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Annie Rodriguez- 

 

COURAGE TO ACT AWARD~ 

I nominate,  

JORGE TETL ARGUETA who is a celebrated Salvadoran poet and writer whose bi-lingual 
children's books have received numerous awards. A native Salvadoran and Pipil Nahua 
Indian, Jorge spent much of his childhood in rural El Salvador.  

Jorge Argueta’s Library of Dreams project in El Salvador makes beautifully illustrated 
bilingual books available to children in a way unlike any other in the country of El Salvador. 
Over many trips, he has brought a total of just over 500 books from the United States to the 
library in his personal luggage. 

The area in El Salvador, El Jacinto, is plagued by gang wars. To transport the children 
safely through rival gang territories, Argueta rents a bus to pick them up at their schools, 
which may only be a few blocks away, and bring them to the Library of Dreams. Argueta 
risks his own life for those of the children who await him anxiously to visit la biblioteca de 
suenos. 

“If we start early,” Argueta says, “it is my belief that when these children are offered to join a 
violent and harmful lifestyle, they will have the strength of spirit to choose life, education, 
and multicultural pride.” 

But his work isn’t reserved only for the children of El Salvador. For the last 15 years, 
Argueta has been presenting workshops, classroom visits, presentations, and assemblies 
that successfully teach creative writing from elementary school to college level in the U.S. 
He also works with special populations of kids in juvenile halls, homeless shelters, children's 
hospitals and art environments. In addition, Argueta and his partner Holly Ayala own Luna’s 
Press and Bookstore in San Francisco, California, which specializes in multicultural books 
and gifts for children. 

All Libraries Are Libraries of Dreams, by Jorge Argueta- 
In 1980, El Salvador’s national guard was conducting house searches in neighborhoods and 
colonias of San Salvador, the capital. My family and I lived in the working-class 
neighborhood of San Jacinto. I was a high school student. In my house we had things that 
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were considered subversive propaganda: posters of Che Guevara and Fidel Castro, a few 
books of poetry: Pablo Neruda, Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz, dictionaries, and some 
magazines. 

For fear that our house be searched and we would be arrested, imprisoned, at worst even 
murdered, as happened in those years, my sister asked my cousin Alfredo, who lived in 
another village, to take the posters, magazines, and books and burn them all. 

That same year, fearing for my life, I fled the country, came to San Francisco California, and 
joined in the bohemian life. It was without a doubt the most joyful way to withstand sadness 
and loneliness. I became part of the cultural life of the city, and met poets and writers. 

One day a poetry reading took me to the public library in San Francisco. I remember 
standing there with goose bumps from head to toe when I saw the books on their shelves, 
books in English and Spanish, books for young people, for adults, for children, dictionaries, 
posters, photographs. I remembered my books there in El Salvador and how they had been 
burned, and I felt a deep sadness. 

Last year, 35 years after of the incident with my family’s books, A Movie In My Pillow, one of 
my children’s books, gave me the huge surprise: I received enough royalties to travel to my 
country and build a library in my neighborhood, something I had always dreamed of. This 
was so appropriate, I thought, because my book is biographical, telling the story of a child 
who flees the war in El Salvador, a book that talks about his dreams and his efforts to adapt 
to a new life far from his country. The same day that I received the royalties, I bought my 
ticket to El Salvador. I also called my cousin Alfredo, who over the years had become a 
master bricklayer. “I’m coming tomorrow,” I said. “We’re going to build a cottage, a library, 
and we’ll call it the Library of Dreams.” The next day he was waiting for me, and that same 
morning we went and bought material to begin construction. 

When we were on the piece of land where the library was going to be built, my cousin said: 



“Look, Jorge, I have something to tell you. Years ago, out of fear you would all be killed, 
your sister begged me to burn all the books and posters. The posters I buried somewhere 
around here, where we are going to build this library for the children. The books I took to my 
house in the village, and with these books I taught myself to read and write, and with these 
books I taught my children to read and write, too. Books are a good thing. We shouldn’t 
destroy them,” he said. We laughed and began to build what is now The Library of Dreams. 
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