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Foreword: Historian of the Heart

by Gary Soto

The title of this novel alone encourages a smile—what, fourteen girls in a Cuban Irish family? Now, this is new, daring even, for a Latino writer in the early 1990s to tackle in American fiction, this blending of ethnicities. Readers may weigh this hefty book in their hands—it’s a true saga—unaware that what greets them will be sisters with unabashed romantic tendencies. The oldest weep from their bedroom window at the moon, for instance, while down below flowers toss in the breeze.

But this outpouring of emotion is hardly surprising—Oscar Hijuelos is very much a historian of the heart. As with The Mambo Kings Play Songs of Love, The Fourteen Sisters of Emilio Montez O’Brien is lavishly told. And he seems to dare himself. He writes about a period that preceded his own coming-of-age experiences in New York City during the 1950s and 1960s. Set around 1920, the story is divided, like slices of an ornate frosted cake, into five servings, all with marvelous details of a domestic comedy, and it begins with a biplane spiraling from the sky, a handsome aviator emerging from the wreckage. Then Hijuelos travels even farther back, to the 1880s, with narrative jaunts to Ireland (the O’Brien part) and to Spanish Cuba (the Montez part). Indeed, we get a history lesson, along with the calamities and joys that surround these sisters, particularly the eldest, Margarita, an enchanting flirt. Their father doesn’t know what to make of the one-after-another appearance of daughters. True, he and his wife parent them, but he, a portrait photographer and owner of a theater in a small Pennsylvania town called Cobbleton, is boggled. Still, he is joyful and admittedly influenced by his daughters’ femininity. The mother, in turn, is more solemn and practical. She has daughters, lots of them, each with slight family variants in their personalities, each with the talent to sing and create music. There’s no sly (or overt) matchmaking, for she doesn’t have time to play the cagey mother eyeing prospective husbands (this sort of meddling hardly comes up, for the sisters themselves know how to attract men). Above all, their mother is busy with the domestic requirements of feeding, clothing, and housing her brood. I name the first and last of the sisters: Margarita, born in 1902, and Gloria, born in 1923. Until finally, this decades-long pattern is broken in 1925 with the final birth: a boy! It’s a surprising debut, and over the years, he is coddled and given massive amounts of love. To no one’s surprise, this late gift of a boy child becomes playfully self-centered and so dashing he believes he has a great calling. He likes what he sees in the mirror—himself in all posturing angles. With all that familial adoration, what might he attempt? He becomes an actor, of course, first in New York City and, later, in Hollywood, playing such parts as a lieutenant to Napoleon with few lines, and minor roles in Tarzan movies, among other characters that don’t get his name on the marquee.

When I discovered this book ages ago, I searched my memory for a family as large as the Montez O’Briens. I remembered the Alvarez family, a large Mexican American family in Fresno, my hometown. The Alvarezes lived in what we called “the projects” and included ten children, with two sets of twins. The first five had “American” names such as Carolyn, Jeff, Susan, Sharon, and… (I gulp here) Gary. Perhaps, after reflection, the immigrant parents scolded themselves—these American-named children were dunces at school. The second half of the children, therefore, were christened with honorable Mexican names: Raul, Paola, Aurelia, Beatriz, and Manuel. One can only imagine the identity crisis. Was one half eating the white bread of the 1960s, the other half homemade flour tortillas?

You have to smile, tap a finger against the cover of The Fourteen Sisters of Emilio Montez O’Brien—clever, so clever, Señor Hijuelos. Smile, readers, and recall literary history. In the early 1970s, the Big Three domestic storytellers were the three “Johns”—John Cheever, John Barth, and John Updike, each a masterful prose stylist, each with novels that featured families with money, entitlement, Ivy League ambition, decorum, all followers of social registries, all lost after the luster of their apparent positions wore off. On their own, the characters in the novels of the three Johns turned out spectacularly average.

By the time he was in his early twenties, Oscar Hijuelos was aware of these writers, along with others of the same ilk, and would have gone on believing that these figures were the hallmarks of literature. But a happenstance encounter with a “bone-thin Chilean graduate student” enlightened him. He writes in his memoir, Thoughts Without Cigarettes—not at length, just a short passage that reveals much—about this encounter. The two are passing time smoking cigarettes between classes, a jive-ass pair talking mumbo-jumbo, with Hijuelos reluctant to speak Spanish, the Chilean stubborn to switch over to English. However, after learning of Hijuelos’s penchant for writing fiction, the Chilean, unknown but possibly mystical, begins to preach a sermon on the works of Pablo Neruda, Julio Cortázar, and Jorge Luis Borges. Inwardly, Hijuelos shrugs: Who are these people? He thinks he knows one name, but certainly not his work. The cigarette break ends and the Chilean hustles away, never to be seen again. The moment was a turning point. I imagine Hijuelos, with smoke unraveling from his nostrils, sprinting up the cement steps of the campus library of City College. There, among the stacks, he located the writers and others, including José Donoso, Juan Rulfo, Carlos Fuentes, Mario Vargas Llosa, and, stylistically the most inspiring and helpful, Gabriel García Márquez. These Latin American writers, world figures, began to speak to him. They became models for his own work and may have even influenced his manner of dress and social demeanor. García Márquez is present in The Fourteen Sisters of Emilio Montez O’Brien. In this, Hijuelos’s third novel, the descriptive passages edge toward poetry, plus preposterous characters and outcomes that force the reader to laugh. The title alone is evocative of Latin America. It’s grand and seductive, with a bit of comedy. Who doesn’t want to prance side by side with this gaggle of sisters?

While The Fourteen Sisters of Emilio Montez O’Brien has its literary influences, the work is solely Hijuelos’s. It is an American novel and, perhaps, a Great American Novel. Essentially, it tells the story of these Americans and offers familial identity—in this case, the melding of racial groups, Irish and Cuban, along with a father’s American entrepreneurship and the sisters’ penchant for music, romance, and plain fun.

I imagine that Hijuelos’s own childhood was not lost on him. It was imperfect, insulting (he was heckled because of his weight and eyeglasses, for instance), and it included an illness that nearly cost him his life. He faced self-doubt, wars on the street, wars between parents, some drugs and drink, some hip posturing when he was a teen, musical interests (he played guitar), disdain for his neighborhood, love for his neighborhood—in short, confusion. What writer is not born from confusion?

Occasionally, Hijuelos was prodded to Sunday service at an Irish Catholic church, which, right before his eyes, in the early 1960s, became Spanish speaking, with sermons delivered in broken Spanish by Irish priests. The names Mary and Joseph became Maria and Jose, for instance. No matter the language, the result was comical: Young Oscar, as he reports in his memoir, falls asleep while his mother, combating disrespect in that holy temple, nearly succumbs to sleep herself.

In this novel, arguably his most pleasurable, Hijuelos set out to present a story that, to a small degree, involves himself, racially. He was Cuban American—true. But he was also, in the blood lineage passed down to him, Irish Celtic—or so his memoir insinuates. In his childhood, he was fair-skinned and blond, rubio in Spanish. When he traveled to Cuba with his mother and older brother, he was bounced on the knees of his aunties and uncles, hugged repeatedly, offered sweets, and observed from a distance. His mother was Cuban, his father Cuban. But this blond boy with curls? Light skin? The relatives were forced to wonder: Is this what happens when you go to the United States? You become blond?

I’m a writer and I know a thing or two about writers—I never invite more than two into my house at any given time. Hijuelos begins his memoir Thoughts Without Cigarettes with the phrase “Pretend it’s sometime in 1956 or 1957…” Now, here’s a clue about writing fiction if there ever was one: Fiction is all about pretending, and—the beauty of this realization—I offer my own conjecture, as I too here pretend and offer a piece of biographical history that I can’t back up. Let’s pretend that Hijuelos started The Fourteen Sisters of Emilio Montez O’Brien with the thought of adding a dimension to his personal life: I’m Cuban American, I’m Irish American somewhere inside me, I’m a mix of every lovemaking over the centuries. He’s at his desk, chuckling to himself. To get started, he bites his pencil for creative nourishment. “Let me see now, what I can do with this?”

Hermano, I see what you have done. You have written a masterpiece.








The author gratefully thanks the John Simon Guggenheim Foundation for support during the writing of this novel.










A lot of people wrongly discount the quality of photographs produced by the type of camera I use, mainly because it is bulky and inconvenient to move. You have to fiddle with plates and chemicals and make sure that your subjects do not wriggle around or blink as they pose, for with this camera they must remain still. And some people don’t have the patience. But that’s a lazy outlook. Not to take anything away from the Kodak Brownie, mind you—it makes pictures nice enough to frame, but this apparatus, in my opinion, captures not only the superficial qualities of its subjects but also, because of the time it takes to properly collect light, their feelings, as they settle on the subjects’ expressions; sadness and joy and worry, with variations therein, are collected on the plate.

—NELSON O’BRIEN to his son, EMILIO,
 (while explaining his preference for his archaic folding-bellows-type camera, with Thorton-Pickard shutter, in 1937)








The Fourteen Sisters of Emilio Montez O’Brien

NELSON O’BRIEN = MARIELA MONTEZ


MARGARITA b. 1902

ISABEL b. 1904

MARIA b. 1906

OLGA and JACQUELINE b. 1908

HELEN b. 1910

IRENE b. 1911

SARAH b. 1912

PATRICIA (who lived) b. 1914

VERONICA b. 1916

MARTA b. 1917

CARMEN b. 1919

VIOLETA b. 1921

GLORIA b. 1923

EMILIO b. 1925
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