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			Foreword

			David Danelo and I have been on parallel journeys for many years, even before we finally intersected and met a decade or so ago. We both discovered the U.S.-Mexico border region in our younger days, and though life took us in many different directions further away, we never truly left it. Its multiple rhythms, cadences, and complexities have stayed with us and colored everything we do and how we see the world around us.

			But the border that David follows in this book is the not the one of myth and political invective, but the real border, the one that exists for people who live in communities near the border. A space where people from two countries—and sometimes many countries—interact through trade, family connections, and shared pursuits, almost as if the line separating them didn’t exist. It’s a magnet for both legitimate entrepreneurs and smugglers alike, but it’s also just plain home for millions of Americans and Mexicans and for many others who have settled around the border.

			In this book, David travels the length of the border, back and forth, several times, and finds that it’s actually filled with different subregions, which all need to be understood on their own terms. Where those who live outside this region see a single border, with big differences between what lies north and south, those who live around the border actually live in different ecosystems where the connections across the border are often far greater than those along it. Each of these ecosystems has a distinct flavor and set of relationships far different than those in the others. There is not, in reality, a single border but multiple border regions. The real connections are deepest across the border and not along it.

			Politicians and pundits from the capital cities of the two countries and sometimes even from the heartlands look at the border as a line, one that needs to be protected or perhaps even closed down. But border residents see not a line but a series of flows, north and south, most of them productive, necessary, and natural, with a handful of them dangerous or destructive. All of them need to be managed intelligently, whether nurtured or controlled. But the question is not reinforcing the line but handling the flows across it.

			Most of these flows are legal, and not only legal but beneficial to people on both sides of the border. And not just to border residents: more than thirty U.S. states depend on economic flows across the border for the imports and exports of goods that sustain their own economies, including states hundreds or thousands of miles away from the border itself, like North Dakota, Nebraska, Michigan, and New Hampshire. The border region is actually central to economic activity throughout our country, whether people realize it or not, and it sustains much of the Mexican economy as well.

			But David forces us to rethink what illegal flows are too. There is no question that organized crime groups trafficking in deadly drugs, like heroin, fentanyl, methamphetamines, and cocaine, are pernicious thugs who need to be controlled and neutralized. But what about migrants fleeing poverty and violence? Regardless of what the law says, what decision would we have made if it had been our families threatened by gangs or unable to get enough to eat? Would we have risked the journey even if it’s against the law? David forces us to confront whether there are differences between what is legal and what is moral, what the law says and what it should say.

			When this book was published the first time, it was the height of Mexicans leaving their country for the United States, often well over a million or a million-and-a-half a year. But today there are fewer and fewer Mexicans trying to cross illegally—and almost none making it across. Instead a new wave of Central Americans fleeing from countries with some of the highest murder rates anywhere in the world have taken their place. These are much smaller flows, a few hundred thousand a year, most of whom never make it across, but their presence raises questions about how we protect the world’s most vulnerable people when they arrive on our shores—or try to cross our land borders.

			Of course, at the border, people confront these choices every day, and they live in a space that admits greater nuance and discussion than politicians and pundits further away are willing to accept exist. As an abstraction, the border is often used to make a political point. On the ground, where the two countries meet and blend together, the politics and the morality of decisions are often more complicated and textured.

			This book will challenge your assumptions and take you to a region where complexities and subtleties abound. The U.S.-Mexico border is one of the most fertile and creative places anywhere in the world—full of opportunities and experimentation. But it’s also a place where moral questions abound and there are few easy answers.

			David is uniquely qualified to write this book. As a Marine, a combat veteran, and later an advisor to the Commissioner of Customs and Border Protection, he knows the law and how to enforce it. But as a writer, one who has penned books about everything from soldiers’ lives to research methods, David has also wrestled with the gray areas of human experience that lie between the hard-and-fast rules we lay down in law.

			In this book, he has written poetically about the line that separates the United States and Mexico, but also the flows across it that unite us. In many ways, the border is more a seam between two pieces of fabric that have been sewn together than a dividing barrier that keeps us apart. And in these interstices where the different pieces of fabric blend together, there is enormous creativity, innovation, and entrepreneurship.

			You will enjoy accompanying David on his journey back and forth across the border—the characters, the plot lines, the many surprises along the way—but you will also walk away with a new appreciation for why the border matters, even for those of us who live far away from it, and why it is deeply interwoven in our lives whether we realize it or not.

			Andrew Selee

			President, Migration Policy Institute, Washington, DC

			Author, Vanishing Frontiers: The Forces Driving Mexico and the United States Together

		

	
		
			Introduction

			In July 2018, late on a sunny weekend summer morning, my girlfriend, her brother, and I started walking across the Santa Fe Bridge, planning to cross into El Paso. Having spent the morning in Ciudad Juárez, Mexico, we intended to have lunch at a favorite area restaurant on the other side of the border and then spend the afternoon in Texas shopping and sightseeing. For fronterizos like us, this was a relatively normal weekend itinerary. In over ten years, I have made this crossing hundreds of times. That morning, something different happened.

			At the bridge’s apex, where a sign marks the Rio Grande’s midpoint as the official border between the United States and Mexico, seven Cuban refugees sat huddled near the line. Ten feet away, on the American side, two U.S. Customs and Border Protection (CBP) officers in blue uniforms stood under a shaded canopy where pedestrians lined up to legally enter the United States. Behind them, wearing khaki uniforms, were two contracted security guards. All were armed with pistols, wraparound sunglasses, and serious looks.

			The Cubans, four women and three men, were in their late teens and early twenties. For several weeks, they had been traveling—legally, though perilously—through Mexico. They had arrived at the U.S.-Mexico border the evening before, in accordance with U.S. and international law, to request asylum in the United States. For at least twelve hours, a rotating shift of American officials—in violation of U.S. and international law—had been on the bridge, blocking the Cubans from entering to petition for refuge. All asylum facilities in El Paso are full. Come back later. You aren’t allowed here.

			I paused. For months, Gabriella and I were hearing reports that CBP was “playing tricks” at border crossings. While she works internationally on migration research and I do fieldwork on borders and organized crime, our personal lives and backgrounds had directly intersected most of the issues we watched others debating loudly. For us, the border was not an abstraction or theory, but people, with destinies and dreams on both sides. Like most who call the border home, we saw no inconsistency in counting both retired Border Patrol agents in El Paso and Ciudad Juárez–based human rights activists among our colleagues and friends. Having researched and lived on the U.S.-Mexico border for several years, we had seen cyclical patterns of enforcement come and go from several administrations.

			But neither of us had previously witnessed firsthand CBP officers openly breaking the law. Gabriella gave me an unmistakable look that said I needed to do something. While we are both fronterizos, she is an academic who’s originally Mexican, and I am a white former Marine with CBP connections. Of the two of us, we both calculated I had the better chance of influencing the situation, if anything could be done at all.

			Gabriella and her brother Eduardo went back into Juárez to fetch food and water for the migrants. I chatted briefly in Spanish with two of the Cubans to get a sense of what had happened. Then, taking a quiet deep breath, I approached the CBP officers.

			[image: ]

			In May 2007, I made my first visit to the political demarcation that separates Mexico from the United States. For the next three months, I explored the 1,954 miles of la linea from east to west, and back again. I started at Boca Chica Beach near Brownsville, Texas, where the Rio Grande empties into the Gulf of Mexico. I traveled as much of the actual border as physically possible, arriving at the iconic fence separating San Diego and Tijuana before, Forrest Gump–like, turning around and heading back. That year, stories about drug violence—which Mexico’s new president, Felipe Calderón, was taking unprecedented steps to address—were regular news staples. The proposed George W. Bush immigration reform bill had taken center stage politically. On evening broadcasts, Representative Tom Tancredo (R-CO) and CNN’s Lou Dobbs thundered on about the “illegals” onslaught. On late night television, Jon Stewart, from Comedy Central’s “The Daily Show,” frequently mocked them.

			What started as an interesting freelance assignment eventually became a defining life experience. In 2009, I returned to the borderlands, this time for eighteen months of extensive investigation for the Foreign Policy Research Institute that took me through all six of Mexico’s border states and Sinaloa. In June 2011, the Obama Administration appointed me to direct policy and planning for CBP, which at 60,000 employees is the largest federal law enforcement organization in the United States. I thought the experience would leave me proud to have made a difference, even in a small way.

			In August 2012, I resigned from the Obama Administration, feeling I made no difference at all. I departed with the usual pleasantries about opportunities in the private sector, but in truth I left troubled by what I saw from both sides. The administration’s use of executive power to skirt the law, particularly through the policy called Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals, or DACA, set a dangerous model. While I supported DACA’s intent—shielding migrants brought to the United States as children from deportation—I feared the arrogance of the policymakers, who believed they could just fix the system on their own without bothering to go through Congress simply because it was inconvenient.

			The Obama people—lawyers, mostly—believed they were clever. They did not seem concerned that their executive orders created precedent that expanded use of Presidential power and forced migrants in vulnerable circumstances to give Immigration and Customs Enforcement, or ICE, sensitive personal data the Trump Administration would later exploit. They either did not believe, or did not care, that they were building tools their political opponents—who advocated the harshest anti-immigrant policies in the United States in eighty years—could use to bring suffering to migrants they falsely claimed they could protect. While politics may be cyclical, the border doesn’t change. The system used to bring people into the United States, absent legal protection, can be used just as effectively to kick people out.

			Unable to influence policy, I returned to my field research roots. From 2013 to 2017, in travels throughout Europe, Africa, the Americas, and the Middle East, I saw the same conversations, complexities, and dichotomies. Walls. Smugglers. Anger. Faith. Fear. Hopes. Security. Dreams. Compromise. Corruption. Courage. From Iraq to Macedonia, or Indonesia to Australia, or Mali to Italy, or Honduras to Mexico, some people were going places to build new lives, while others were trying to stop them from getting there—wherever “there” was. Thanks to nationalism, race, gender, ambition, poverty, love, war, education, climate change, familial duty, xenophobia, urbanization, disease, and every other scourge and promise of humanity imaginable, millions were on the move and millions more were angry about it.

			By the summer of 2018, as the Trump Administration drew worldwide condemnation for separating parents from their children at the U.S.-Mexico border, most Americans were unaware of the many unofficial—and legally dubious—actions both this administration and others had taken for years to discourage people from lawfully entering the United States. In El Paso, and throughout the border, CBP officers often restricted the right of people to legally declare asylum with outright lies. And while the rent-a-cops, who lacked any authority to enforce federal law, were careful not to say or do anything, their presence at the border helped CBP generate intimidation and fear. The collective goal was obvious: keep people out, legally or otherwise.
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			That July 2018 morning on the Santa Fe Bridge, only one of the two CBP officers was willing to talk to me. When I asked why the seven Cubans weren’t allowed to enter and make their claims, he gave the standard line about the asylum centers being full. We both knew this was bullshit, and eventually I got him to acknowledge he was just following orders. I asked more questions, name-dropped a few personal references, and handed over a business card. He told me he would call his supervisor. As he made the call, I stepped back and took a few pictures.

			Gabriella and Eduardo returned, carrying sandwiches and water bottles. For over twelve hours, the seven migrants had been sitting on the bridge. Hour after hour, they were told they could not declare asylum; they could not come in; the rooms were full; maybe in an hour; maybe later; maybe tomorrow. Wait here. Not wanting to miss their chance, they waited. They did as they were told. They broke no law.

			The rent-a-cops soon disappeared, and, as promised, the shift supervisor arrived. He was of Hispanic or Latino descent, and senior to the other officers by a decade or so. He wore glasses and a few extra pounds and was sweating profusely from nervousness. He wasn’t happy at all that I was there and asking questions. “We’re just following policy,” he said, in a quivering voice. “There’s nothing else we can do.” When I pointed out several contradictory statements senior U.S. government officials had made about the supposed ease of declaring asylum, he simply said he could not speak for them.

			It was obvious the shift supervisor wanted me to leave and was worried I would make the CBP officers look bad. It was equally clear I wasn’t going to leave, and that they were at risk of looking bad regardless. By then, a few other people had gathered, and the makings of a potential scene had emerged. Nobody was taking cell phone video yet, but several smart phones were ready.

			The shift supervisor stepped back with my business card in his hand to make a phone call. While he said nothing to me directly, I sensed he was talking to his boss and asking for backup. A few minutes later, the boss showed up.

			[image: ]

			On November 9, 1989, when I was in the eighth grade, the Berlin Wall came down. I will never forget the emotion I felt watching the riotous celebrations on the network news. Tom Brokaw interrupted programming for a special broadcast from West Berlin, which NBC somehow scooped as an exclusive. Boisterous crowds gathered on both sides, undeterred by water cannons and warnings from West and East German police. “The people are here to celebrate freedom,” Brokaw announced on NBC. “For the East Germans, freedom to travel: a primary right for people anywhere in the world.” On CBS, Connie Chung closed the network’s evening broadcast, saying: “The blocks and mortar are still there, but today the wall has become a monument to the abiding dream of people to be free.”

			As a boy who grew up watching the United States compete militarily, athletically, and ideologically with the Soviet Empire—and believing the battle’s winner would determine the world’s future—it was impossible not to feel unspeakable pride with every euphoric pickaxe swing and champagne bottle swig. This was the way things were supposed to be. We won! The capitalists defeated the communists! Mr. Gorbachev, we tore down this wall! The good guys were victorious. Freedom prevailed.

			Thirty years later, the world now has more walls on more borders than have ever previously existed. Over seventy countries—one-third of all in the world—have constructed some type of wall, fortification, or barrier to prevent human movement. Concrete. Barbed wire. Minefields. Guard towers. Electric fences. Observation posts. Some keep people in, others keep people out. In 1989, by way of comparison, there were only sixteen countries with border walls. Fifteen after November 9th.

			In Europe, where the day is written before the month, the numerical date when the Berlin Wall fell is 9/11/1989. Generations from now, scholars may note two 9/11s as the bookends of distinct political eras. First, on 9/11/1989, the temporary thrill of open borders, followed by the belief that liberal democracy was expanding, and autocracies and dictatorships were collapsing. History’s verdict seemingly concluded no further effort was needed to resolve the globe’s major political questions in this neo-flattened world. The emerging technologies of the World Wide Web, so people believed, would make our cultural differences virtually nonexistent.

			Then came 9/11/2001. In the United States and worldwide, “Nine-eleven” represents more than just a date when aircraft were hijacked and weaponized in the false name of radical faith. Nine-eleven marks a dark turning point, when, instead of investing in the global neighborhood, voters throughout democracies started to spurn previously sanctified values of interconnectedness and multiculturalism, and, one country after another, turned progressively toward autocracy, xenophobia, and fear. Once thought to be a unifier, the Internet has, itself, become weaponized, bringing to democracies more division than accord.

			Against this backdrop, I have watched as one sensational “crisis” on the U.S.-Mexico border after another has continued unabated on newscasts, talk shows, and political rallies. The concurrent awareness of systemic policy failure brings enduring challenges, misunderstood conditions, and perpetual public schizophrenia. Each border “crisis” hearkens back to dilemmas with more enduring roots than can be captured easily in emotional, media-driven debates. And as our divisions illustrate, many in the American public have been conditioned over three decades to fear the recent immigration waves, whether migrants are legal guest workers who overstay employment visas, or women hiking through deserts to give birth, or young children emerging on a South Texas shoreline who are ripped away from their parents.

			For the current administration, no policy restricting immigration will ever be stringent enough. No wall will ever be high enough. No matter the rhetoric, emotions are not rooted merely in proposed legislation with insufficient punishment for “illegals” or inadequate funding for border security rooted in venomous fears of miscegenation rather than inalienable human rights. It does not matter whether migrants are legal guest workers failing to speak adequate English or 8-year-old orphans fleeing poverty, abuse, and violence. “Illegals” take jobs. “Illegals” can’t be assimilated. “Illegals” can’t be trusted. “Illegals” endanger our (white) way of life.

			Of course, it isn’t just the United States. In one way or another, the same conversations are happening in each of those seventy countries with border walls or barriers or restrictions to keep people in or out. When we talk about a “crisis” on national and international media, we are not just referencing momentary events. The actual crisis is a question of what the United States, and the world, will become.
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			Back on the Santa Fe Bridge, the senior CBP officer arrived. From the rank insignia on his collar, I guessed he was one of the senior people from the agency in El Paso. He was a strong, athletic black man who looked fit and at ease in his uniform. He was polite and professional, but, like his colleagues, annoyed I was causing trouble.

			We went through the same routine as before. I did the advocating and name-dropping; he replied with the standard phrases. There was no room right now. The policy couldn’t be changed. He couldn’t tell the Cubans when they could enter. We are only doing what we’re told. The only difference was that he and I both knew nobody more senior than him could be called out. One way or another, he would have to decide.

			I sensed he was measuring my will. He wanted to know if he could persuade me to just back off and leave it alone. After completing the standard rhetorical back-and-forth, he finally leveled me with a direct question I hadn’t expected.

			“Why do you care?” he said. “We deal with this every day. Seriously, what is your problem? Are these friends of yours? Did you bring them here yourself? What is it to you one way or another?”

			The officer’s manner and bearing made me think. He wasn’t asking loudly or rudely, but rather from the perspective of someone who had seen a system abused and manipulated by policies throughout his career. While he had orders to follow, he appeared to have some license in how he carried them out. He wanted to know why I was making a stand and decide if he thought it was valid. It was a fair question.

			“This just isn’t right,” I finally said. “We both know there’s room. We both know they followed all the rules. They did everything they were supposed to do. They deserve a chance. That’s all anyone can ask for. You shouldn’t deny them that.”

			He looked at me one more time, stepped back, looked at his officers, and looked at me again. “When we leave, tell them to go to the right lane. Don’t escort them down. Tell them to walk all the way in. They can make their declarations there.” He motioned to the shift supervisor and the other two officers. They turned and walked back down the bridge, leaving it unguarded.

			I told the Cubans what happened. They shook hands, said thanks, and quickly gathered their stuff. Gabriella and I walked halfway down the bridge with them, now officially in the United States. We pointed toward the right lane, urging them to move quickly lest someone in CBP suddenly change their mind. The Cubans disappeared toward the door. We stayed in line on the bridge, watching until they crossed inside.

			We lost interest in going over to El Paso. There were colleagues and friends in Juárez and elsewhere who needed to know what had taken place. And given what just happened, we risked getting hassled by CBP if we tried to enter. We turned around, met up with Eduardo, and went back into Juárez. For now, for us, Mexico seemed a safer place.

			I was silent as we returned to downtown Juárez. As she passed on the news to our friends, Gabriella seemed concerned—not about the Cubans, but about me. Indeed, I was upset. While I only worked in policy for CBP, my life and identity had been shaped by service in an American uniform. I was haunted not only by what happened, but what it represented. The horror, malice, and indecency the United States once claimed to stand against was now what we had become.

			As a boy, I believed in the American cause—a belief that seemed borne out in Berlin on that glorious 9/11 evening. In the Marines, I had followed the example of General James Mattis, confident the moral purpose of the American war effort would eventually bear fruit, whatever the flaws along the way. I never stopped wanting to see the United States as the good guys.

			But my years traveling the border made me aware of other truths. Before, I had not understood that, yes, there was such a thing as white privilege, and that, yes, I had benefitted from it in ways I never saw in my innocent, naïve youth. I’m ashamed to admit how little I knew about how the border, and immigration policy, was racially constructed. I had seen the United States as a melting pot where everyone could be equal and free. That’s never really been the case.

			Since July 2018, the Trump Administration has successively increased complications for migrants hoping to declare asylum. In addition to the restrictions and denials described above, the administration deployed several thousand U.S. military personnel in October 2018 to the U.S.-Mexico border in a hyperbolic response to a caravan of people fleeing Honduras, Guatemala, and El Salvador. As for the seven Cubans: they remain detained in El Paso at press time, awaiting a chance to plead their case before an immigration judge.

			When this book was first written, I had attempted to be as open-minded as possible to people on both sides. The chapters within reflect inquiries about politics, trade, geography, security, migration, terrorism, culture, and the environment. At the time, I tried to say I didn’t have a position one way or another. I wanted to just report what I saw and let people decide for themselves.

			That isn’t true anymore. Now I have a side. First, I stand with men, women, and children everywhere going anywhere to build a better life. I don’t care what their reasons are. I don’t care if they are war refugees or poor farmers or abused orphans or people from different countries who fell in love and want to be together. There’s plenty of work, in the United States and everywhere else. Migrants are people, not illegals.

			Second, I feel an acute awareness of the privilege my own race and gender bring, and an obligation to do something socially useful because of it. My frustration walking away from the Santa Fe Bridge was not only for those seven Cubans, but because it took my intervention to make CBP do the right thing. Not only should that not have been necessary, it meant somewhere else on the border, there were Guatemalans, Hondurans, Salvadorans, Venezuelans, and thousands of others from everywhere being turned away. That needs to change.

			Finally, even if I can’t do something socially useful, at the very least I can avoid making things worse. I can keep an open mind. I can learn Spanish. I can discourage the fears so many have of the border by sharing my stories and experiences. I can remind people that migrants do not need saving, so much as they simply need fairness. I do not hope to rescue the oppressed. I’d like to reduce that oppression in the first place.

			What follows are the lightly edited dispatches from my 2007 explorations that marked my honest, if feeble, attempts to understand the social, political, and cultural foundations that have shaped the boundary between the United States and Mexico. The more I have learned about both countries since, the more errors I found in my initial assumptions. Indeed, only recently has it become clear to me how much of the border was, and is, imaginary; how much is constructed by fear, lies, and hate on all sides, rather than simply a political line.

			This, then, is the real wall. Not the borders as they physically are, but borders as we imagine them to be. They have been built worldwide for millennia, brick by murderous brick. And while it is difficult to imagine these walls being torn down—either in the United States or in the seventy other countries where they have emerged—few people imagined in 1988 they would live to see East Berlin disappear.

			Today, the blocks and mortar remain. But maybe the day will come when the border is nothing more than an imaginary line. A mark on a map that people pass by. While it’s impossible to picture now, perhaps eventually the U.S.-Mexico border will not be a fortification, but rather, in Connie Chung’s words, a monument to the abiding dream of people to be free.

		

		

			U.S. Border Patrol Sector Map
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			May 2007

			When asked to name the largest cities in Texas, McAllen is usually not on the tip of anyone’s tongue. Dallas comes first, followed by Houston, San Antonio, and Austin. Someone eventually remembers El Paso. A transplanted Texophile might toss out Corpus Christi as a guess, or large exurbs like Fort Worth or Galveston. But McAllen? Few Texans, let alone Americans, even know where McAllen is.

			Seventy miles west of Brownsville on Highway 83, the McAllen metropolitan area, 700,000 and counting, is the fastest growing region in Texas. Before NAFTA, the city had topped out at 350,000, growing during the 1970s and ’80s in proportion with other Texas cities caught up in the boom time. Those years of prosperity—moderate population growth of 10 to 15 percent—resulted from the traditional building blocks of Valley industry: farming, ranching, and oil.

			In 1998, four years after NAFTA went into effect, McAllen was growing at a 36.2 percent rate—the third-fastest in the nation that year behind Las Vegas and northern neighbor Laredo. The NAFTA population boom was caused by the new local economy: international trade. By 2018, if current projections hold, McAllen will leap ahead of El Paso as the state’s fifth-largest metro area.******* By 2020, McAllen will hit 1 million.

			Despite the chaotic pace of economic growth and unemployment that hovers at 7 percent, more than 41 percent of McAllen’s Hidalgo County population lives below the poverty line. According to the 2000 census, 51 percent of Starr County, which borders Hidalgo to the west, is also legally poor (eerily similar to Mexico’s poverty rates). With a per capita income of $7,069 as of 2006, Starr County was both the poorest in Texas, and third poorest—just behind two counties in South Dakota—in the United States.

			Because it does not capture the regional cost of living—food, housing, shopping—the statistical definition of poverty is a complicated metric for measuring the region’s overall quality of life. The salaries are low in McAllen, but breakfast is also cheaper. Seen one way, the huge growth and expansive poverty could be viewed as racial oppression: wealthy white and Mexican businessmen conspiring to keep a generation of new arrivals from Mexico—like the unfortunate painter I met in Matamoros—from obtaining wealth or political power.

			But Latinos are not the only ethnic group flooding into McAllen. Big name corporations—Nokia, Panasonic, Sony, Motorola—have forced working-class Anglos to migrate south from the Bible Belt heartland. Multiple races are contributing to McAllen’s population explosion in their search for the American dream.

			City-data.com, a public online forum with almost 200,000 registered users, collects and publishes statistics and information about U.S. cities. Judging from the posts on the user threads, the apparent value of the Web site is not the statistics, many of which can also be found through Wikipedia or local government sites. Many subscribers are potential nomads searching for up-to-date information about little-known places where the forces of globalization might take them. These searchers included a woman named K. A. Brown, who posted this message on August 24, 2007:

			Moving to McAllen Texas from Indiana:

			I’m wanting to get information about living in the McAllen Texas area. My husband has accepted a position with a company in [the McAllen suburb of] Reynosa. We are from Indiana and have 2 girls who are 12 and 10. My concern is how well we will be accepted especially our blond haired blue eyed children. My husband and I are excited about this opportunity, but don’t know if it is a good move for the kids. I don’t want to offend anyone, but I know if we move we will be the minority and I don’t want my kids to feel lonely and unaccepted.

			Mrs. Brown’s post generated thirty-five replies from persons claiming to be local residents. “TexasNick” said it would be a bit of a culture shock, but the hospitals and shopping are great. “RGV” provided links to school districts. “Teatime,” an Anglo resident of the Valley, advised her not to buy a house and said her middle-school son was often called racial names. “Crbcrbrgv,” an Anglo married to a Mexican and fluent in Spanish, bluntly told them not to move to the Valley because the schools were bad. “Grandma 24,” an Anglo born and raised in McAllen, said she moved away to Colorado because it was just like living in Mexico.

			Just when I thought I wouldn’t find anyone who actually enjoyed living in McAllen, I read this from “Dr. Patricia”:

			I know how you must feel about being the minority, but don’t be afraid of change. I have learned so many things in this period in my life: when I realized that the world is not this little universe around me where everything is perfect. I try to teach my children (mostly my oldest who is 6) that people are different in color, beliefs, customs, etc. and that it is ok. I wish you luck and if you decide to live there we can communicate and maybe meet down there. Let me know if I can be of help. Good luck.
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			The Brown family and others like them are the latest generation of a long line of Anglo colonists to the Rio Grande. Texas—the name comes from a Plains Indian word meaning “friend”—was not fashioned by design, but, like many of the border’s developments, evolved through a series of accidents. Anglo-American involvement in Texas began in the fall of 1820, when a southwestern Virginia man named Moses Austin traveled from Missouri to San Antonio and petitioned the King of Spain—as Europeans had done for centuries of New World colonization—for a charter to settle a group of mostly Scots-Irish families in Texas. Spanish colonial administrators approved, on the condition that emigrants would surrender their U.S. citizenship and become Spaniards. Austin agreed and returned to Missouri.

			At the same time Austin made his request to Spanish authorities, bands of Mexican guerrillas had been fighting for independence from European colonial rule. A latecomer to the revolution was Col. Agustín de Iturbide, a disillusioned, charismatic Spanish officer who fought against the insurgents before switching sides. On July 24, 1821, the Spanish viceroy capitulated, signing away all of Spain’s claims in North and Central America to Iturbide, who fancied himself a North American Napoleon. Less than a year later, Iturbide was crowned Emperor Agustín I by a Mexican congress of appointed loyalists.

			Moses Austin died a month before Spain’s defeat; his oldest son, Stephen, was left in charge of the colonial venture. The younger Austin, who had settled in New Orleans, was reluctant to join the pioneers, but his father’s passing left little choice. Stephen Austin embraced his calling to become a Mexican with gusto, traveling to Mexico City to present his request to the emperor. Austin, a bachelor whom one writer described as “a small, fastidious man, with a head rather large for his body,” threw himself into learning Mexican culture and custom, writing letters to Louisiana imploring his younger brother to write and speak Spanish, which, Austin earnestly believed, would be the key to their future success.

			In less than a year, Emperor Agustín, who Austin had initially felt was “a very good man,” bankrupted the nascent Mexican nation. Departing Spaniards were granted exchange for the value of their lands in hard currency, depriving the Mexican treasury of silver and gold. Debts exceeding 2 million pesos accrued because of his frivolity. Agustín was drunk daily, and his wife, the Empress Ana María, was spending hundreds of pesos on chocolate. He was more Nero than Napoleon—all foam and no beer. Rebellion ensued.

			Austin, who was still in Mexico City, had been lucky. All laws of the emperor were voided, and, henceforth, any loyalist of Agustín was a traitor; the emperor, however, never acted on Austin’s colonial grant. In the meantime, Austin kept busy observing the rise and fall of the Mexican government. It was the first of several revolutions during his years as a Mexican citizen, and the experience left him disillusioned. The corrupt Catholic clergy, the incompetent bureaucracy, and the instability of each succeeding administration—each seemed, like a political telenovela, destined to fall in more operatic fashion than the last.

			To Austin’s frustration, the Mexican inefficiencies seemed to thwart each of the grand opportunities that Texas offered. The American colonists had expected to be doing business with a stable, Spanish bureaucracy that would ensure their freedom and eventual prosperity. Instead, they wound up with a different leader and legislative system each year. They didn’t land on Mexico City. Mexico City landed on them.

			While Austin recognized the lack of unity between the Anglo and Mexican systems, he did not support secession. Texas, an unsettled northern frontier, was joined as a state with Coahuila in the Mexican Constitution—they were known as the “Twin Sisters.” Austin had two main ambitions: to expand the population of Texas through immigration and to make Texas an independent state within Mexico. He accomplished his first goal in April 1823, when, after the emperor fell, the Mexican Congress approved his petition. Texas could be settled. And the floodgates were opened.

			In 1828, a Mexican man named José Sánchez visited the Austin settlement from Matamoros. He thought little of the Anglos—their log cabins and mud plaster and villages lacked order compared to his civilized pueblos and plazas—but something about Austin concerned him. These Texicans, as some called them, didn’t wait for central authority to tell them what to do. Energy, ambition, and opportunism drove them, not tradition, custom, and honor. They mouthed the pledges of allegiance, but in their eyes—and in reality—their fate was in their own hands. Some were Catholics, but they lacked fervent devotion to the Church and the clergy. They trusted in God, but helped themselves. “In my judgment,” Sánchez wrote, “the spark that will deprive us from Texas will start from this colony.”

			By 1830, Austin’s original Scots-Irish group of Anglo-American settlers were known as the Old Three Hundred. As word spread of the land and opportunity that abounded, the human waves grew to 3,000. They built farms and log cabins in east Texas, between the Brazos and Colorado rivers. Some followed Austin to his settlement, an hour north of San Antonio de Bexár. Many brought slaves. In seven years, by 1830, the Anglos had swelled to 30,000—twice the number of Mexicans and Native Americans combined.

			Although the colonists were required
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“[The Border] reveals how the fraught
political debate around immigration
and border security masks a very

complex set of issues, geographies,
economic and emotional ties, histories
and subcultures.” — Publishers Weekly
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