see it's going to
be fine.” There I left him at his house where he lived a little before me. It took me approximately
2 to 3 hours to get there on foot until | managed to get there. On the way to my house there are
the neighbors, among them is my father-in-law and he looks me in the eyes and shakes his head
like someone. He says “I'll take your house” but I look at him and I greet him, and I ask him if
they are okay, if everyone is okay, my whole family, my wife, my children, them, and I told him
that it was not the time to cry, it was not the time to get negative now. You had to really show it
and put your hand in it.

Me: Once here with the family, a category 5 hurricane hit us with hard news for everyone: the
roads were blocked. You told us that it took approximately 3 hours to walk from where he was
able to travel by vehicle to his house. After that, what was the process like with aid and public
services in Puerto Rico? What was going through your mind, the action plans they had to be able
to move forward.

Luis: I get home, | see my little house destroyed, practically the entire roof is gone, we lost
everything inside the house, like many people, | begin to move around and my father-in-law and
my children go to look for the zinc and try to shelter it a little because the walls had loosened one
more but at least I still had the picture of the structure we started looking for zinc and trying to



take care of the little that was left then in the process day after day I had to continue working
because working in a hospital one has Providing a day-to-day service is not something | want to
do, it's just that I have to go since there is a serious commitment to the institution and to the
patients. Little by little we became oriented with the FEMA authorities, “Tu Hogar Renace”.
FEMA sent a contribution, your home is reborn, they came to see the structure and until today's
sun, what arrived of an approximate of 19,000 dollars that they were going to give, only 3,000
arrived. The chains and how everything happens sometimes in our government, the money never
arrived. But with hope placed in God and as a warrior who wanted to move forward and move
the family forward, a process of restoring the houses began, | began a process of making and
continuing a construction that was underway and throwing at least the floor in cement trying to
save my family for a next occasion that we hope won't happen, but to have something a little
safer. Little by little we built my little house, | was able to rebuild the other one out of wood, |
was able to make it habitable, we cleaned it, that was every day doing something to it with the
help of some people like angels that God always puts on the road and a year later | was living at
my in-laws' house and very grateful to them, the family and all the people who helped me. |
wasn't the only one, there were worse people who had suffered family losses as well as material
losses. Thank God | was fine, | was healthy and so was my family. A lot of material had been
lost that one obtains in a lifetime trying to do things, but thanks to that, God had other plans in
my life and thanks to that, after 2 years or so, with a lot of effort, work, sacrifice, | was able to
build a new house. and give my family a new, better, and safer place, thank God.

Me: Going back a little bit to the reconstruction process, an arduous process with aid from the
government of Puerto Rico, tell us a little more about the experiences such as the gasoline lines,
the road cleaning, the fencing. A little bit about how this process was experienced in your town
and neighborhood.

Luis: Here in the neighborhood and like all Puerto Ricans because we Puerto Ricans have a
blessing; we are very given to people. The country rose up because it wanted to move forward.
In a case like this one cannot be dependent and leave everything to the government agencies, one
must intervene no matter what because there was a lot of work that had to be done. My
neighborhood is distinguished, this orange neighborhood here in Moca is a neighborhood of a
very humanitarian community, here they do things well together, everyone helps each other and
the neighborhood within the situation we were able to have quick access we were able to fix
some water pumps that had been in use for years decomposed. My brother-in-law who is a
mechanic and other people. The mayor also contributed his grain of sand in materials and others
always brought their water and their little things. It was difficult, but moments of great learning
made us stronger. Today's youth has been through everything, hurricanes, earthquakes, COVID,
| know that today's youth have nothing to tell them.

Me: Like all Puerto Ricans here in the neighborhoods, we help each other a lot. Any anecdote,
social injustice that you have experienced during the reconstruction process, the process where
the island was in time as we say here?

Luis: An anecdote that | have that surprised me in the way that it was a bit unfair was for the
search for gasoline because it was chaos for everyone to be able to move and get to work. Then



the government gives an order so that the people of first impact, those who are in the front row of
the battle, both doctors, nurses, and health workers, had priority to be able to purchase gasoline.
I'm going with that, they said that everyone who had to do with hospitals and first needs. I
arrived at the gas station in a brutal line. | spoke to one of the lieutenants because the gas stations
were guarded by police and the army. When | enter, | introduce myself with my work ID and he
asks me if I am a nurse, doctor, physical therapist or something related and I tell him that if |
work in a hospital I have to go daily but | work in the nutrition department, | am a cook, I am
part of the hospital workers, well he tells me no, they are only serving gasoline to the doctors,
nurses, respiratory therapy and Furthermore, | am not an essential part of the primary services
that people needed. I told him, well, I understand that | am part of that because food is vital. The
same doctors, speaking with doctors, sometimes tell me that it is more vital for a patient to eat
well than to administer their medications. Your medicine is important, but it is much more
important that people eat because food is life. There one of the lower-ranking police officers is
listening closely and when I go to leave because there was no other way to try another way,
standing in line or whatever because | had to get to my job and it was important to get to my job.
. Then the officer arrives and tells me, don't go and stay in a corner so | can listen to what my
supervisor is telling you and he is wrong, stay in a corner and I'll help you. That angel, as | say,
the angel of hope, arrived and | was able to fill my gallon of gasoline so | could continue
providing a service that is essential. That was one of the many little things that everyone was
amazed at. In all the bad things, very good things came out, also what we did many years or a
long time ago, get together as a family like neighbors, if you were going to make soup, call the
neighbors. because your meat was going to be damaged and so on. And besides the fact that we
didn't have a good time, it was something nice and among the bad there are pleasant memories of
the experience we had during Hurricane Maria.

Me: Good now to conclude a story of overcoming a person who works for the public, a few
words, or some advice that you want to give to the listeners as a farewell before finishing this
interview.

Luis: Sometimes one has plans in life, he who does not dream does not have reality, he does not
make his dreams come true, one must dream. Sometimes God has plans for you that change your
life completely, like that experience of Hurricane Maria was for me and for many people in
Puerto Rico. Thank God to those people who did not have losses in their home, | was among
those people who did have to little by little, in addition to fighting day to day, to build our home
again, which with a lot of sacrifice one does it day after day, month by month, year after year but
it was a teaching, as | say, God, other things for me, for my family, for us and it was that
everything had to change thanks to that experience today | am a stronger person it made me grow
humanly, communally Thinking about things with a cool head, it was not time to cry, it was time
to reach out, very grateful to God, to the people who contributed and helped. Saddened by the
families who lost their relatives, their homes, thank God I return and repeat that my family is
healthy, it was always affected a little mentally, but nothing that a united family cannot move
forward. We are there, thank God, and for the glory of God, we continue to fight until he says so.



Me: Well Luis, thank you very much for the interview, thank you for taking your time and
helping with this project, we wish you much success and that was all.



