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			For Zack

		

	
		
			
				Prologue

				

				From the Halls of Montezuma

			
			You must know about the boys. There were six, clean-cut and baby-faced. At least, that is how I always envisioned them when my mother told their story. Juan de la Barrera, Juan Escutia, and Francisco Márquez. Agustín Melgar, Fernando Montes de Oca, and Vicente Suárez. They were Mexican military cadets, ages thirteen to nineteen, in polished black boots and uniforms of deep blue, when the United States under President James K. Polk invaded Mexico, part of a two-year war to alter its borders. Polk called it Manifest Destiny. Others saw it for what it was: a land grab.

			On a cold, hazy morning in September 1847, before the sun had risen on the rural western edges of Mexico City, the boys rushed to arms. About 7,000 American Army soldiers and marines were descending on Chapultepec, the run-down castle that served as the Mexican military academy. The Americans fought back lines of Mexican defenses. Their mortars thumped and cannons blasted. Their bayonets cut through thick swirls of smoke. El Castillo de Chapultepec sat on an inactive volcano that the Aztecs had once held sacred. The Americans climbed the rocky hill, past cypresses and laurels, past the spring where the Aztec leader Montezuma was believed to have once sipped from crystal waters. At the top, with shells flying overhead, against soaring views, they used ladders to scale the castle’s stone walls and flooded the corridors, spilling blood on ramps and stairwells.

			Inside, they expected to face down more Mexican soldiers. They found some 140 military cadets instead. A garrison commander gave the youngest combatants, dozens of teenagers, orders to fall back. But as the Mexican lore goes, six of the young men, los Niños Héroes, did not retreat. They disobeyed and fought for their country to the death. What would come next would change everything for Mexico, for the United States, for the place that would become a gateway at their dividing line.

			The Battle of Chapultepec led to the capture of Mexico City, which essentially ended the war. Five months later, on February 2, 1848, Mexico and the United States signed the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo. The peace deal carved a jagged new border between the two nations, spanning almost 2,000 miles from the Gulf Coast to the Pacific Ocean. Along the Rio Grande, in the West Texas borderlands, where I am from, it split a place deep in the heart of Mexican territory into two: what would, in time, become El Paso to the north and Ciudad Juárez to the south. The mountain valley, long a trade outpost for Indigenous Mexicans and Spanish colonizers, would become a portal to the American Southwest as Mexico was forced to relinquish all of its claims to Texas and cede 55 percent of its territory to the United States—including what is now California, Nevada, New Mexico, and Utah, most of Arizona and Colorado, as well as parts of Kansas, Oklahoma, and Wyoming.

			Historians and scholars all identify their own centers of gravity for when the modern-day concept of the southern border emerged and the fear of the Mexican took hold. But one point of origin is here in El Paso and the Splitting, in the severing of a large Native American and Mexican and Spanish region into a thin strip of land onto which Americans would project their basest fears of the outsider. The invaders now wary of invasion.

			

			—

			This book is a narrative history of El Paso as told through the stories of those who have crossed it. It traces the lives of five families—the Chews, the Martinezes, the Holguins, the Rubios, and the Mura’ls—whose members have passed through the Pass or made it their home, as well as some of the legendary figures who have shaped the city and, in so doing, shaped America, too. Part One centers on Herlinda and Antonio Chew and Victoria and Miguel Martinez, Chinos Mexicanos and Mexicanos, respectively, navigating changing physical and personal borders through the foundational period of the U.S. immigration system. Part Two follows the Rubio sisters and the Holguin brothers—Mexicans soon to be Americans—as they grow up and rise as politicians and entrepreneurs during wars against drugs and terror that help expand that system into a detention and deportation machine. Part Three then captures the journey of Kaxh Mura’l, a Maya Ixil activist, who flees Guatemala as one hundred years of fights over race, labor, and immigration have escalated into an all-out assault on migrants and the fabric of the United States itself. Each family is emblematic of a critical turn in the history of the U.S.-Mexico border and its enforcement. I have thought a lot about this history as I have covered the immigration debates that have been central to recent American elections, the battles over democracy, and the aftermath of a rampage instigated by a self-proclaimed white supremacist who drove into the city to shoot down Mexicans, decrying the “Hispanic invasion of Texas.” The more I traveled across the country interviewing Americans, the more I realized that El Paso, my hometown, had not been given its due place in the founding mythos of our country.

			It might be Ellis Island that we see and remember as integral to our American story, the bustling ocean port of entry where the nation first sorted immigrants, in what historians like Vincent J. Cannato have described as a timeless tension between its ideals and nativist fears. Ellis Island was an American place where others arrived. But El Paso, fronterizo historians David Dorado Romo and Yolanda Chávez Leyva remind us, was a crucial mountain pass into the land that would become the United States long before the first impoverished European ever set foot in New York. And it has been in El Paso, the gateway to the American Southwest, that the United States has since incubated some of its harshest tactics to inspect, surveil, and criminalize the immigrants—once Chinese, Jewish, and Slavic, more recently Venezuelan, Guatemalan, Congolese, and Haitian, always Mexican—it relies on for labor to this day.

			This book is an attempt to restore El Paso to its rightful position: at the center, rather than at the margins of our American story. Only in studying this lasting gateway in the desert—and the treatment of the people who cross it—can we begin to understand the tenuous relationship that Mexican Americans, and Latinos more generally, have had with the United States. It is in its memory that we also see, as historians such as Julian Lim have found, that our southern borderland has long been a rich multiracial, multiethnic stomping ground where Native, Black, Asian, Anglo, and Hispanic identities have been drawn and redrawn, where connections have been forged despite violent divides, where Americans have fought and negotiated over race, power, and privilege for generations. Without knowing El Paso, we do not know our nation. We do not understand that there is no invasion of Texas or of the United States by Mexicans, Hispanics, or “others”: Mexican and Mexican American culture and history have always been a part of who we are as Americans because the United States was formed on land that was Native before it was Spanish, and Spanish before it was Mexican, and Mexican before it was American.

			

			—

			Before the United States and Mexico went to war, before there ever was a Mexico or a United States, El Paso and Ciudad Juárez were not two cities on either side of an international border but one lush, green valley in the chasm of two great mountain ranges. They were an oasis in a place of extreme temperatures and stark desert terrain, with a river that poured into a lake and followed its own whims, mostly flowing gently, at times drying up, raging, or changing course, invariably giving life.

			The earliest peoples to cross El Paso knew it as the “pass through the mountains.” Most were nomads. Some lived in rancherías, small villages of one hundred people or so, spread out across the Chihuahuan Desert. They traded turquoise, furs, and shells with pueblos as far as what are now the states of New Mexico and Arizona to the north and Sonora and Chihuahua to the south. We call some of these Indigenous tribes the Suma, Manso, and Jumano, though their real names we will never truly know, as these are the ones given to them by outsiders: Spanish, English, and French explorers, priests, and colonizers, whom Natives would try to stave off as they sought to defend their ways of hunting and careful farming.

			The Spaniards who first passed through the Pass in the early 1500s were lured by a mythic empire awash with gold, sapphires, and rubies, but an expedition gone awry deterred the Spanish crown’s interest in the deserts north of Mexico City for almost half a century. The Europeans did not return to the El Paso region until 1581, when three Franciscan friars, Agustín Rodríguez, Francisco López, and Juan de Santa María, followed the Indigenous paths of commerce in a quest for missionary work. They ambled across the mountains, opening the way for the Spanish to enter New Mexico and the rest of the Southwest. Don Juan de Oñate, the Spanish conquistador and explorer, named the gateway Paso del Norte in 1598 when he took formal possession of the land for a Spanish king in a ceremony known as la Toma: the Taking. The Spanish would set up missions along the river, and El Paso and Juárez would become a thriving trade outpost then on the historic Camino Real, or Royal Highway, running from Ciudad Chihuahua to Santa Fe. In 1680, they would serve as a refuge for Spaniards and Tigua people escaping the Pueblo Revolt against Spanish colonizers to the north.

			After the United States and Mexico each fought for their independence and won, and the Spanish were gone, Anglo settlers pushed into the land that would become Texas from the east, driving out Native Americans and Mexicanos in a push for white dominance and American democracy and capitalism known as Manifest Destiny. Native Americans escaping the brutality of the Anglos in the plains moved in from the north, often holding on to the prejudicial and racist views of their oppressors and looking down on the enslaved Black people coming in from the Deep South. All the while, Mexican mestizo colonists marched in northward, wiping out Mexico’s Indigenous peoples.

			El Paso lay too far west to be included in the initial bounds of Texas, which Anglo Texan settlers first drew in 1836 as they revolted from Mexico in the name of “liberty” and fought to sanction slavery. But Paso del Norte became a prime target in the American pursuit of Manifest Destiny during the war between Mexico and the United States. Colonel Alexander Doniphan and his soldiers occupied its valley, flourishing with tall cottonwoods and vineyards of grapes, figs, and ripe peaches, the year before American troops stormed the military academy at the Castle of Chapultepec.

			After the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo was signed, days after gold was discovered in California, the settlements to the south remained Paso del Norte. And those to the north became known as Magoffin or Franklin, after the wealthy Anglo businessmen who helped develop them, as more Americans rushed through on wagon trains and buggies in hopes of striking it rich out west. In time, Franklin was renamed El Paso and Paso del Norte became Ciudad Juárez.

			Some historians see the Splitting, essentially, as a real estate transaction: The United States paid $15 million and gained a bounty of land, plus all of California’s gold and Texas’s oil. But Gloria Anzaldúa, a writer from South Texas, saw the treaty of 1848 as an instrument that cut an open wound in the land—“una herida abierta,” she wrote—one that has never fully healed. I used to imagine the break as cracks in the desert, a rumbling, the underground shifting of hot tectonic plates, such as those that had formed the volcano under Chapultepec. The reality was far less dramatic, though no less seismic: A troupe of American men with notebooks in hand traversed rugged country and, with sticks and stones, demarcated the new border that would separate El Paso from its Mexican sister. America’s new landholdings would transform the slavery debate there, with white Southern enslavers pushing to expand the trade across the country’s new territories and abolitionists resisting it, a fight that would culminate in the Civil War. And even here, historian Laura E. Gómez has written, the influence of the war between Mexico and the United States would persist as U.S.-Mexico war veterans rose to become its top generals and commanders, including both General Ulysses Grant and General Robert Lee.

			

			—

			With time, El Paso would become a place that, like the rest of the United States, would be caught in a perpetual battle over its story, forever asking if it will be defined by its borders or its bridges. The vigilantes and minutemen, the walls of steel, of officers, of cameras and razor wire and shipping containers, the political stunts and fierce debates over immigrants, asylum seekers, and refugees, would all follow. Through this gateway, families like the Chews, the Martinezes, the Holguins, the Rubios, and the Mura’ls would cross the dividing line, from the past to the future, from hardship to opportunity, always calling on the other side, no matter how elusive it sometimes turned out to be in the end.

		

	
		
			
				
					Part One

					

					Rebellion and Resistance

				
				

				Factory is both fact

				And act, and mere letters away from face

				And story.

				—Rosa Alcalá
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				Amazing Grace

			
			El Paso and Ciudad Juárez sit at the foot of the mountains. The two cities remain so bound together by land and fate that they almost seem to blend, all rust and amber hues, stretching on either side of a narrow, shallow river that Juarenses call the Rio Bravo, and El Pasoans the Rio Grande. International bridges connect them like arteries. People ebb and flow through them like blood.

			On the Mexican side, a giant Mexican flag and a red sculpture in the form of an X, a symbol of country pride and identity, tower over a highway and the thirty-foot-tall steel bars of the border wall. On the American end, a small cluster of downtown skyscrapers rise far above the urban sprawl, flat redbrick offices and old churches, strip malls and restaurants and spaghetti soups of roadways, grids and grids of terra-cotta, Prairie-style, and stucco homes set against the creosote and the yucca.

			Interstate 10 cuts through on its way to more exciting destinations like Los Angeles, from metro areas that Americans tend to associate more with Texas like San Antonio, Houston, and Austin. But it is El Paso that is the gateway to the American Southwest—a place of rugged beauty, where from up above as you fly in, the sun reflects off glistening pools and rivulets, where after the blistering heat breaks, before the city lights glimmer, the brownness of the desert is cloaked in gold. A place in between two nations, fixed, depending on your perspective, at their center or at their margins. A place that, no matter where else I’ve lived or how long I’ve been gone, I call home.

			

			—

			On August 3, 2019, I was nearly 2,000 miles away, in Washington, D.C., where I worked as a national political reporter in the bureau of The Boston Globe. It was a Saturday, and I was in a movie theater when my phone lit up with calls and messages. Friends and family in El Paso were checking in on each other and letting me know they were safe: There had been a mass shooting at a Walmart near the most popular shopping mall in town. Photos and videos from the scene showed bloody victims wheeled out in shopping carts, customers murmuring prayers through the gun blasts.

			The nation had scarcely processed what had unfolded when another mass shooting wracked Dayton, Ohio, thirteen hours later. We jumped into covering the twin tragedies from afar, another deadly day in a politically divided nation replete with guns. But I could not help but feel we were missing the story in the place where I was from. Unlike the killings in Ohio, where authorities had found no political or racial motive, federal enforcement officials were calling the El Paso rampage an act of homegrown terrorism and one of the deadliest attacks on Latinos in the United States. The massacre, as one federal prosecutor would later say, had “spared no one—no one, not the old, not the young, not men, not women, not white, not black, and certainly not brown.” Yet a police detective who filed a report from the scene on that day said the shooter had stated his target as simply “Mexicans.”

			So on Monday morning, with our breaking news deadlines met, I got on a plane to El Paso. When I landed that afternoon, word was still spreading of lost loved ones and close calls. Nearly every passenger around me was scrolling through news stories or murmuring, in shock and in grief, about what they had heard or thought they knew. One of my closest childhood friends, Andrea, had texted a group of us to let us know her father was safe, though I did not know yet just how close he had been to the gunfire.

			I grabbed my bags and made my way through the terminal, a sense of comfort swelling inside of me at the sight of the old carpet with Southwestern motifs and the mountains beyond the glass windows. It was a familiar routine, the coming and the going. I had been doing it since I had left for college at seventeen. Outside, the desert heat warmed my cold, bare arms. My eyes adjusted to the glare of the brightness. I spotted my uncle Fernando waiting for me in his car by the curb, and I hopped in. We drove west through winding highways as we chatted in Spanish about my life in D.C. and where each of us had been when we learned of the shooting. El Paso Strong signs already decked billboards and businesses. There was a sadness in the air. The city felt apagada—dim and in mourning.

			We stopped at the adobe bungalow where Fernando and my aunt Bertha, public-school principals, lived on a hilly street named after a dead president. I said a quick goodbye and moved my luggage into a worn black SUV that they loaned me for reporting. As I pulled out of their driveway, I debated whether to head straight to the crime scene or make one more quick stop to see the rest of my family. We’re Mexican American, tight-knit and proud and complicated, and I was sure to answer for it later if I did not. But before I knew it, I found myself taking a detour through the scenic road that curves around the edge of the Franklin Mountains. High above the city, I stopped at the main overlook and sat on one of the stone walls.

			

			—

			Police say the shooter left his home north of Dallas on a warm summer night. He was twenty-one. I picture him as he appeared in his mug shot: pale and disheveled, with dark, matted hair and dull brown eyes. The court records I have read say he could not sleep, that his mind was racing with violent thoughts when he climbed into his car and started driving. On his way out, he passed manicured lawns and shady oak groves, running paths, tennis courts, and affluent homes with tall, pitched roofs and walls of stone veneer—quiet blocks, each one nearly identical to the next, carrying the faraway sounds of grackles and the faint scent of freshly mowed Bermuda grass.

			He traveled for at least ten hours. Ten hours to reconsider. To stop. To turn around. But he did not. Suburban roads gave way to open Texas highways, to farms and ranchland where other men had waged other wars. The place he had left behind was one of the many across the United States that had become so diverse in recent years that it reflected what demographers describe as the changing face of America. The place where he arrived the next morning had always been that kind of place, the borderland between Mexico and the United States, where life and culture can be fluid and identities often bend, meld, and collapse into one another.

			The temperatures in El Paso that Saturday had been hot and quickly getting hotter. Prosecutors say he drove around aimlessly for a while. Delusions in his broken brain. Hate in his heart. It was in those wayward moments when he posted an angry screed to a website known to attract white supremacists and extremists. It ran some 2,300 words and issued a warning against the “Hispanic invasion of Texas.” Its ideas embodied a racist doctrine known as the “Great Replacement,” which has long circulated in the far-right corners of the internet and holds that Western elites, sometimes led by Jews, want to diminish the power of white Americans by encouraging the immigration of Black and brown people. He and his way of life were under attack, the shooter wrote, by foreigners and immigrants, by people who did not look or act or sound like him, and who he believed were supplanting white people. “If we can get rid of enough people,” he said, meaning Mexicans and Hispanics, “then our way of life can be more sustainable.”

			Seventeen minutes later, court records say, he arrived at a Walmart lot in a commercial center, encompassing big-box stores, a cinema, and a shopping mall frequented by residents on both sides of the border. He had in his trunk a loaded semiautomatic rifle in the mold of an AK-47 and 1,000 rounds of hollow-point bullets that he had bought online. He pulled out the weapon, slung it up against his shoulder, and opened fire. The grounds descended into chaos. Workers and customers, some hurt and bleeding and carrying others, ran for the exits or fell to the ground. Hundreds of people scrambled to their cars, ducked under tables, or fled into movie theaters and storage rooms. First responders and SWAT teams and helicopters rushed to the scene, encircling the area and blocking off roads. People who were there that day have told me what they remember. Billowing smoke. Blood on the pavement. Surveillance footage captured the man moving through the Walmart’s clear sliding doors and stalking the aisles, a cold and unfeeling figure dressed in a black T-shirt, khaki cargo pants, safety goggles, and protective earmuffs that drowned out the screams.

			Police said that they caught up to him at a nearby traffic light after he fled, and that, with his hands raised in the air, he exited his car and declared himself the shooter. He was arrested near a park, a stone’s throw away from where I went to high school. With those hours of terror in August, El Paso became one more battleground over the nation’s identity—a place, much like the rest of the United States, caught between two visions of itself, one rooted in division, another in connection.

			

			—

			From my perch on top of the mountain, I thought about how, when I was in high school, my friends and I would come up to this same spot in the evenings. The stone steps and ledges would be packed with people: Teenagers kissing. Children and their parents straddling the tower viewers. Young women wandering about in sparkly quinceañera dresses, their royal courts, families, and photographers in tow. My mind then was often on the future and where I would go next. On that afternoon, however, the overlook was nearly empty. There was a warm breeze blowing, and I wanted to take in the city one last time the way I remembered it, before the violence.

			I knew the next few days would be like entering the darkest depths of a pit. I knew this because some of my earliest years as a young reporter had been on the night cops’ beat. With heavy police scanners strapped to my belt, I had become well acquainted with the circling highways of San Antonio by homicide. The codes and chatter from the radios led me from scene to scene. I learned to arrive quickly, to gather my bearings, and to withdraw somewhere deep inside of myself in the face of fierce, raw emotions—to become someone on the outside looking in—as I knocked on doors or tracked down officers and firefighters, witnesses and survivors, people who were living through what could well be one of the worst days of their lives. It was a grisly assignment and a lowly one. Veteran journalists who had been around when newsrooms had larger staffs and people read the morning print paper often told me that if I could do this job, I’d be able to do any in the business.

			I had expected covering American politics to be different. But as Donald J. Trump rose to power in 2016, he demonized Mexicans and immigrants as gang members, murderers, and terrorists. He promised to build a wall along the nation’s southern border and to have Mexico pay for it. He called for restrictions on trade and warned of threats from abroad. Once in the White House, he embarked on an isolationist “America First” agenda and a harsh immigration crackdown. The moves energized many everyday Americans—largely white and Christian—who felt their values under attack by foreigners and had for years watched manufacturers shutter plants and ship jobs overseas. They also emboldened the Patriot militias, border vigilantes, and white power activists who had operated in the shadows of our national political system for decades. All through Trump’s first term, we reported on the anti-Trump protests and counterprotests flaring up across the nation. Clashes between neo-Nazis and anti–white supremacists erupted on college campuses and on the grounds of the California state capitol.

			In Trump’s telling, immigration was at the root of all of the nation’s problems. By the summer of 2019, with another presidential election cycle beginning to heat up, the border—and El Paso specifically—had become a powerful backdrop: a symbol of the fear of the other and the outsider, of the invaders and the invaded, of the potential loss of white cultural status and power in a quickly changing nation. In the weeks and months before the shooting, the images circulating online and on television from my hometown had been jarring. Migrants penned up and waiting to plead asylum at an international bridge. Brown children marching out of nearby tent camps. Families separated at the border.

			We were only starting to understand it then. We were not covering everyday political contests and disputes. We were at the front lines of a grave and fundamental fight over who we were—over who should belong in the United States and who should not, over whether we believed in, would live up to, and could uphold a multiracial, multiethnic democracy or craved a strongman’s control and promises of a return to a white Christian nation—in a world where companies and industries were getting too big, moving too fast, breaking too many things, and leaving too many people behind. Those tensions had drawn a white supremacist to the border, and now they had also brought me home.

			After lingering for a few moments more, I decided to go see my grandmother Alicia and another one of my aunts, also Alicia, in the Lower Valley. I drove all the way south to the Border Highway, which runs along the Rio Grande. When I was young, the road had been flanked by chain-link fences, but pushes to increase immigration enforcement under both Republican and Democratic administrations over the decades had brought more border patrol vans, federal officers, and rusty, corrugated metal bars that reached high into the air. I went east, all the way to a quiet neighborhood near the border wall, where mesquite trees and wide, open yards are set against irrigation canals. The Alicias live there five houses apart on the same stretch of a curving street. My aunt and I embraced and spoke in low voices, like the passengers on the plane.

			El Paso has long been a big city with a small-town feel, and the degrees of separation from the shooting were closing in again. My aunt told me that a friend of hers had worked as a house cleaner for one of the fathers shot and killed. We spoke about how shaken people were, but I could not stay long. I dropped off my things and headed back up into the heart of the city, where a makeshift memorial had sprung up on a tall hill overlooking the parking lot of the store that the shooter had stormed.

			

			—

			The sun was setting by the time I arrived. Dozens of white TV news vans were stationed around the streets near a metal road barricade where white crosses now stood, bearing the names of the dead. American and Mexican flags waved in the breeze. The site offered sweeping views of the borderland. Down below, cars and semis barreled down Interstate 10 past downtown buildings and into haunting mountain folds. El Paso homes, small businesses, and restaurants faded into Juárez in the distance. A sea of city lights was beginning to glitter under purple and pink skies.

			Crowds flooded in and out around me, leaving behind photographs, handwritten notes, large banners and signs, rosaries, and bouquets of real and artificial flowers. Volunteers passed out water bottles and powdered sugar candy sticks. Incense and veladoras burned next to stuffed animals and balloons shaped into red hearts and white stars. A group sung “Amazing Grace” and let the white balloons fly. I wandered among my people united in our grief. Murmurs of prayers and sobbing, the chords of corridos, and snippets of television interviews merged in the darkness.

			“I do blame our president. He doesn’t know us. He doesn’t know our culture.”

			“I don’t know anyone who was killed or injured personally, but I feel the pain for our city.”

			“El Paso es una ciudad que tiene mucho amor por su gente.” (“El Paso is a city that has a lot of love for its people.”)

			Out there that evening, I could not shake the notion that one of the most lethal killers in modern American history had come not from south of our border but from the north and was born not outside of our country but within. The final death toll would be twenty-three people. Nearly two dozen others were injured, including a baby boy who somehow survived, even as his parents did not.

			For my generation of fronterizos, the drug war in Mexico, fueled by U.S. guns and demand, had until then been the most dire threat to our shared sense of identity. The shootouts and kidnappings crept into Juárez from the outskirts as my friends and I moved on from quinceañeras to hanging out at nightclubs and bars along busy strips cutting into the Mexican city. The crosses we grew up with were pink and lined the Chihuahuan desert. They were in memory of women and girls who looked like me, born on the other side of the border, snatched and killed by cartels and copycats. Now the massacre was another reminder that El Paso had long played an incredible role in the American fixation with that dividing line below, and the violence it wreaked—one that continued to shape the perceptions of us and of ourselves as Mexican Americans and Latinos in the United States.

			The attack should have also served as a wake-up call to all Americans. Years later, in July 2023, a federal prosecutor would put it best. In a hearing in El Paso, in which the shooter was handed ninety consecutive life sentences, his defense lawyers argued that their client had been in the midst of a schizophrenic break. But the prosecutor countered that the attack—a strike on the very essence of what made El Paso and the borderland so exceptional: its people—was cold and premeditated, its details crafted over at least two weeks and described in the manifesto he had posted online. That dogma, the attorney said, was precisely what had made the killer even more dangerous: Through it, the man had served as a vessel for the Great Replacement theory, he said, “an insidious lie, a lie borne of fear, fueled by ignorance, a lie spread to try to convince people that this country belongs to only a select few.” That “malevolent fiction,” the lawyer went on, had turned the man against himself, against El Paso, and against a core founding principle of the United States. “That we as a nation, all of us together, are so much more than the sum of our individual parts,” he said. “That out of many, we are made one.”

			

			—

			The next days in El Paso following the shooting were heavy, a scramble of emotional interviews and tight deadlines, the thick protective shield I had forged over my years of crime reporting often punctured. A local freelance photographer, Christ Chavez, and I became fast friends as we drove all around the city. We met with survivors, witnesses, and community leaders. We watched a graffiti artist paint through his sorrow with a mural. Often, we struggled not to cry as we ran into people we knew who were also torn up and hurting. One retired news photographer, the kind of grizzled guy who used to tell younger reporters not to get too involved with a story, sobbed at the site of the memorial, telling us, “I had to come down. I knew I would regret it if I didn’t.”

			The tears could come in a rush and at any moment, in the middle of conversations, as we drove under the harsh brightness past the mountains, in the arms of friends and family whom we felt grateful and guilty to still be able to hold close. I sorted through the pain and people’s memories at my aunt Alicia’s house, her houseplants, cat trinkets, and elegant glass Catrinas keeping watch as I wrote. She suffers from arthritis, and cold air hurts her bones. So I wrote in the heat, with a little sweat on my brow. I would know it was midnight when I could hear the Mexican national anthem cut into her Spanish-language programming, as it does every night on Mexican radio stations and TV channels streamed across the borderland.

			All week the city debated, in English and in Spanish, President Trump’s complicity in the massacre, with many tracing a direct line from his hostile language against immigrants to the shooter’s racial and ethnic hatred. The afternoon that the president arrived at a Fort Bliss hangar, so that he and his wife, Melania, could visit with some of the victims, hundreds of people, including some of the city’s top Democratic leaders, gathered in protest at a rally in a central park. At the memorial later, a skinny, brown-skinned Hispanic man in a red Make America Great Again hat dropped off a single red rose, irritating mourners who accused him of trolling. Just a few feet away, a far-right-wing border blogger recorded.

			In between interviews and vigils, I kept returning to that overlook marking the massacre, where people stopped by the thousands—after work, during lunch breaks, often in scorching desert heat—to march and pray and drop off flowers, stuffed animals, and balloons. It was over one of those days, through texts, that I had learned more about my friend Andrea’s father.

			She told us he had been in the parking lot down below when the shooter opened fire. He escaped by running and climbing over one of the stone walls. He did not stop running until he reached his house near our high school, the same family home where we had spent so many days as teenagers hanging out. I kept hoping Andrea would call me. I wanted to know how she and her dad were doing. I wanted to come over like in the old days, when we would drive around with nowhere to go.

			But on my final afternoon in El Paso that summer, she understandably did not want to see me—or anyone. I waited at the memorial a while longer in case she changed her mind, attempting to finish my last dispatch on my laptop from the front seat of the SUV, then giving up and wandering again. I watched people drop off more plastic roses and rosaries until the desert skies grew dark. There was something knotted inside, a frustration I could not shake. There was something about all the camera crews and white television trucks, the way national reporters—a group that now included me—had rushed in to tell this story and would then be gone.

			As I stood in front of the white crosses, one sound remained familiar and comforting: the faraway drone of the freeway. I used to listen to that sound out of my bedroom window when all I wished was to get out of my hometown. Years ago, it seemed the rest of Texas would forget El Paso existed because it sits at its most western tip, a place as much American as it is Mexican and New Mexican and Tejano and so fiercely its own. Once I left, I realized it wasn’t just Texas that forgot or misunderstood us; it was the rest of the country, too.

			Now it was dawning on me that El Paso had been at the center of the nation’s battles over borders and identity since the beginning and that we were once again here because we had never truly afforded the city its rightful place in our American telling. I vowed, then and there, to return—to learn what I did not know and to relearn what I had forgotten—to remind us of its true story, its full story, and where it belongs.

		

	
		
			
				
					2

				

				The Most Dangerous Girl in Mexico

			
			Guadalajara, Jalisco, Mexico

			1890s

			Herlinda Wong Chew was born in the embers that would set the north ablaze. The year was approximately 1895, and the Mexican countryside that rambled into the United States had long burned with drought—and then with unrest. It had either rained too little or it had rained too much. Cattle had died, fields of grain had been lost, and mining had shut down in the sierra. The conditions were making rebels and immigrants out of campesinos. As some set villages on fire, the dictatorship that had ruled her country for nearly twenty years was baring its earliest hot cracks. It would all end in a smoldering ruin, though Mexicanos like the Wongs did not know it yet.

			Herlinda and her family lived much farther south, in Guadalajara, the capital city of the Mexican state of Jalisco, bordering the Pacific coast. Her childhood would unfold under the grip of el Porfiriato. But her youth, as that of El Paso, would ultimately be shaped by the embers in the air in which she took her first breaths, by the whispers of rebellion and of a young woman, known as la Santa de Cabora, who would cross through the far West Texas city at the base of the mountains that Herlinda would one day call home.

			Not much is known about Herlinda’s mother, Francisca Vazquez, whom she lost as a child, but her father, Carlos Wong, was a respected Chinese hotelier. He was a bit of a maverick, the kind of wheeler and dealer, his granddaughters would later recall, with a taste for fine things, an enterprising mind, and a tendency to eschew Chinese dress and traditions for Western ones. At the opera house in Guadalajara, he was known to don a top hat and tails. Yet there was one tradition he did not abandon: He gave his daughter a Chinese birth name, Sun Far Wong.

			Carlos hailed from a wealthy family in Guangzhou—or Canton, as it was then known—just northwest of Hong Kong, in Guangdong (also formerly Canton) Province, in southern China. As a young man in search of an exciting life, he followed the same trade lines that had once connected Spanish galleons carrying silk, porcelain, and ivory from Manila to Mexico, Panama, and Peru, eventually bringing some of the earliest Asians to the New World. He landed first in Peru, where he married an Indigenous woman and launched a business contracting Chinese laborers across the American West and Latin America.

			Through the nineteenth century, as European countries dismantled the Atlantic slave trade, the Spanish and British had expanded the galleon routes into a global system to hire indentured laborers, or “coolies,” mostly from China or India, on plantations in the Caribbean and Latin America. As early as the 1860s, American planters and capitalists, sensing the end of slavery in the United States, brought some of these immigrants to plantations in the Deep South, mostly in Louisiana and Arkansas. Many toiled alongside Black enslaved people for exploitative numbers of hours, under dangerous and even deadly conditions.

			But by the time Carlos was in business, more Asian immigrants had found new and better ways to work in the United States, lured by the possibility of striking it rich in the mines, railroads, and booming economy of California, the state the Chinese knew as the “Gold Mountain.” Carlos’s granddaughters believed he helped bring over some of the same Chinese men who braved dynamite blasts and sweltering heat to help build the second transcontinental railroad, which in 1881 linked the American Southwest to the rest of the country. He would have had an ample workforce. Many, like himself, came from Guangzhou, which through those years was sending the vast majority of Chinese immigrants to the United States and around the world.

			Carlos went on to Mexico once the railroad was completed. His first wife had died, and the racial hatred against the Chinese had intensified so much in the United States that the phrase “coolie” had become a catchall slur. Starting with the Chinese Exclusion Act in 1882, Congress was making it harder for Chinese people like Carlos to migrate to the country and had banned Chinese laborers altogether—the nation’s first immigration measures explicitly based on race. White American politicians and union leaders argued that Asian migrants were taking American jobs, did not assimilate, and constituted an “invasion.”

			Mexico, on the other hand, was becoming a viable alternative for the Chinese, even if there, too, many would have much preferred the migrations of light-skinned Europeans. Mexican president Porfirio Díaz, seeking to fortify trade with China and Japan, had all but encouraged Chinese migration as he ushered in a major push to modernize and democratize the nation with an iron fist—the Pax Porfiriana. American and European imperialists, tycoons, and businessmen were sweeping into Mexico. They were expanding cattle ranches, sugar plantations, mines, and farms of cotton and guayule. They were bringing in railroads, making it possible to ship larger lots of goods, which were processed and converted in the faraway factories they owned.

			Through the first part of el Porfiriato, historian Evelyn Hu-DeHart has found, Chinese immigrants tended to fall into the bottom rungs of this rising social and economic order. But as the Chinese leveraged their managerial skills and connections in their home country to cater to the new working classes, Hu-DeHart writes, they came to form the dominant part of the new petit bourgeois class. They opened businesses in local trade and commerce, as zapateros, or shoemakers, tailors, cooks, launderers, and small grocers, and they prospered.

			In Guadalajara, Carlos established a European-style hotel among the city’s colonial plazas and near the aging cathedral. Soon he had a chain of hotels up and down the railroad lines that were now stretching into Mexico. European and American guests came and went. He married Herlinda’s mother, an Indigenous Mexicana, and after her death he married again. Herlinda’s stepmother was a vivacious Spanish dancer with whom he may have had an affair—Herlinda would later tell her daughters that her mother died of a broken heart—but she would take care of Herlinda well. The Wongs made many friends as they traveled widely across Mexico and along the borderland, to El Paso, for business and pleasure.

			As Carlos came and went from the north, there were signs that el Porfiriato could not hold. Competition for land and water in Mexico was turning fiercer. As Mexico’s federal and state governments continued to confiscate more communal land, or ejidos, for foreigners’ ventures, more Mexicano natives and campesinos, long in conflict with the government and with each other, were being displaced. And still the wheels of industry churned, in Mexico and in the United States, across Asia and Latin America, and wherever Western powers crawled. All those opposed to its progress—technological, scientific, and material efficiency, capitalism, and profits regardless of the social costs—were seen as primitives, Natives, and enemies of the state. In Mexico, there was one pejorative term to define them all: “Indios.”

			The year his daughter was born, Carlos would not have been able to escape the whispers of la Santa in El Paso and the borderland. Many Mexicanos, fed up with the bad harvests, harsh rule, and loss of their property, had begun to head north in search of work. Others had been taking up arms in short, disparate uprisings throughout the northern Mexican border states of Sonora, Chihuahua, and Tamaulipas. Some chanted la Santa’s name in prayers and battle cries. The winds carried it over rolling grasses and chaparral, past the line that divided Mexico and the United States, to deserts that had once been Mexican before they were American, and Native before they were Mexican.

			

			• • •

			Cabora, Sonora, Mexico

			1890s

			Far in the plunging canyons and flat-topped mountains of Sonora, the Mexican state across the border from Arizona, lived the girl known as la Santa de Cabora. Yaqui and Mayo Natives trekked for miles to see her. Campesinos collected jars of the soil where she might have stepped. Circles of middle- and upper-class liberals, who followed the teachings of a French occultist and called themselves spiritists, saw her as a conduit for the souls of the dead. A living saint.

			The young woman was, in fact, flesh and blood. She was no more than seventeen, tall and slim, with arresting brown eyes and thick, dark hair that fell to her waist and that she often pinned up in a bun, a bushel of curly bangs sweeping over her forehead. Her given name was Niña García Nona María Rebeca Chávez. But by the time the masses had come to know her, beckoning at her door or thronging her in the streets in hopes of catching a gaze or a blessing, she was known simply as Teresa Urrea.

			From the hacienda where she lived with her wealthy father, Urrea delivered babies and nursed women through the pains of labor. She cared for the sick, mending bones and rubbing aching limbs, dispensing droplets in their eyes. Her fingers moved nimbly as she prepared tonics or mashed herbs, perhaps hierba del soldado for scorpion bites and rattlesnake root for the common cold, whispering prayers from her lips, a rebozo slipping off her shoulders.

			Her mother, one of the many Tehueco Indigenous women who had worked for her father, and with whom he was said to have extramarital affairs, had died or disappeared when Urrea was fifteen. Villagers believed the young woman had acquired her powers when, just days after her sixteenth birthday, she suddenly shook with convulsions. Some historians believe she lingered in and out of a trance, others that she fell into a coma, the likely result of a seizure, perhaps stemming from the trauma of a sexual assault or some undiagnosed illness. What is widely agreed on is that the girl opened her eyes as she lay in her coffin, stunning loved ones gathered for her wake. She predicted that Huila, the Yaqui curandera who had taught her the ways of Indigenous folk healing, would die within days. And Huila did.

			Word spread of la Santa’s miracles and of her counsel. Her following grew across Mexico and Puerto Rico, then in Europe and South America and around the world. It was said the young woman could foretell deaths, births, and accidents; that she cured a man of leprosy and helped another walk again. It was said that when she sweat as she worked or wet the dirt with her saliva for one remedy or another, the smell of roses would fill the room. Some reported that when she slept, her spirit left her body, and that she wandered through pitch-black nights on the glow of a phosphorescent white horse, inciting rebellion across the Mexican countryside.

			

			—

			Within the stone walls of el Castillo de Chapultepec, in Mexico City, Díaz watched the religious fervor around la Santa rise with concern and suspicion. Díaz knew what power lay in the embers better than most. He had made his name as a soldier in a young Mexico enveloped in flames—in battles and bitter feuds, between the Church and the Republic, between a nascent Mexican state and a variety of imperial powers, between Mexicans and the Comanche and the Yaqui and Apache peoples.

			The son of a poor Spanish innkeeper and a woman of Mixtec heritage, he had been a die-hard liberal who had risen on the wings of his mentor, Benito Juárez, the first Indigenous president of Mexico and its most beloved. The two men had devoted themselves to the cause that liberal Mexicanos had been fighting for since Mexico had won its independence from Spain in 1821: delivering their country from the vestiges of Spanish rule, feudal-like systems of realm, religion, labor, and caste that favored the Spanish-blooded upper crust and light-skinned criollos. Díaz had promised to transform Mexico into a democracy, driven by capitalism and economic development, where a strong rule of law and constitution would treat all Mexicanos—criollo, Black, Indigenous, and mixed, or mestizo—as equals. And yet, after he had finally assumed power in 1876, he had not let go.

			La Pax Porfiriana had bestowed Mexico with education for its wider masses; a middle class; better public health and transportation; electric lights, telegraphs, and streetcars; and economic growth and stability like it had never before seen in its young history. But old Porfirio wielded power with paramilitary forces, known as los rurales, who enforced his will with cavalry swords and Remington rifles. His constellation of political loyalists helped him fix elections, squelch protest, and muzzle the press. His circle of advisers, or los Científicos, strictly adhered to the global “scientific” principles that dominated the era: racist and since-debunked European ideas and philosophies, like social Darwinism and Victorian anthropology, essentially holding that scientific methods could be practically applied to finance, industrialization, education, and biology, making some races—white Anglo-Saxon races—inherently superior to others.

			As adoration for la Santa grew, Díaz still cut an imposing figure in military black, all straight angles and gleaming medals, a man with a thick white handlebar mustache, a stocky neck, and barrel-chested frame. He had acquired a taste for lavish French decor, validation from the U.S. liberal intelligentsia—which heaped it on him—and reportedly skin-lightening creams. All through their climb, says historian Paul J. Vanderwood, Díaz and Juárez had compelled Mexicanos to weigh the balance of Church and state, God and government. Now, as Porfirian “progress” left many behind, trust in the country’s institutions had fallen and a rift was widening between Mexicanos who still believed in the rule of law and those who, like Urrea, believed in the rule of God but not that of the Catholic Church and its clergy, and most certainly not Porfirio’s state. Urrea spoke out against money and greed. She attributed her powers to God and relied on Christ’s teachings to offer solace, but she did not recognize the authority of the Church. Her detractors, Vanderwood writes, called her a heretic—and Díaz considered her a threat to his rule, “the most dangerous girl in Mexico.”

			To help explain la Santa’s miracles, what she stirred in people, campesinos pointed to God and la Virgencita, the brown-skinned virgin who appeared to el Indio Juan Diego on the sliver of a moon, wearing a mantle full of stars. Spiritists turned to grand, complex theories about the cosmos and electromagnetic fields. Yet, in the stories of her friends and patients, it is possible to see another root to her power.

			In this age of men with deep pockets and blind ambitions, Mexico’s Indigenous tribes, its villagers and small farmers, were in the midst of being converted themselves. Once campesinos who worked the soil and picked the crops and shared the fruits of their labor, they were becoming a nameless, faceless class, a working class—la clase obrera. Urrea was mesmerizing because she looked into the eyes of those who no longer felt seen, touched each hurting part of those who no longer felt human—body, blood, and bones, hope and dreams—but machine. Her informal ministering, words of care and love for thy neighbor, moved souls because it laid bare their very absence under the iron rule of el Porfiriato. The more people listened, the more people, inspired and empowered, began to dissent.

			

			—

			The Teresita Rebellion, historians say, began in the summer of 1890, when murmurs of la Santa passed through the lips of Mayo natives assembled on a hill just outside of Cabora. A Mexican military officer dispatched to investigate reports of a large gathering there found more than 1,000 people waiting for a flood they believed would wash away the wicked, including the Mexicano settlers who had taken their land. Damián Quijano, a sixteen-year-old Mayo, claimed he had heard the prophecy from la Santa herself in a dream. Dozens were arrested, but the sightings of Urrea did not stop.

			In May 1892, about two hundred Mayo Natives sacked the nearby Sonoran town of Navojoa, shooting down public officials and crying, “¡Viva la Santa de Cabora!” A few days later, one of Porfirio Díaz’s generals and a phalanx of troops surrounded the home of the Urreas. Teresa and her father, Don Tomás, were arrested for the attack. They were taken through Yaqui country to Guaymas, a historic little port off the Pacific Ocean, and then forced to leave Mexico or else face time in prison. Early the next month, they boarded a train on a new rail line running north and crossed into the Arizona border city of Nogales. Their friend Lauro Aguirre, a spiritist and engineer who had his own disputes with el Porfiriato, soon followed them.

			Tensions continued to build that fall, this time in Tomóchic, the largest pueblo run by mestizos in the lower sierra of neighboring Chihuahua. Land in the region had surged in value with the expansion of nearby mines, in towns like Santa Eulalia and Parral, and a petty feud between a powerful local politico and federal officials over the practice of religion had devolved. It fed into the wider Teresita Rebellion gripping the north and the borderland.

			The final battle for Tomóchic began on October 20, 1892, when 1,200 of Díaz’s troops descended on the village before being repelled by Tomochiteco defenders. Díaz’s forces then put the rebels under siege. Days later, their ammunition and food supplies depleted, Tomochiteco families and roughly a dozen fighters were forced to take refuge in a small church on an isolated plateau near a stream. That afternoon, Díaz’s soldiers lit its front door on fire with petroleum, dried cornstalks, and light tinder. People struggled to escape as flames and smoke quickly engulfed the building. Screaming women grabbed children in their arms. Those who managed to flee were shot by snipers keeping watch in a nearby cave or by soldiers waiting outside. A few women and children found safety with the last rebels keeping up the fight, but more than sixty people were killed. Others who were injured died of cold and starvation. Before their struggle culminated in slaughter, shouts and hosannas in honor of la Santa had merged in the winds.

			The governor of Chihuahua tried to downplay the brutality and significance of the attack. He labeled the Tomochitecos religious fanatics. He called them criminals, bandidos, and enemies of progress. He called them Indios.

			

			• • •

			El Paso, Texas, United States

			1890s

			Along the borderland, when Herlinda was only months old, the embers of northern uprisings were still glowing amber. Reports of la Santa and the Tomóchic uprising would have yet been splattered across Spanish-language newspapers. The horrors of Tomóchic had touched off a liberal student movement against Díaz in Mexico City in the spring of 1893, and in El Paso they sparked a surge of revolutionary activity. La Santa was a modern-day reality star if modern-day reality stars inspired rebellion.

			El Paso stood then as it stands now: a city after its namesake, a passageway between two uneasy nations divided by a border and tied by blood, trade, and industry, a crossroads at a crossroads, wheeling people in all four cardinal directions across time. In capitalism’s game of winners and losers, the city had come out on top, prospering from the rush of American westward expansion and Asian and Latin American migration—so big, so booming, and so far west that one journalist from San Antonio had once proclaimed it the “Future Immense.”

			The El Paso skyline did not have a single skyscraper yet, but flat redbrick factories and shops and hotels in terra-cotta buildings were already rising against the mountains under the desert sun. The industrial development of the city, which transformed it into the one we know today, had been set in motion when four major railroad companies barreled toward it in a race to build the second transcontinental line through the United States. The Southern Pacific company won the contest on May 13, 1881, when about 3,000 Chinese workers—perhaps even some of the same men contracted by Herlinda’s father—pounded the final steel spikes in the ground with sledgehammers. Engine Number One, a small black-and-silver 4-4-0 locomotive, rumbled through the city a week later to salutes, speeches, a banquet, and a grand ball.

			The railroad race doubled the El Paso population of some eight hundred residents, then tripled it within months. Humble homes of brick and wood went up alongside Victorian mansions and Western-style stores and saloons. Over the span of a year, Baptists, Catholics, Episcopalians, Methodists, and Presbyterians had all built new churches. By 1883, the city had established a local government, a couple of banks, and several newspapers. The first public school and the first African American church in El Paso, Second Baptist, were founded a year later, and the African Methodist Episcopal Church a year after that. Then came mining and agricultural businesses, packinghouses, shoe factories, and cigar manufacturing companies, along with dance halls, gambling establishments, theaters, and opera houses.

			Hundreds of the Chinese railroad workers who won the race to El Paso stayed in the city even as the Southern Pacific Railroad immediately fired more than 1,000 of the tracklayers after the contest was over and the Chinese Exclusion Act came down roughly a year later. Others eventually drifted back. Many of the newly arrived immigrants, largely young men, wore thick-soled slip-on shoes, their hair long and braided in queues in the tradition of the Qing dynasty, imposed on Chinese men after the Manchurian invasion. They settled in an old adobe boardinghouse near the Southern Pacific train depot and a municipal dump that was cleaned up and transformed into San Jacinto Plaza.

			Almost immediately, some of the men established a large grocery store on the same block, supplying Chinese residents in the entire region. Soon a cluster of downtown Chinese laundries, stores, and chophouses had emerged alongside the city’s red-light district. More men moved into the surrounding homes—mostly humble one-story dwellings of wood and adobe—resulting in more Chinese storefronts around the city and the rise of a small professional class of traditional Chinese merchants, doctors, physicians, and surgeons.

			By 1896, El Paso had become home to roughly 15,500 people, the most populous place between San Antonio and Los Angeles. Herlinda’s father continued to pass through the city on business, and the Spanish-language press had not forgotten Tomóchic. Lauro Aguirre, who followed the Urreas into exile, moved to the city that year, presumably because he was being closely tracked by law enforcement officials in both Mexico and the United States. He had left engineering to become a journalist back in Nogales and had founded El Independiente, an influential anti-Porfirian rag.

			The battles of Tomóchic, historian David Dorado Romo writes, had radicalized Aguirre. At the Nogales home of the Urreas in 1893, Arizona agents believed, he and others had drafted “El Plan de Tomóchic,” a revolutionary manifesto that denounced the slaughter in the small village in Chihuahua and the Mexican government’s extermination rampage against the Yaqui people. It also called on Mexico to restore the liberal constitution of 1857, which Díaz’s mentor, former Mexican president Benito Juárez, had drafted when the two were still fighting the nation’s liberal battles.

			Soon after settling in El Paso, Aguirre persuaded the Urreas to join him in the city and help him out in the news business. Their arrival was thwarted at first. That spring, Aguirre and his news partner, Manuel Flores Chapa, were arrested and charged, at the request of the Mexican government, for neutrality violations and fomenting revolution. Mexican officials had taken issue with their coverage of the trial of the city’s first revolucionario, Víctor Ochoa, who had been arrested for “employing and equipping insurgents.” Ochoa, too, had used the Tomóchic uprising
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