Kathleen Fox

Spanish story contest

A bullfight.  The quintessential Spanish experience.  It’s on all the postcards, the tee shirts, the cheap mugs that you bring home to you grandfather.  It is Spain at its most pure, celebrating its ancient cultural heritage.  And I just couldn’t bring myself to go.  I know what happens during the bullfight, I am not some unenlightened tourist thinking it’s just some sick, barbaric tradition, I understand the grace and skill involved.  It’s just that when the time came, I couldn’t buy the ticket.  I walked home feeling ashamed of myself for not being able to maintain an air of cultural relativism.  My señora made me feel better when she told me that had never been to a fight, nor had any of her children.  


A few days later I was afforded the opportunity to go to a Betis soccer game.  I thought that this might in some small way make up for my missing out on the cultural experience of the bullfight.  By happy chance, I landed in the front row with three friends.  We could have spat on the fields we were so close, in fact many people around us did just that when bad calls were made.  As someone who does not play sports, I had a little trouble understanding what was going on at first.  Then suddenly, all at once, the stadium was on its feet.  The entire collected assembly began to sing, all together, in a deafening roar, screaming and clapping as one massive animal as a little white ball went into a little white net.  The song turned into wild howls of joy and I found myself on my feet with the rest, screaming and jumping.


In that moment I was no longer a tourist.  I was no longer a lonely American student struggling to learn a foreign tongue in a foreign land, and the people around me were no longer Sevillanos.  They ceased to be strangers, who spoke too fast and laughed at my map.  In that moment, we were simply Betis fans, a proud family, celebrating a joyous occasion together in a sea of green jerseys.  


On the walk home there were no strangers.  Even the people who had not been to the game leaned out their windows to cheer as the green sea surged past.  That night I realized that experiencing life in another country is not about watching cultural traditions, it’s about living them.  It’s about stepping past cultural and language barriers and becoming a part of something.  A bullfight, a flamenco performance or a stadium can all be dully captured on film and imprisoned behind glass on the wall until they yellow with age, but the memory of that winning goal, of the feeling of victory in our voices as we screamed ourselves hoarse, is the most immortal souvenir. 

