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BRIEF NOTE ON SOURCES AND LANGUAGE



The Ballad of Roy Benavidez relies heavily on Roy Benavidez’s own public speeches and writings, especially the two memoirs he coauthored after his rise to fame. Published in 1986 and 1995, Roy’s autobiographical books offer unique access to his innermost thoughts about his family, childhood, and the events that most profoundly altered his fate. Like all memoirs, Roy’s books were deeply affected by the passage of time, as memories can change and fade across the decades of a person’s life. Roy’s memoirs were also shaped by the historical context of his rise to fame in the 1980s. Years of experience taught Roy that there were things his audiences wanted him to say and others that might have been less appealing to hear. These factors resulted in some relatively minor inaccuracies, omissions, or exaggerations, whether intentional or accidental. Nevertheless, these memoirs are used here as a guide to help trace the broader chronological contours of Roy’s story and as a window to understand his reactions to the circumstances that shaped his life. When possible, the timing and description of events have been verified for accuracy through other sources and relevant firsthand accounts.


This book uses the terms “Hispanic” and “Latino” to describe Roy’s race. Generally speaking, Hispanic refers to cultures associated with Spanish-speaking places, and Latino is used to describe people whose families descend from Latin America. But the terminology for people like Roy can be even more complex. At various points in history, other people might have referred to someone of Roy’s background as Tejano, Chicano, Yaqui, Native American, Latinx, Mexican American, or even Mexican, as his family was identified in the 1930 census. This book settles on the terms Hispanic and Latino for historical accuracy and because those are the terms Roy himself used most often to describe his racial and ethnic identity.















PROLOGUE



The defining moment in the life of Roy Benavidez came on May 2, 1968. The thirty-two-year-old Army staff sergeant was stationed at a remote post in South Vietnam, roughly eighty miles north of Saigon. At about two o’clock in the afternoon, he was huddled in a prayer group around the hood of a jeep when he saw two men running through the camp. Alarmed, Roy hustled to a nearby communications tent where he and a handful of servicemen gathered around a radio receiver. Over the static, they could make out the sound of rapid gunfire and men screaming in distress. A covert reconnaissance mission somewhere out in the surrounding jungle was going terribly wrong.1


Roy rushed to the airstrip, where he saw a “badly shot up” helicopter returning from a failed attempt to rescue the reconnaissance team. Moments later, another chopper came hurtling over the treetops, thumping onto the helipad in a rushed landing. The second helicopter was pierced by so many bullets that Roy “didn’t see how it could fly.” Twenty-year-old Michael Craig, a door gunner in the second chopper, had been shot in the chest. Roy and others pulled Craig from the aircraft and set him on the ground. Roy cradled the wounded man as they waited for medics. Craig was losing breath and struggling to speak. He managed to utter, “Oh, my God, my mother and father,” before dying in Roy’s arms.2


In 1968, Roy Benavidez was on his second tour of duty in Vietnam. He was a career military man, a “triple-volunteer” as it was known, meaning he had volunteered for the Army, Airborne, and Special Forces. Roy had first joined the Texas National Guard in 1952 and the United States Army in 1955. He had served across the globe, having previously been stationed in South Korea, Germany, Panama, Honduras, and Ecuador.3


Roy’s first tour in Vietnam began in 1965 and lasted just over four months before he was nearly killed by some type of land mine. After a remarkable recovery, he returned in 1968 as a member of the elite Army unit known as the Green Berets. Standing only five feet eight and weighing less than 170 pounds, Roy was not physically imposing to the untrained eye, but as a member of the Green Berets, he belonged to one of the most lethal fighting forces in the world. And now he was part of a secretive mission code-named “Daniel Boone,” an operation described by the Joint Chiefs of Staff as an “on-the-ground means of determining location and size of enemy organizations in sanctuary in Cambodia,” a place where American soldiers were not officially supposed to be operating at that point in the Vietnam War.4


For years, the American military brass had been deeply concerned about enemy troops and supplies infiltrating South Vietnam from Cambodia. This was a legitimate problem for the American mission in Vietnam. North Vietnamese troops stored munitions and food in rural areas just across the border, knowing full well that United States forces couldn’t interrupt their activities in the noncombatant nation of Cambodia. The communist forces could launch attacks into South Vietnam and then safely retreat back across the border to regroup.5


By December of 1967, communist operations in Cambodia had become such a problem that General William Westmoreland, the American military commander in Vietnam, requested seventy-two hours of “high intensity” B-52 tactical airstrikes on suspected enemy positions. This request was denied because of domestic and international concerns. The presidential administration of Lyndon B. Johnson was deeply worried that news of American action in Cambodia could cause domestic political turmoil or even trigger a military response from Russia or China. If the United States were to enter Cambodia, it would need a very good reason.6


Meanwhile, Cambodian officials refused to acknowledge that communist forces were operating in their country. American diplomats made overtures to members of the international community, but teams of inspectors from Canada and India couldn’t find evidence of a significant communist presence. North Vietnamese soldiers were indeed operating in Cambodia, but most of their activities took place in rural, isolated stretches of the jungle that were inaccessible to foreign diplomats. The United States military needed more evidence if it was to justify military intervention into Cambodia.7


Operation Daniel Boone was conceived in 1966 to gather such evidence. Orchestrated by a branch of the military known as Military Assistance Command, Vietnam-Studies and Observations Group (MACV-SOG), Daniel Boone was a series of top-secret missions involving the insertion of twelve-man units over the border, or “across the fence” as servicemen often called the operations, to study and observe enemy movements in Cambodia.8


As was their aim, these special units saw the enemy often. At the end of 1968, a Department of Defense memo reported that more than 80 percent of these reconnaissance missions encountered enemy forces. Over 50 percent required “emergency extraction” due to close contact with the enemy. It was extraordinarily dangerous work. “When the choppers took off to take team members on some mission,” Roy Benavidez recalled, “you never knew if you’d see them again.”9


On one of Roy’s first missions that spring, his unit began taking “some pretty heavy gunfire” and called for extraction. When the rescue helicopter arrived, Roy attached himself and a wounded soldier to a nylon harness known as a “McGuire rig,” a secure rope dropped from choppers during urgent extractions. As the rescue craft flew off with Roy dangling below, the McGuire rig began twisting so uncontrollably that the ropes started rubbing together. The friction began to fray the harness, threatening to sever the only lifeline holding the men hundreds of feet above the jungle floor below. As bullets chased the helicopter into the sky, a soldier named Leroy Wright leaned out from the main cabin to disentangle the line, saving Roy and the other man from plummeting to the earth. The other man later succumbed to his wounds, but Roy survived. He later described Leroy Wright as a “real angel” who had saved his life.10


On May 2, 1968, Leroy Wright was the leader of the reconnaissance team stranded in the jungle. “I felt my heart sink,” Roy recalled of learning about Wright’s squad. “Those were my brothers.” And so when another extraction helicopter prepared to take off, Roy rushed to the airstrip and jumped onboard, desperate to help his compatriots who were hopelessly surrounded by hundreds of North Vietnamese soldiers somewhere out in the Cambodian wilderness.11


After arriving at the scene, Roy jumped from the helicopter and sprinted across a clearing filled with gunfire to reach the trapped unit. He was shot numerous times, but he made his way to the survivors and managed to help them organize a defensive perimeter while treating the wounded men’s injuries and calling in supporting aircraft strikes over the radio. After roughly six hours of intensive combat, another helicopter was finally able to reach the clearing and extract the men. Roy was the last American to leave the field alive. All told, Roy saved the lives of at least eight soldiers while incurring more than thirty puncture wounds to all parts of his body that left him hospitalized for nearly a year and disabled for the rest of his life.12


Roy Benavidez never again saw combat, but he remained in the military until September of 1976, when he was forced to medically retire. By the time he was honorably discharged, Roy had earned the Parachutist Badge, two Good Conduct Medals, a National Defense Service Medal, an Armed Forces Expeditionary Medal, four Overseas Service Bars, a Vietnam Service Medal, a Republic of Vietnam Campaign Medal, a Combat Infantryman Badge, Vietnam Jump Wings, an Army Commendation Medal, a Badge with Rifle Bar, four Purple Hearts, and a Distinguished Service Cross. Because of the secrecy of his May 2 mission, however, it would take thirteen years for the full details of his most heroic actions to become known to the public. Only then would Roy emerge as a major national hero. In December of 1980, after over six years of lobbying, Roy Benavidez was approved for the Medal of Honor, the highest decoration in the American military. He received the award from President Ronald Reagan at the Pentagon on February 24, 1981.13


After receiving the Medal of Honor, Roy Benavidez became an American military legend who lived out the rest of his days as a national hero. For the final seventeen years of his life, he was America’s most recent living recipient of the Medal of Honor. He became an icon of military pride and patriotism at a time when the United States armed forces were trying to restore their image in the wake of the Vietnam War. In the 1980s, Roy represented the qualities the military wanted to promote, and he crafted a public persona that emphasized those qualities. He was an unflinching patriot and a shining example of service and courage.


Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, Roy delivered hundreds of speeches around the world. He spoke at military installations, schools, municipal buildings, and civic and veterans organizations—Rotary clubs, American Legions, and Chambers of Commerce. When Roy was not delivering speeches, his life was filled with an endless stream of parades, media appearances, ground-breakings, and military ceremonies. Roy’s activities took him into the halls of American power and prestige. He met presidents Ronald Reagan and George H. W. Bush on numerous occasions and regularly crossed paths with major American celebrities as well as Texas political luminaries such as H. Ross Perot, Ron Paul, and former first lady Lady Bird Johnson. During those years of fame, he testified in front of Congress, visited the White House twice, and was invited to every presidential inauguration between 1985 and 1997. One of America’s most famous war heroes, Roy was in constant demand. As he once joked to a Rhode Island audience, “I’m busier than a one-armed paperhanger with jock itch.”14


In his home state of Texas, Roy was practically royalty. In 1981, the Texas Press Association named him “Texan of the Year,” and Texas governor Bill Clements hosted an honorary “Roy Benavidez Day” at the state capital. Two years later, the Texas State Senate designated May 14, 1983, as “Roy P. Benavidez Day in Texas” and renamed the National Guard Armory in Roy’s hometown in his honor. Roy was similarly feted with Roy Benavidez Days in the cities of San Antonio, Houston, Galveston, El Paso, Corpus Christi, and Mercedes. The state’s political leaders loved being photographed with him and regularly invited him to participate in their fundraising dinners and commemorative events. Roy was a highly demanded speaker, and he traveled all over the state, serving as grand marshal in parades and offering remarks at all kinds of important events—graduations, veterans’ gatherings, holiday celebrations, and more.15


Since his death in 1998, Roy continues to be celebrated by members of the military community. Army posts across the South have various streets, ranges, and training programs named after Roy Benavidez. The United States Military Academy at West Point has a “Benavidez Room” containing Roy’s military portrait and a $10,000 bronze bust of him donated by the class of 1997. In 2001, the United States Navy christened a vehicle cargo ship named the USNS Benavidez. That same year, Roy Benavidez became the first Hispanic American honored with his own GI Joe. To this day, Roy remains respected across the globe by others who have fought and served. Some of America’s most famous military heroes—including the famed “American Sniper” Chris Kyle and “Lone Survivor” Marcus Luttrell—have for decades marveled at his incredible heroics.16


Roy has also long been championed by major American politicians, especially Republican leaders, who have been enamored by his courageous actions on May 2, 1968. Former United States senator John McCain opened his 2004 book, Why Courage Matters, with an anecdote about the “superhuman heroics of Roy Benavidez.” Former secretary of state Colin Powell wrote about Roy in his memoir, as did Ronald Reagan’s secretary of defense Caspar Weinberger, who called Roy’s Medal of Honor ceremony “one of the bright spots of the [Reagan] Presidency.” Roy drew the praises of both President George H. W. Bush and his son President George W. Bush, who called Roy “a man of great courage and determination.” As of this writing, Roy’s Medal of Honor remains prominently displayed in the American Heroes Gallery at the Reagan Presidential Library in Simi Valley, California.17


But Roy was so much more than a war hero, especially among Hispanics. His rise to prominence in 1981 made Roy one of the country’s most famous Latinos at the beginning of an era many pundits dubbed “The Decade of the Hispanic.” As one of the most famous Hispanics of the 1980s, Roy was among a small number of Latino icons whose fame crossed over into mainstream American society. He was also a very different type of Hispanic idol, one famous not for his voice or beauty but for his patriotism and service. In some ways, he was the embodiment of a dream long deferred, a Hispanic soldier broadly accepted by the American public in exchange for his military contributions. Generations of Hispanic veterans had previously tried to make such a bargain, but the Latino heroes of World Wars I and II returned home only to find continued racial discrimination. Roy, on the other hand, was lionized as a national hero at a moment when Hispanic influence was expanding in all corners of American life. Latino audiences followed his life in the spotlight and cherished him as a representative of their people.18


When Roy first became famous, Dr. Leonardo Carrillo, a professor of ethnic studies at Texas A&M-Corpus Christi, wrote and mailed to Roy a poem titled “Ballad of Roy Benavidez.” It’s a traditional Mexican corrido, one that retells the public version of Roy’s story—that of a poor boy who rose to prominence through heroism under fire. Like other corridos, the “Ballad of Roy Benavidez” tells an epic tale of a man’s courage and rise to social prominence, building on an oral tradition of storytelling that dates back hundreds of years. The final line reads “we must not lose hope.”19


The legend of Roy Benavidez has meant a great many things to a great many people—from hardened military hawks to Chicano academics—who have repackaged and reused it for their own purposes. To some, he is an interesting character who accomplished a remarkable feat of violent heroism. To others, he is an icon of the military or of an entire race, and an inspirational man whose American journey holds the promise to unlock some deeper meaning about perseverance, sacrifice, and citizenship. For most, Roy’s story lies somewhere in between. Like all myths and legends, portions of the story of Roy Benavidez have been told and retold time and time again. But his entire story has never been told before now.


The Ballad of Roy Benavidez is a book about an extraordinary American life. Although Roy has been widely celebrated for his actions in the Cambodian jungle, the story of those wartime heroics does not fully capture the richness or complexity of his American journey. Roy was more than just a warrior, and his story can teach us much more about American history than just its military exploits. To truly understand Roy’s life, it is essential to incorporate the backstory of his Hispanic family and look beyond the pomp and circumstance of America’s endless military celebrations to examine the pre- and postwar experiences of working-class veterans.


Roy was born Latino and poor in Great Depression–era Texas. He came from a family with deep Texas roots. His ancestors had lived in East Texas since the 1820s, well before Texas joined the United States. Roy’s family had been pioneers and landowners in East Texas, but they were forced from their lands by the racial discrimination that accompanied Texas independence from Mexico and entrance into the United States. Roy’s ancestors lost nearly everything and were reduced in status from major landowners to migrant farm laborers. By the time Roy was born in the 1930s, his family was among the millions of Hispanics who worked on other people’s farms for very little pay. Decades of racially discriminatory federal and state policies blocked Latinos from the very same opportunities—land grants, property, education, and access to government welfare programs like Social Security—that undergirded prosperity for millions of white families, many of whom, in turn, profited handsomely off the labor of poor Latinos. Roy spent much of his childhood in and out of school, working in the cotton and sugar beet fields of Texas and Colorado. And his youth in Jim Crow–era Texas was plagued by racial harassment and disadvantages.


Military service provided Roy with unique opportunities. The same American nation that allowed for such stark, systemic racial inequalities was also capable of providing enticing incentives for those willing to serve in its military. Like many American veterans, Roy joined the armed forces because he saw no better path toward upward mobility and equality. Military service provided Roy with not only a good career but also a strong sense of national belonging. “I felt more a part of something than I ever had in my life,” he explained of joining the Army. “Nobody cared if the other was black, brown, or green.… I was equal.” As Roy later wrote, “The United States of America had given me freedom and an opportunity to succeed.… I believe that only in America could I, a young Hispanic-Indian American, have risen to my place.”20


But such opportunities came with an extraordinary price. The promise of social advancement was affixed to the physical hazards of global warfare. Roy bore the wounds of that violence. In 1974, he described himself as “a walking roadmap [of] scars.” His family and closest friends remembered him plucking pieces of shrapnel from his skin and scalp, finally freeing the pieces of metal he carried home from Southeast Asia after years embedded in his body. Roy’s 1968 battle left him with excruciating pain every day for the rest of his life. But the violence he witnessed also made him grateful to have lived at all. He constantly reminded his audiences that “the real heroes are those who never came back, those who gave their lives for this country.”21


As a Medal of Honor recipient in the early 1980s, Roy at times became a political prop. Ronald Reagan, just a month into his presidency, staged a moment of grand political theater when he learned of the outstanding Latino Medal of Honor recipient. In February of 1981, recently inaugurated President Reagan held a stately ceremony at the Pentagon and bucked tradition by reading the award citation himself, adding for the audience that Vietnam veterans had come “home without a victory not because they’d been defeated, but because they’d been denied permission to win.” For many in the military, Reagan’s actions and rhetoric that day signaled the restoration of pride to an American military that was still reeling from the tragedy of the Vietnam War. Colin Powell attended and remembered the Benavidez ceremony. “That afternoon marked the changing of the guard for the armed forces,” Powell later wrote. “The military services had been restored to a place of honor.” Reagan scored major political points that day, and throughout much of his presidency, by presenting himself as the servicemen’s greatest advocate since the war in Vietnam. But Roy was not merely a passive recipient of praise. Just two years later, he used his own prestige to advocate for himself and millions of other veterans when Reagan’s policies threatened his livelihood.22


In February of 1983, Roy Benavidez received a letter from the Social Security Administration notifying him of the discontinuance of his disability benefits. He had been on disability since retiring from the Army. In notifying Roy of the end of his benefits, the letter coldly stated, “It is concluded that you retain the ability to lift a maximum of 50 pounds; you can frequently lift and carry 25 pounds.” “It is not possible for you to return to military service since you have retired,” read the letter, “however, other types of work are readily available for you in our economic environment.”23


Seven years earlier, an Army physician had diagnosed Roy with pulmonary disease, shortness of breath, severe chest wall pain, a degenerative cervical spine, osteoarthritis of the lumbar spine, chondromalacia, anterior and osseous nerve palsy, frequent nose bleeds, and sloping sensorineural hearing loss. Roy had incurred an estimated thirty-seven puncture wounds while fighting for his country. Excluded by birth from the greatest promises of American life, Benavidez had made the ultimate sacrifices to earn full citizenship and respect. Yet, there he was in 1983 being instructed to get back to work, told by his government that neither his life-threatening injuries nor his remarkable act of valor were enough to entitle him to Social Security disability benefits. “I was emotionally crushed,” Roy wrote, “that my country would question my integrity in this manner.” Roy went to Washington to defend his honor and his income. In doing so, he was placed in direct conflict with the very same administration whose public military pageantry often overshadowed the more complicated realities of its treatment of veterans.24


Historians of the 1980s have written dozens of books and articles on changes to America’s memory of the Vietnam War and the deconstruction of the nation’s welfare state. The Reagan era unlocked a new stance toward the war, one of unapologetic military boosterism that helped give shape to a restored form of hardline global anti-communism in the 1980s. Military spending increased as resources were redirected from a welfare state whose excessive anti-poverty programs, Reagan and his advisors argued, had led to the economic downturn of the 1970s. These central tenants of the Reagan presidency represented great and enduring changes to American society. But few historians have ever noticed the short, chubby Hispanic man wearing a Medal of Honor around his neck who appeared prominently in both episodes and served as a powerful connector between the two. Roy was not the determining factor in either trend, but his story became a major inflection point in each development. During the spring of 1983, the war hero became the living embodiment of a nation struggling over the questions and nature of the changing welfare state.


The Ballad of Roy Benavidez tracks the journey of Roy P. Benavidez across more than sixty years of an incredible American life, tracing Roy’s path against the backdrop of Texas history, Hispanic American history, the Cold War, and beyond. It seeks to move beyond the innumerable examples of Roy Benavidez battlefield hagiography to tell a more complete story, one far bigger and more beautiful, complex, and heart-wrenching than anything anyone has ever said about Roy Benavidez and that day of explosive violence in May of 1968.


This is not just a story about a man but a book that seeks to capture the essence of marginalized citizens struggling to belong in a militarized nation. Told through the lens of a disadvantaged boy who became a legendary hero, this story lays bare the framework of the wide range of tragedies and triumphs that characterized American life in the twentieth century for poor people like Roy Benavidez. It is a tale about the interconnected meanings of race, citizenship, and military service in modern American society—one that uses the lore of a particular individual to interrogate the ways America celebrates its most revered heroes, balanced against what it asks of them in return.
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CHAPTER 1



RAWHIDE


Roy’s parents, Salvador Benavidez Jr. and Teresa Perez, met at a community dance in rural Texas in the year 1934. They were both in their early twenties, born just months apart in 1911. Salvador was tall and lean, strong from his days working as a ranch hand. He was handsome but unconventionally so. His narrow, clean-shaven face held dark eyes, oversized ears, and a large pointy nose. Teresa stood a head shorter and was beautiful by any standard. She had full lips, deep-set dark eyes, high cheekbones, and wavy black hair that she wore short.1


Salvador was a charmer. His lanky frame and peculiar features were offset by a bubbly personality. He was confident and outgoing, and he loved to dance. Salvador was “graceful,” his family recalled, and “much sought after as a partner.” He also possessed a beautiful singing voice. The young man sang old Mexican ballads that had been passed down through generations of Hispanic farmworkers—songs such as “La Noche Serena” and “Las Cuatro Milpas” that told romantic tales of lost love and life on the old Mexican haciendas.2


Teresa was much more reserved, perhaps because she came from a much smaller family. Whereas Salvador grew up in a large household of eleven siblings and adopted cousins, Teresa lived with just three brothers and a sister-in-law. She also lacked the machismo of her male peers. Her family wrote much less about her personality, mostly just that she was beautiful and hardworking.3


The pair met at the Lindenau Rifle Club, a single-story, board and batten building that sat at the bottom of a grass-covered hill in DeWitt County. Founded in 1901, the club allowed only male members, but the structure itself housed a variety of community events. The building was constructed in 1926 by German immigrants who modeled it in the fashion of traditional European social dance halls. For years, the Lindenau Rifle Club served as a gathering place for people who lived on the surrounding farms.4


Salvador and Teresa spent most of their lives in DeWitt County, home to about thirty thousand residents. He was born there and raised on a ranch not far from the dance hall. She had lived in DeWitt since migrating from Mexico as a young girl. Their courtship began in 1934, but it’s likely they had crossed paths before. Theirs was a small Latino community, and their families shared many connections.


Salvador’s people were ranchers and farmhands who tended crops and cattle. Teresa’s family lived in Cuero, the nearby seat of DeWitt County, where they held jobs in the local service industries. Her brothers worked in a bakery and as general laborers. Teresa would later become a domestic worker, cleaning the homes and minding the children of the city’s white elite. Neither Salvador nor Teresa had ever attended a proper school, nor could they read or write English. Their people were blue-collar workers, the vaqueros and mucamas whose labors powered local life in that part of Texas.5


DeWitt County, Texas, is a beautiful land of sprawling ranches and gently rolling grass-covered hills. It sits in a prairie along the Guadalupe River, sandwiched between the Texas Hill Country and the Gulf Coast. DeWitt is the wildflower capital of Texas, a place covered in bluebonnets and golden tickseed. It is also cattle country, both back then and now. The land is packed with tens of thousands of cows who spend their days munching grass in the shade of thick post oak trees. The foliage provides endless refuge for grasshoppers and cicadas who fill the air with their high-pitched songs. At dusk on a clear day, a view from atop one of DeWitt’s rolling hills reveals a sun-streaked vista of low-hanging clouds and vast grasslands stretching as far as the eye can see.6


Salvador’s father, Salvador Benavides Sr., came to DeWitt County near the turn of the century to work on one of the ranches (back then, the family still ended its name with “s”; the “z” wouldn’t stick until the late 1930s). He was a newcomer to the county but not the state. In fact, Salvador was part of the third generation of his family to live in Texas. His people were Tejanos—native Hispanics of Mexican descent who lived in modern-day Texas years before it joined the United States.


The Benavides family first arrived in Texas in 1828 when Plácido Benavides emigrated to Victoria from Tamaulipas, Mexico, with his three brothers—Ysidro, Eugenio, and Nicholas, the great-great-grandfather of Roy Benavidez. At the time, Texas was still part of Mexico, a remote but massively sprawling outpost largely occupied by Native American tribes. The Mexican government was eager to see the area occupied by settlers and offered “extraordinary inducements,” writes one historian, in the form of land grants to attract emigrants “to settle in Texas.” These newcomers included the famous Texans Stephen F. Austin and Samuel Houston, as well as Plácido Benavides.7


The Benavides brothers came to Texas to help organize Victoria, which was part of a new colony established by the wealthy empresario Martín de León. Plácido worked as de León’s secretary and later served as the town’s commissioner and its first schoolteacher, important roles that brought him local prominence. In 1832, he married one of de León’s daughters, further cementing his status among the city’s landowning elite. The other brothers also owned land, and their family was well-known and prosperous in the growing young colony. But their status was soon altered as Texas’s sovereignty changed.8


Texas’s new white settlers quickly turned against the same Mexican government that had gifted them the land. Their primary concern was over the issue of human slavery. Some of the white farmers brought with them enslaved Black people from the American South and chafed at new legislation that threatened the institution of slavery in Mexican Texas. First came an 1824 law limiting the importation of enslaved people. Next was an 1827 decree that restricted the enslavement of children and regulated the number of enslaved people an heir could inherit. Then, in 1829, Mexico abolished slavery. Texas slaveowners found loopholes by forcing enslaved people to sign indenture contracts and successfully lobbying for exemptions in their territory, but the threats to slavery—coupled with new constitutional reforms imposed by Mexican president Antonio López de Santa Anna—ultimately compelled wealthy white Texans to rebel against Mexico. “Texas must be a slave country,” insisted Stephen F. Austin.9


When the Texas Revolution began in 1835, Plácido joined the rebellion against Santa Anna. In addition to disputes over the future of slavery, many residents of Mexican Texas were outraged by Santa Anna’s invalidation of the 1824 Mexican Constitution, a move that gave the president almost complete control over the legislative and judicial branches of government. As an influential local leader, Plácido was appointed first lieutenant in a cavalry unit in the new Texas militia. He also helped supply the young army with horses, cattle, and food.10


In the fall of 1835, Plácido’s unit was part of a force that captured the city of Goliad. Later that autumn, he and his men served near San Antonio, helping procure and distribute supplies while also monitoring the movements of the Mexican army. His most famous contribution to the Texas Revolution came on March 2, 1836, when he escaped an ambush and charged ahead to Goliad to warn soldiers of the approaching Mexican army. For this act, he earned the nickname the “Paul Revere of Texas.”11


But soon after Texas won its independence in 1836, Plácido and his brothers began to face questions about their loyalty. Like all Texas revolutionaries, Plácido supported the overthrow of Santa Anna, but he preferred that Texas remain in Mexico rather than form its own independent nation. Race also fueled some growing animosity toward the Benavides brothers and other landowning Tejanos. Thousands of white Americans had poured into Texas during and immediately after the revolution, bringing with them racial and anti-Catholic prejudices and a strong desire to establish and maintain Anglo-Saxon supremacy. Some of the leading figures in the Texas Revolution, including Stephen F. Austin and Samuel Houston, had openly called for more white settlers to lay claim to Texas. “Texas should be effectually, and fully, Americanized,” argued Austin in 1835. That same year, Houston insisted that Anglo immigrants “will never mix with the phlegm of the indolent Mexicans.” In the eyes of many of these white settlers, the Texas Revolution had been a war against Mexico and a battle, at least in part, to snatch control of Texas from people of Hispanic descent.12


As Martín de León’s biographer wrote, the new Texas settlers “distrusted and hated the Mexicans, simply because they were Mexican, regardless of the fact they were both on the same side of the fighting during the war.” The Anglo Americans also questioned Tejano views on slavery and worried that these Hispanic Texans might threaten the ambitions of settlers who wanted to bring enslaved people to work on their farms. Some Anglo settlers openly sought to push Tejanos out of the new nation, using race to justify stealing property and driving people from the land.13


Plácido Benavides and his brothers encountered “war-crazy people,” writes one historian, “who overran the town of Victoria.” Fearing for their families, the brothers fled to Louisiana along with the de León family. While they were gone, white settlers began to move onto their property and claim it as their own. Plácido died in Louisiana in 1837, exiled from the very place he had just fought to liberate. The rest of the brothers eventually returned, including the youngest brother, Nicholas, the great-great-grandfather of Roy Benavidez.14


Upon their return, Nicholas and his brothers faced an onslaught of anti-Tejano racism around Victoria. People of Mexican descent were constant targets of theft and violence. Thieves broke into their houses and stole their horses and cattle. Some Tejanos were threatened or attacked by roving gangs of thugs. In 1843, Nicholas’s sister-in-law lost her brother when a group of Tejanos was ambushed and murdered just west of Victoria. Another massacre of “eight unknown Mexicans” occurred nearby in the following decade.15


In 1845, Texas became the twenty-eighth state in the United States. Three years later, the Mexican-American War ended with the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, resulting in the transfer of California and parts of modern-day Arizona, New Mexico, Utah, and Nevada to the United States. At the time, about 100,000 ethnic Mexicans lived in those areas. The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo gave those people United States citizenship and all the rights protected by that status. But the entrance of those territories into the United States also drew hundreds of thousands more white settlers who brought with them vile, racist rhetoric and a desire to impose new laws that protected the rights of white landowners over those of Hispanic families, some of whom had lived in Texas for generations.16


In the early 1850s, the famous intellectual Frederick Law Olmsted toured Texas and recounted flagrant prejudice toward Mexican American landowners near Victoria. “Mexicans were regarded in a somewhat unchristian tone,” he described, “not as heretics or heathen to be converted with flannel and tracts, but rather as vermin, to be exterminated.” “White folks and Mexicans,” Olmsted reported of one Anglo woman’s remarks, “were never made to live together, anyhow, and the Mexicans had no business here.” Some Anglos spoke openly of driving them out. “They were getting so impertinent, and were so well protected by the laws,” an Olmsted interviewee concluded, “that the Americans would just have to get together and drive them all out of the country.” And that is precisely what ensued, albeit largely through the legal system instead of the battlefield.17


The entrance of Texas into the United States created several means by which Anglos could legally displace Tejano families. First, although Tejano landowners who remained in Texas after 1845 became citizens of the United States, their property titles did not always hold up in court. After Texas became a state, Anglo settlers increasingly began to dispute the property claims of traditional Tejano families. The interpretation of documentation was key, as courts in the United States did not accept the same types of property distinctions previously recognized by Spanish or Mexican property law. Older claims to the land might have been based on boundaries defined by rivers or boulders rather than units of English measurement. These types of claims were difficult to certify, especially when they were written in Spanish and/or related to a changing landscape. Even when landowners could produce documentation, the authenticity of these records could still be drawn into question. There were also cases with competing claims based on forged documents and still others where squatters claimed land they were illegally occupying. Sometimes large landowners didn’t even know that people had started living on portions of their property until new claims were filed in court. Thus, landed families were often forced to procure documentation or hire attorneys and surveyors to draw up new titles. Tejano landowners could win these disputes in court but still lose chunks of land because they often paid for legal services by parceling out a section of the very same land under question. Therefore, even an illegitimate dispute could cost a landowner acreage.18


Second, Tejano families lost a great deal of land in tax sales. With changes in government, newly elected officials used revised property assessments to impose exorbitant tax rates on landowners. A bad harvest or mismanaged funds could force a family to sell property just to meet these new tax obligations. Failure to pay these property taxes could lead to the foreclosure of property, which was then auctioned off at sheriffs’ sales, where foreclosed land was commonly bought by Anglos for prices far below the assessed value. It is impossible to measure the full extent of premeditation and fraud involved in these processes, but the Anglo judges, sheriffs, and tax collectors who controlled this system were clearly well positioned for grift.19


Third, the death of a Tejano landowner exposed family property to repossession during the complex legal process of probate. Probate proceedings required families to have Anglo attorneys familiar with American laws. In this role, these lawyers were paid to oversee estate administration, which involved assessing the value of the estate, settling the estate’s debts, and then distributing the estate among beneficiaries. This exposed intergenerational familial wealth to a variety of means by which a family could be defrauded, including unexpected charges of taxes, court fees, or attorney fees—which could also be settled with land transfers. The other problem was that many of these traditional families did not possess a notarized last will and testament. Even if they did, the authenticity of such a document was vulnerable to legal challenge if it had not been filed in an American court. Many long-standing Tejano families were unfamiliar with the probate system and thus unprepared to protect their own property when passing it to an heir. “Thus,” writes historian David Montejano, “when a money-poor clan lost its patriarch, it usually lost its inheritance.” And that inheritance was often land.20


Fourth, market forces and new competitors also played a role. The new growers entering the marketplace weren’t merely just yeoman farmers. Many of the new competitors were large transnational corporations funded by English and American investors. These corporations had access to seasoned attorneys and capital, which enabled them to buy out smaller farmers and invest in advanced farming techniques that improved crop production. Small farmers, be they Tejano or white, simply didn’t have the same access to investment capital to compete with international conglomerates who drove down the prices of commodities. Some family farmers could borrow capital to improve their productivity, but these loans left them exposed to recessions. Large agribusiness firms bought land from both Anglo and Tejano farmers, but during economic downturns, Tejano farmers sold roughly twice the acreage of their white counterparts.21


All told, these methods of land redistribution were legal. As one Texas historian has snidely argued, “the hacendado class, as a class, was stripped of property perfectly legally, according to the highest traditions of U.S. law.” Of course, there were also extralegal means, including threats or violence. “If the owner won’t sell,” went one popular saying at the time, “his widow will.” Whatever method was employed, the combined result was the transfer of hundreds of thousands of acres of land from Tejano to Anglo ownership. As one of the Benavides brothers griped, “those who came to the land after its annexation… robbed the old pioneers of their hard-earned homes.”22


Nicholas Benavides and his brothers tried to hold onto as much of their property as possible. White settlers had begun to establish homesteads on their land, and Nicholas fought in the courts to secure his lost property. He also filed a new land claim with the Texas legislature to protect his original holdings. Desperate, he took whatever action he could to reclaim his property. At one point, he paid squatters $215 just to vacate a parcel of his land on which they were illegally residing. But Nicholas and his brothers were ultimately helpless against the tidal wave of land-hungry Anglo settlers eager to answer the call to make Texas more white.23


The Benavides family lost their land in Victoria not through a single dramatic swindle but rather by way of a series of transactions that chipped away at their holdings. Between March of 1853 and December of 1860, the family was engaged in six separate transfers in which nearly 1,200 acres of their land was deeded to new owners. In every single transfer, the recipient of Benavides land was Anglo.24


In 1862, Nicholas Benavides packed up his family and left Victoria for good, moving more than two hundred miles south to the border county of Hidalgo. Nicholas died soon after the move, leaving control of the family property to his oldest son, Eugenio. The second son was named Nicholas like his father. In 1868, a Hidalgo County tax assessment listed Eugenio’s property as including 4,428 acres of land, 93 horses, and 312 cattle—valued together at $3,114. Two years later, census records reported Eugenio’s net worth to be $3,900. Having fled Victoria during an oncoming tide of racism and displacement, Eugenio and his siblings had reestablished themselves as successful ranchers in Hidalgo County.25


But the same forces of displacement stalked the Benavides family to the border. Tax sales, property disputes, and complex legal proceedings—the same processes that had cost Tejano families land in Victoria a generation earlier—reshaped the demographics of property owners in Hidalgo County. In 1852, the percentage of land owned by Tejano families was 83.5 percent. By 1900, that figure had dropped to a mere 29 percent.26


Most of the land transactions of the era were relatively small, but several examples of questionable land acquisitions stood out. One Anglo sheriff in Hidalgo County auctioned off seven thousand acres of repossessed land over a two-year stretch for an absurdly low amount of $32.15. In 1877, another Hidalgo County sheriff auctioned three thousand acres for $17.15. Yet a third used his position to acquire sixty thousand acres of land between 1890 and 1900. One wealthy Anglo rancher operating in Hidalgo and Cameron Counties was able to acquire roughly four hundred thousand acres. A historian who examined all land transactions in Hidalgo County between 1848 and 1900 found that every tract of land sold by a family with a Hispanic surname was purchased by buyers with Anglo surnames.27


Like other Tejanos, the Benavides family struggled to hold their land in Hidalgo County. That border region in those days was a frontier, often unstable and filled with violence. Cattle thieves and small posses routinely harassed ranching families on both sides of the border, and there was at least one report of Eugenio fighting off “a band of Mexican cattle thieves.” It was also a place of rapid Anglo migration, with waves of eager Americans pouring into South Texas looking for land.28


In the 1870s, the Benavides family began dispensing their acreage through multiple property transfers. These transactions are not well-documented because the property records from that era in Hidalgo County are incomplete. Some of the legal documents, especially those concerning tax sales, are illegible or lost. But it’s clear that the Benavides family faced any number of potential pressures—tax sales, fraud, market-based downturns, or even violence—that could have coerced them to sell. At least one of their major transactions is well-documented. In 1876, the Benavides family sold over one thousand acres to a man named Thaddeus Rhodes for only $50.29


Thaddeus Rhodes arrived in Texas from North Carolina in 1846, the year after the Lone Star State was admitted into the United States. He initially settled in Brownsville before moving to Hidalgo upon the formation of the county in 1852. Having run a small business in Brownsville, Rhodes managed to secure the position as Hidalgo’s first county clerk. He went on to enjoy a long career as an administrator in Hidalgo County, later becoming a commissioner, postmaster, and judge before retiring in 1890. Rhodes also started his own cattle ranch.30


For nearly forty years, Rhodes played a major role in the legal proceedings of Hidalgo County. As an official of the state, he worked closely with the tax assessors and sheriffs who largely controlled local property transactions. According to an 1873 investigation, he was notorious for his involvement in sheriff’s auctions, particularly those where Tejano property was sold at low prices to Anglos. His name is all over records from the era. He made legal judgments in probate cases and land disputes, and he served as executor of the estates of several Tejano families. He was also rumored to have housed a “band of robbers,” wrote one commentator, who lived on his ranch under his protection and harassed and stole from other cattlemen. Rhodes’s role as a local clerk and judge put him in a prime position to expand his own landholdings. By 1880, his ranch had grown to seventeen thousand acres, most of it acquired by way of tax sale auctions and various purchases from Tejano families.31


That same year, the Benavides family did not appear in the local tax rolls. The records are incomplete, but the end result is clear. After 1880, the Benavides family owned no land in Hidalgo County, despite having held more than four thousand acres just twelve years before. From Victoria to Hidalgo, this family of Texas landowners had lost the bulk of their holdings within two generations. Their offspring drifted across the region’s farms, looking for new places to live and work in the absence of a permanent home of their own.


In another reality, perhaps this family of Texas pioneers would be remembered alongside some of the legendary figures of the Texas Revolution, such as Austin or Houston, and their ancestors would have built enormous ranches on land they’d owned since before Texas shook free of Mexico. For many American families, wealth and power comes from time on the land. But the Benavides family never had such an opportunity to plant deep roots. As it was, this family who might have otherwise been Texas royalty was scattered to the winds of the prairie.


Salvador Benavidez Sr.—the son of the second Nicholas and the third generation of his family to live in Texas—was born near the Mexican border in 1880. Much of his youth was spent working on different ranches across Texas. At about the age of twenty, he took a job in DeWitt County, adjacent to Victoria County, where his ancestors owned land nearly forty years before. It would take Salvador another twenty years to become a landowner himself.


Soon after Salvador Benavidez moved to DeWitt County, he met a young woman named Ysabel Cisneros, the daughter of an immigrant farming family. They were both twenty years old when they wed on December 2, 1900. Salvador and Ysabel’s first child was born on April 22, 1902. They named him Nicholas, like his grandfather and great-grandfather. Seven more children followed. The fifth, Salvador Benavidez Jr.—Roy’s father—was born on October 11, 1911.32


DeWitt County was settled by land grant recipients in the 1820s, but its modern economic foundations were truly laid in the cattle drive craze of the 1860s and 1870s. As legend has it, in 1866, a DeWitt County rancher named Crockett Cardwell amassed some 1,800 head of cattle and hired experienced frontiersmen to guide the cows north along an old Shawnee hunting trail to St. Joseph, Missouri, the nation’s westernmost major railhead at the start of the Civil War. If the cattle could reach St. Joseph, then they could be loaded onto railroad cars and shipped to the great metropolises of the Northeast, where millions of hungry citizens awaited the beef.33


The gamble paid off. Word of that first expedition spread quickly and inspired scores of similar cattle drives. In 1866 alone, cowboys drove more than 250,000 cattle from Texas to the Great Plains. In the years to come, millions more cattle would journey from Texas to Kansas, Colorado, and Missouri along now-legendary cattle trails such as the Western, the Shawnee, the Goodnight-Loving, and the Chisholm. That mythical era lasted only a few short years before the coming of railroads made the drives obsolete.34


DeWitt’s first tracks were laid in 1873, part of a boom that saw Texas railroad mileage grow from five hundred to 11,300 between 1860 and 1890. The tracks created fresh opportunities in DeWitt that attracted thousands of new residents. From just over 6,400 people in 1870, the county’s population grew to 21,311 by 1900. Many of these new arrivals were European immigrants. In the early 1900s, about half of DeWitt County’s non-Black residents were either immigrants themselves or the child of at least one foreign-born parent.35


Texas, with its open ranges and vast acreage, attracted hundreds of thousands of European immigrants who wanted to try their luck at farming and ranching. The Lone Star State never matched the high immigration levels of northern states such as New York or Illinois, but Texas by the turn of the century had by far the highest rate of foreign-born residents of any state in the South.36


DeWitt was largely populated by Germans. The immigrants maintained many of their traditions and named new settlements after German towns and people—Hochheim, Nordheim, Westhoff, Lindenau—but their way of living became distinctly Texan. Whatever jobs they had held in Germany, in DeWitt they became farmers and ranchers. Almost everyone in the county was connected to the land. Cows outnumbered people, and chickens and turkeys outnumbered cows. The farmers grew mostly corn and cotton, and they sold eggs, milk, butter, and meat.37


To run their farms, DeWitt’s immigrant ranchers sought experienced laborers. With few machines yet available, they recruited poor people who did not own land. Farmworkers could be of any race, but at that time an increasing number of Texas landowners preferred Latinos as agricultural laborers. The state’s poor white and Black residents fell out of favor with some ranchers who believed them to be either “lazy, thriftless, and unreliable,” as one DeWitt County planter described Black workers, or too demanding of higher wages and better living conditions in the case of white workers. One white landowner in East Texas explained that white sharecroppers, “being of the same race and breed,” might expect “equal right with you, but the Mexican understands that he is to do what you tell him.” “The whites,” explained another planter, “want screened houses, toilets, bed springs, a table and a stove. The Mexican asks only [for] wood and water.” Another Texas farmer went so far as to claim that the Latino body was “specifically fitted for the burdensome task of bending his back to picking the cotton and the burdensome task of grubbing the fields.”38


Salvador and Ysabel Benavidez were among the Hispanic farmworkers of DeWitt County. They worked as sharecroppers, meaning they lived and worked on a section of a landowner’s property in exchange for a share of the crop. Such arrangements were common across the American South. They were exploitative, almost always favoring the landowner. Because sharecropping families were poor, they often had to borrow from landowners or local merchants to obtain the supplies needed to start planting. After starting their tenancies deeply in debt, tenant farmers often struggled to fulfill their annual obligation to the landowners. Things were tight even in a good year. Bad years could prove to be disastrous. Any number of misfortunes—droughts, insects, or the whims of commodities markets—could spin vulnerable sharecropping families into deep pits of indebtedness that could take years to escape. And powerful planters typically controlled local processing mills, mercantile stores, and the courts, using the economic and legal structures of their society to further cheat tenants by altering weight scales or paying off judges.39


By the time Salvador Benavidez Jr. was born in 1911, more than half of DeWitt County’s 2,746 farms were operated by tenant farmers, almost all of whom were engaging in growing cotton or corn, or raising livestock. The Benavidez family lived just northwest of the county seat at Cuero, out on the wide-open rolling hills. Poor sharecropping families like Salvador’s usually lived in wooden shacks without electricity or indoor plumbing.40


Most farmwork revolved around the cotton harvest. In DeWitt County, cotton is planted in early spring and harvested in September and October. Everyone in sharecropping families worked in the fields. Kids couldn’t drive the plows, but they could drop seeds. And everybody could pick cotton. Picking was a communal effort, involving all ages and genders. In fact, most Texas cotton at that time was picked by women and children. One of Salvador’s relatives who grew up picking cotton remembered, “We used to pick cotton when we were old enough to walk down to the cotton field, make little piles,… three or four years old.”41


When the cotton bolls were not in bloom, Latino families living on the East Texas prairie spent their working hours tending gardens, overseeing livestock, and completing the endless array of chores needed to maintain their farms. For young boys like Salvador Jr., their work included collecting eggs and milking cows. Many families also raised sheep, meaning that the younger boys would also have helped clean and shear the sheep for their wool.


The lives of Hispanic farmworkers were also deeply affected by race. Race, after all, was the reason many of them were so poor in the first place. And their daily experiences were contaminated by racial prejudice. Anti-Latino racial discrimination was part of the broader system of Jim Crow that separated white and Black people in the rest of the American South, but it was a little bit different than Black-white racial segregation. In many ways, anti-Latino racism was more complex, as the racial boundaries could be a bit more fluid. People of Mexican descent were usually legally classified as “White,” but visibly darker skin and language discrimination left them susceptible to racial prejudice and disadvantage.


Like the Benavidez family, many Hispanics had been living in Texas for generations. But the decline of the Tejano upper class—characterized by the loss of land in the late nineteenth century—cast its descendants into a life of farm labor. In the eyes of many Anglos, this made them no different than Mexican immigrants. Some older white Texans understood a distinction between old Tejano families and new Mexican immigrants, but newcomers tended to group together all Hispanics based on surnames or the visible appearance of skin color. A Tejano family who had lived in Texas for over a century could face racial discrimination and xenophobia from white settlers who had only been in Texas a few years.42


Unlike Black residents, Hispanics in Texas were often able to attend the same churches or even schools as white citizens. But they faced severe discrimination in public accommodations and housing. This could vary by locale. In some places, Latinos might be able to attend school with white children but not allowed to sit next to them in the movie theater. In others, the arrangements could be reversed. It was also common for housing covenants to prohibit the sale or rental of a property to any “Mexican or person of Negro blood.” People passed through the sometimes fluid color barrier, and some Latinos did very well for themselves. But generally speaking, the laws and culture of Texas prevented Hispanics from equal access to education and jobs, the traditional mechanisms of social uplift in America. They were rendered into a lower class and blocked from the greatest promises of society.43


Public discrimination was backed by violence. One need not look far from Cuero for large demonstrations of racialized intimidation. In 1923, the Cuero Record observed a “Massive KKK [Ku Klux Klan] initiation that was held in the road between Yoakum and Cuero,” just a few miles from where the Benavidez family lived. The Klan grew across Texas in the 1920s, its statewide membership reaching an estimated one hundred thousand. Dallas was said to have the highest per capita Klan membership of any city in the United States. One historian has called Texas in 1924 “the number one Klan state politically.”44


It was against the backdrop of these conditions that Salvador and Ysabel Benavidez welcomed eight children between 1902 and 1918. Their opportunities were constricted by racism and poverty, but their lives were also bound by love and the inner happiness of their family. Salvador and Ysabel impressed a great sense of familial duty upon their children. Their family was incredibly close, and they cared deeply for one another, forging bonds that became essential for the survival of their children as death began to reshape their lives.


In the fall of 1918, a global influenza pandemic brought great tragedy to the Benavidez family. That November, Ysabel contracted the flu. She died on November 16, 1918, just nine days after giving birth to a baby girl. Ysabel was only thirty-five years old when she passed away, one of about 2,100 Texans and 675,000 American citizens who lost their lives to the great influenza pandemic between 1918 and 1920. Ysabel’s untimely death left her eight children, ranging in age from sixteen years to nine days, without a mother. It is somewhat miraculous that she was the only one in her immediate family who died from the virus. Yet, the flu did claim the lives of Salvador’s brother and his sister-in-law, who perished within three weeks of Ysabel’s death.45


A year and a day after Ysabel’s death, Salvador married her older sister, Angelita, who was eight years older than Salvador. Their marriage appears to have been one of familial duty. Salvador and Ysabel’s eight children needed a mother, and Angelita was unmarried and living nearby. She was forty-seven when she formally joined the family, replacing her lost sister as Salvador’s wife and the children’s mother. Angelita, who never bore children of her own, raised her sister’s kids. She and Salvador also adopted their three orphaned nephews.46


Salvador Benavidez Jr. was just seven years old when his mother died. But he was nevertheless surrounded by a big, loving family. His father and adopted mother did manage to achieve some measure of success. In 1920, after nearly twenty years of farm labor, his father acquired 1.25 acres of land on which they lived and farmed. It had taken more than forty years for that branch of the Benavidez family to again become landowners, although the single acre was a far cry from the vast four-thousand-acre ranch their family once held.47


Salvador Jr. spent his youth living and working on farms around DeWitt County. His early days were filled with picking cotton, milking cows, and managing the herds. On most days, when the work was done, there wasn’t much else to do on the farms but eat, sing, and tell stories under the bright stars of the open prairie. Families like his grew their own food and lived together in large extended communities, gathering to eat meals of huevos rancheros, frijoles, burritos, chilaquiles, enchiladas, and tamales. In the evenings, the workers sang songs about farm life and love affairs—“canciones rancheras” and “canciones románticas”—or ballads known as “corridos” that told stories of heroes from the past. Sometimes, the singers would be accompanied by guitars or accordions. One writer who toured Texas in the 1930s recalled a night scene at one of those ranches. “The hour of 2 A.M. is magic,” the author described. “Cowbells softly tintling, crickets softly playing, frogs in the river cheeping and croaking, workmen’s voices raised in happy songs of Mexico.” In his youth, Salvador learned the old ranching songs from the men who worked around him. He also grew up hearing tales of his ancestors, the tough fighters and cowboys who helped Texas win its independence and worked on its legendary ranches.48


As Salvador Jr. aged into adolescence, he encountered other youths at Our Lady of Guadalupe in Cuero, the county’s first Catholic church built for Hispanics. Salvador also had time to socialize during occasional trips into town or time spent lounging and fishing in the nearby Guadalupe River. The young ranch hands of rural DeWitt County would also gather at the trading posts and picnic shelters that dotted the countryside. The Benavidez family lived near a little spot called Mustang Mott, which was named after a grove where wild horses once ran. Mustang Mott had a small grocery store where one could buy a cold beer. Farmworkers gathered there to purchase supplies and to drink and gab over games of dominoes. Local youths also congregated at the dance halls and rifle clubs established by German immigrants in the small villages of Nordheim and Lindenau.49


It was during one such night in 1934 that Salvador Jr. met Teresa Perez at the Lindenau Rifle Club. That evening, the pair sang and danced, chatting and laughing with their friends and families. A spark was lit, and love soon followed. Eventually, they decided to marry. But their plans met a brief obstacle when Salvador’s family expressed reservations over a particular aspect of Teresa’s heritage.50


Teresa Perez had been born in Monclova, Mexico, on July 12, 1911, and arrived in Texas with relatives as a child. She was a descendent of Yaqui Indians, whose homeland is in the northwestern part of modern-day Mexico. Many details of Teresa’s life are difficult to pin down, but her Yaqui ancestral identity was essential, as it later played an important role in her son’s personal identity. “My heritage,” Roy later wrote, “is Mexican and Yaqui Indian.” In reconstructing that heritage, Roy emphasized the legendary ferocity of Yaqui Indians. They were the people, he wrote, who “had killed and eaten whole armies of Aztec and Toltec” and who Hernán Cortés “wisely chose to avoid” while “conquering most of Mexico.” This identity would prove crucial throughout Roy’s life. It was the most important aspect of an otherwise tenuous connection with his mother’s people. That ancestry was also the reason why his parents almost didn’t marry.51


Teresa’s background is much murkier than Salvador’s, largely because she moved from Mexico without her biological parents. She first appears in a mysterious entry in the United States Census records in 1920. The document lists a young Teresa living with a sixty-year-old woman named “Nicolosia” who is recorded as her “mother.” But that woman was not Teresa’s mother. Teresa’s mother’s name was Eusebia Ortiz, and it does not appear that she nor Teresa’s father, Agapito, ever lived in the United States. The 1920 census also lists a boy named Manuel as Teresa’s brother. That much is accurate. Manuel was her brother. In the next census, taken in 1930, Teresa and Manuel were living in Cuero with their older brothers, Sisto and Martin. Four years later, she met Salvador Benavidez Jr. at the Lindenau Rifle Club.52


According to Roy, Teresa’s Yaqui background created some apprehension among Salvador Jr.’s family. “Because of my mother’s background,” he wrote, “the Benavidez family’s reaction to my father’s announcement that he intended to marry my mother was severe.” Salvador Sr. “could hardly have been more shocked,” Roy suggested, “if his son had announced his intentions to marry one of the daughters of the German settlers.” But these initial concerns were not enough to break the bond of young love that united Roy’s parents. Their romance persevered and the couple planned to wed.53


Salvador and Teresa were married at Our Lady of Guadalupe on Sunday, October 7, 1934. They began their lives together during the middle of the Great Depression. Cotton and oil prices in Texas had crashed along with the stock market. To the north, millions of acres of topsoil were blown away by massive dust storms during one of the worst ecological disasters in North American history. For Texans, the average per capita income declined from $476 in 1929 to $290 in 1934 (over $8,000 and $4,800 today, respectively). Hispanic sharecroppers were among the most vulnerable and poverty-stricken groups. Nevertheless, Salvador and Teresa were also the progeny of resilient families who had survived decades of challenges, and they charged ahead with their plans, hoping for better days to come.54
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Salvador and Teresa Benavidez on their wedding day, October 7, 1934. Courtesy of the Benavidez family.








The newlyweds left their relatives’ homes and started off on their own, working as sharecroppers on a plot of land not far from Salvador’s parents. They lived in a little unpainted wooden house with a side garden, where they grew vegetables and raised chickens. Salvador milked their cow, and Teresa churned its milk into butter. Those first months of marriage must have been exciting. The dreams of young lovers present a horizon’s worth of possibilities, be they rich or poor, Hispanic or white.55


Roy Benavidez was born on August 5, 1935. Salvador and Teresa named their first son Raul Perez Benavidez, but for most of his life the boy went by Roy. Baby Roy was baptized at Our Lady of Guadalupe on November 3, 1935. A second son, Rogelio, arrived soon after on September 1, 1936. Salvador, Teresa, and their boys were at the dawn of their lives together when Salvador suddenly became very sick.56


In December of 1936, Salvador Benavidez Jr. was diagnosed with tuberculosis. The doctor who examined him estimated that he had been sick for about a year. His family concluded that he had contracted the disease by drinking spoiled milk, a culprit as likely as any other. Tuberculosis was particularly dangerous for Latinos living in Texas, who as late as the 1940s died at roughly seven times the rate as their white counterparts.57


By the time Salvador saw the doctor, he had lost thirty pounds from his 152-pound frame, leaving an already lanky man looking drastically malnourished. In addition to weight loss, other symptoms of tuberculosis include coughing, chest pain, and fever. The doctor recommended that Salvador be sent to the Texas State Tuberculosis Sanatorium, a large state-run facility located about three hundred miles northwest of DeWitt County. Salvador was admitted without payment because he owned nothing. The county and the state would cover his fees. But his physician was not optimistic. The doctor observed “extensive” infection in both lungs and offered a final prognosis of “not good.”58


Created in 1911, the Texas State Tuberculosis Sanatorium was a self-sustaining facility that operated on a large, isolated campus in Tom Green County. It had the capacity to treat more than one thousand patients at a time, most of whom remained in residence for about nine months. At the sanatorium, hospital officials promised that with plenty of rest, good food, light exercise, and regular lectures about how to manage their condition, patients would recover.59


Thankfully, Salvador survived and returned home to his wife and young children. But he never fully beat the disease. Just fourteen months after his initial diagnosis, Salvador was rediagnosed with tuberculosis. The family once again fingered bad milk as the culprit, but he had never actually been cured, meaning he had lived with the disease for about three years. This time, the same doctor noted that he “probably could recover” because of “good institutional care.” Salvador returned to the sanatorium in February of 1938.60


Salvador completed his stay and returned home, but it was not long before he became very ill yet again. Roy, just shy of three years old at the time, claimed to remember an episode of his father’s illness. He recalled his Aunt Isabel coming to their home to help care for him and his brother. “She rocked us,” he recalled, “to try to make us feel secure while mysterious events were taking place.”61


Salvador Benavidez Jr. died of tuberculosis on November 7, 1938, at the age of twenty-seven. His family buried him that same day in a small, sparsely marked cemetery on the grounds of a ranch where they worked. Salvador and Teresa had been married for just over four years, their promising life together cut tragically short. Salvador’s sons, only two and three years old, would barely remember their father.62
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CHAPTER 2



FIELDS


Teresa Benavidez was twenty-seven years old when her husband died in 1938. She decided to move her small family into Cuero where she could look for a job to support her boys. A village of about 5,500 residents, Cuero was described by one local author as “a quiet, sleepy little town.” The city was led by a handful of wealthy residents who owned ranches in the countryside and lived in stately homes in the center of town. Nearly everyone else lived in small, one-story wooden houses scattered about the city. Cuero had a quaint downtown that wrapped around the DeWitt County Courthouse, the city’s most impressive structure. Built in the 1890s, the three-story courthouse is made of light brown sandstone bricks and adorned with red sandstone trimmings, polished granite steps, and a clock tower that “gives the entire building an air of stateliness and dignity,” as one local resident bragged. Along with some cotton compresses and stockyards, the rest of Cuero consisted of a handful of churches, grocery stores, and small shops.1


Cuero’s one claim to fame was its internationally recognized “Turkey Trot.” This annual event started in 1912 when city officials hatched a plan to celebrate the beginning of poultry season. That autumn, a group of business leaders in the local Commercial Club called for nearby farmers to bring their turkeys to market at the same time. The farmer who drove the most turkeys was promised a one-hundred-dollar prize. City leaders encouraged store owners to design festive floats to parade behind the procession of birds. The Commercial Club also planned a carnival and concert, and they even invited the governor. That November, Texas governor Oscar B. Colquitt led a brass band and a legion of turkeys through the streets of downtown Cuero to the packing plant, where they were slaughtered and dressed for sale. Locals were thrilled with the event, and their visiting guests were impressed. The Austin Statesman called the inaugural trot “One of the most spectacular and peculiar civic festivals ever held on this continent.”2


The annual tradition quickly grew from a single parade to an entire “Turkeyfest weekend,” complete with a pageant, marching bands, carnival, dance, rodeo, and football game. In later years, it was estimated that as many as fifteen thousand turkeys trotted through the streets of Cuero during the celebration. Tens of thousands of people would pack the sidewalks to watch the procession, pitilessly munching on turkey sandwiches while cheering on the birds. Locals took great pride in the ceremony. “We want to impress the fact that the birds really strut,” emphasized a Cuero reporter. Turkeys considered “too valuable to march” rode to their deaths on festooned floats. Cuero earned the moniker “Turkey capital of the world,” and DeWitt County emerged as the leading producer of turkeys in the state of Texas.3


Other than the Turkey Trot, not much else of great consequence happened in Cuero. It was the type of place where the rumored sighting of a mountain lion on the outskirts of town could generate front-page news for days. Most local developments were guided by civic organizations such as the Chamber of Commerce and the Rotary Club. By the late 1930s, these groups were spending the bulk of their time scheming proposals to access public funding programs made available through President Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal.4


The odds were stacked against Teresa and her boys. A widowed immigrant, Teresa had little education and spoke very poor English. She couldn’t count on much help from the outside world. Most of the relief programs offered by the New Deal of the 1930s were not meant for women like Teresa. She was among the group of single mothers who were “pitied but not entitled,” as one historian called them—poor service workers excluded from the vast catalogue of benefits provided by the federal government during the Great Depression.5


Teresa took a job as a domestic worker. Many non-white women were trapped in such jobs because they were essentially barred from other blue-collar work, either by gender or race. Other employers wouldn’t hire them. At that time, most domestic workers in Texas earned less than $200 per year. And the job didn’t come with any benefits or security. Women who worked in agriculture or domestic jobs were intentionally excluded from Social Security legislation so that wealthy Southerners could maintain access to a cheap labor force. And Teresa was an immigrant, meaning that she had lesser access to state-level benefits, never mind the fact that her boys were fifth-generation Texans. Besides perhaps her church and her working-class brothers, Teresa and her boys had no support—they were on their own.6


Soon after moving to Cuero, Teresa began a love affair with a man named Pablo Chavez, a widower who had lost his wife in 1937. Chavez was about ten years older than Teresa and held a steady job at the local cotton gin. Their romance seemed like a natural fit, uniting two widowed Catholic Latinos in a small community. The courtship led to a pregnancy, which prompted a swift marriage in September of 1940.7


Roy was five years old when his mother remarried. With Teresa increasingly occupied by her work and new husband, Roy began to experience life beyond the confines of his family home. “I found a world,” he remembered, “that offered a small boy a bounty of opportunities for adventure.” One of Roy’s fondest memories of those days was spending time at the home of his neighbor Lula Jackson, a Black woman who sometimes babysat Roy and his brother Rogelio. Jackson would feed the boys and entertain them with stories from her life. Roy described her as “a big, warmhearted black woman who cooked the best beans and corn bread I’ve ever tasted.” Roy and Rogelio tagged along with Jackson to small gatherings of local Black residents who came together in cooling evening temperatures to talk, eat, and sing. Lula Jackson was the first Black person Roy ever really knew, and he later credited her for helping him gain an appreciation for people of another race.8


Roy had fun running around Cuero. He remembered seeing the Turkey Trots as a boy. “The square around the old stone courthouse would be lined with the pickup trucks and Model-T Fords,” he recalled. For him, the most vivid memories of the Turkey Trot were not of the carnival nor the parade but rather the trail of feces left behind by the birds. Roy later called it “their revenge on the town,” remembering, “turkey excrement stinks as bad as any filth I encountered as a soldier in foreign countries.”9


The young boy also loved playing in the cotton mill where his stepfather worked. It was close to his home, and Roy and some of his friends would sneak over to climb into the loft and jump onto leftover piles of cotton. World War II began when Roy was six years old, and he and his friends imagined themselves jumping out of planes, just like the paratroopers they saw in newsreels at the movie theatre. Roy later wondered if those loft jumps “were some kind of prophecy of my fate.”10


In the fall that Roy’s mother remarried, he also started attending school to learn English. Like many Latino children, the five-year-old had grown up in a Spanish-speaking household. Teresa never had an opportunity to learn English herself and wanted to ensure that her son could speak the language of his native land, especially as he prepared to enter grade school the following year.11


At school, Roy loved to entertain his friends by playing pranks on other classmates. He had a mischievous side, seemingly from birth. The young boy was full of energy and had a difficult time sitting still. This childish vigor led to his first bout with trouble. One day, Roy and a classmate had the idea to stick a long blade of grass through cracks in the outhouse to tickle the bare butts of their female classmates. The boys had a good laugh, but the mischief also earned Roy a whipping from his teacher. “[She] made me wish I’d found another form of entertainment,” he recalled.12


The following year, Roy enrolled at St. Michael’s Catholic School in downtown Cuero. St. Michael’s, the city’s Catholic church for white residents, was housed in a two-story, white-painted, wood-frame building. Black kids could not attend St. Michael’s, but Hispanic and white students learned there together. The school was crowded and hot, with eight grades packed into three classrooms. Nuns lived next door and ran the school. Students spent their days sitting attentively in front of blackboards and enjoying long recess periods. Roy didn’t say much about his memories from St. Michael’s, only that he “found ways to annoy the nuns” and that he could “still feel the redhot pain that came when they twisted my ears.”13


At St. Michael’s, Roy dutifully learned the three R’s—reading, writing, and arithmetic—but outside of school he encountered a fourth: Race. Roy began to learn about race through personal experiences with exclusion. The little boy liked movies, and he’d often complete small jobs for neighbors to earn a few cents to buy a ticket. But kids who looked like Roy couldn’t just sit anywhere in the movie theatre. When Roy purchased his ticket, he was directed upstairs to the balcony for “Mexicans.” He wanted to be closer to the screen. On occasion, the energetic little boy managed to sneak past the attendant to sit in the white section, but he was usually spotted by the ushers who told him to move to the balcony. “Okay, muchacho, get up,” Roy remembered the attendant saying. “Go on upstairs where you belong.”14


There is no healthy way for a young child to digest these types of humiliating experiences. Roy’s early trials with race would stay with him the rest of his life. It wasn’t just the movie theater, it was restaurants and stores, too. There were all sorts of rules dictating where he could and could not go. As a child learning about segregation, he began to become very embittered and started developing a hostility toward the white kids whose privileges he desired. “I resented—and envied—the white kids who had new shoes or who could afford to buy an ice cream cone,” he explained. “I was a spic, a tamale-eater, a greaser; nothing more—except angry.”15


Around the same time that Roy began school, he also started to work. He didn’t hold a formal job; he was much too young for that. But Roy found ways to earn extra money to purchase snacks and movie tickets. He hung around downtown Cuero to pick up odd jobs. Adults would give him a few coins for running errands or completing chores. He also started collecting empty soda bottles to exchange for pennies. Sometimes, the owner of the small convenience store where he made the exchanges would offer him a bonus in the form of an apple or banana.16


By age seven, Roy was regularly looking for work at the local stockyards. The men who managed the animal pens would pay the enterprising kid a few pennies “for running errands or cleaning up,” Roy recalled. He watered the cows and mucked out stalls, meaning he used a shovel or pitchfork to scoop out piles of hay, feed, and dung. It’s no dream job, but it’s not a bad gig for a kid. One can get used to the smell, and the work was a bit more reliable than looking for empty bottles on the roadside. Roy also helped load cow manure onto the trucks of people who came to buy fertilizer.17


There was one story from the stockyards that Roy was fond of telling. He was seven at the time, lingering near the cow pens in the hope of finding a quick job. A cowboy walked over and promised Roy a quarter if the boy would run into the cow pen and grab one of the bulls by its testicles. An angry bull can kill a grown man, let alone a boy. But a quarter was a lot of money for a kid who normally worked for pennies. Roy accepted the challenge. As a crowd of cowboys leaned against a fence, he scrambled underneath a post and crept behind an unsuspecting bull. “I yanked the bag,” Roy remembered, and he dashed back under the railing before the bull could identify the culprit.18


Roy received his quarter and earned compliments from the men. As he held that quarter, he began calculating the number of ice cream cones and movie tickets he could purchase. The cowboys congratulated him, saying he was “tough as a boot” and a “crazy little frijole,” Roy recalled, as he swelled with pride. “The experience changed me,” he remembered. “The way they looked at me meant more than the quarter.”19


Roy’s interactions with the cowboys helped expose him to the worlds of grown men. He was a resourceful little boy, gleaning notions of belonging and respect from the men just as easily as he scooped their coins. Had his dad lived, Roy would have learned these lessons from his father. Instead, he watched the cowboys, absorbing the things they said and learning the actions they valued as he stitched together lessons about male behavior from the most unwitting of teachers. Even as a child, he began to understand that others valued boldness and courage. Just seven years old, Roy was becoming a tough little kid, independent and enterprising, with a growing awareness of his race and place in society.


Roy’s life soon took another dramatic turn. With little warning, he was sent to stay with his uncle Nicholas, the oldest brother of Roy’s deceased father. Nicholas and his wife, Alexandria, lived with their seven children on a farm in Wharton County, about eighty miles east of Cuero. Roy did not seem to understand at the time that this move was intended to be permanent.20


In Great Depression–era Texas, it was quite common for children to change homes. These quasi-adoptions were even more frequent among farming families who could use the extra labor. In fact, just a generation before, Roy’s grandfather had adopted the children of his own deceased brother. It’s easy to understand why Roy’s aunt and uncle might have welcomed their nephew into their family. Their entire family worked in the fields, and they could use the extra hands. Some landowners wouldn’t even rent to childless families.21


It’s more difficult to understand Teresa’s motivations. Certainly, it was no easy task to raise children while working hard and struggling financially. But the other consideration, and the one great unknown, was Teresa’s new husband, Pablo Chavez. Chavez left behind no record of his own, but the timing of his entrance into the lives of the Benavidez family suggests a correlation with Roy’s exit. Pablo and Teresa were married in a civil ceremony in September of 1940. Teresa was pregnant at the time, as she had a daughter named Maria Guadalupe Chavez barely five months afterward. This marriage, however, was not convalidated in the Catholic Church until October of 1943, just prior to Maria’s baptism. Roy was sent to live with Uncle Nicholas sometime between the birth and baptism of his baby sister.22


It’s certainly possible that Pablo cared little for his new wife’s sons or saw them as an inconvenience. Roy himself acknowledged that his childhood antics may have frayed his stepfather’s nerves. But Roy never said much else about Pablo, despite speaking often about his childhood. His only observation in a 1995 memoir was, “My stepfather was not cruel to Rogelio and me, but neither did he pay us much attention.”23


Uncle Nicholas and Aunt Alexandria were older than Roy’s own parents. They had married in 1924, a decade before Salvador Benavidez Jr. met Teresa Perez at the Lindenau Rifle Club. Nicholas and Alexandria’s oldest son, named Salvador like his uncle and grandfather, had tragically died of a staph infection in June of 1940 at the age of sixteen. At that time, the couple had seven other living children, five sons and two daughters, all under the age of sixteen.24


Roy was devastated about his move. The seven-year-old boy had lost his father at the age of three, and now he was being sent away from his mother and brother for reasons he could not have possibly understood. Nicholas and Alexandria were kind and generous, and they wanted their biological children to treat Roy as an equal member of the family. “Dad lined us up,” remembered one son. “He said, ‘Look this is the way it’s going to be. I’ll be the same to one as I am to all. No favoritism or nothing.… I’m going to treat y’all equally.’… And that’s the way it was.” But Roy had no idea what was happening. He was scared, and he missed his mother.25


Roy ran away. On at least two occasions, he fled his new home in search of his mother. The first time, he slipped out of the house and somehow made it all the way to Cuero, crossing an eighty-mile stretch of dirt roads, sprawling ranches, and thick patches of forest. He must have hitchhiked, as that is the only plausible explanation for how he could have successfully navigated such a distance. Uncle Nicholas realized that Roy must have gone in search of his mother and drove to Cuero, where he found Roy hiding under the porch of his old home. When Roy ran away a second time, Nicholas brought Rogelio with them, and the two boys were reunited in Uncle Nicholas’s home in Wharton County.26


Wharton County is not all that far from DeWitt, but it sits in a different region of Texas. Unlike the rolling hills of DeWitt County, Wharton lies in a flat strip of land known as the Coastal Prairie. It is among the best places in North America to grow cotton. The climate is warm and humid, and its great expanses of flat farmlands are watered by a series of rivers and creeks.27


Uncle Nicholas and Aunt Alexandria lived in a rural section of Wharton County known as Danevang. Founded in the 1890s, Danevang was a farming community of Danish immigrants who came to Texas by way of Minnesota when representatives from their group struck a deal with the Scottish-owned Texas Land & Cattle Company to acquire about twenty-four thousand acres. The firm agreed to finance each transaction and sell the land only to members of this Danish community, thus ensuring that only a certain type of people could own land in that section of Texas. The settlers loaded their wagons and headed south to Wharton County where they founded Danevang, meaning “Danish Meadows.”28


It’s not completely clear why Roy’s Uncle Nicholas and Aunt Alexandria left their native DeWitt County for Wharton, but the context of the 1930s farm economy offers some clues. In Texas, as in all of the Cotton Belt, federal policies inaugurated by the 1933 Agricultural Adjustment Act incentivized thousands of cotton farmers to evict sharecroppers. To counteract falling crop prices during the Great Depression, the federal government began making direct payments to landowners who agreed not to bring their cotton to market. The goal was to stabilize commodity prices by curtailing overproduction. By 1939, the federal government was paying Texas cotton growers nearly $50 million per year to leave fields unplanted. Many of the landowners receiving these subsidies no longer needed as much labor and thus began evicting tenant families who worked their land. Between 1930 and 1940, the number of tenants operating Texas farms declined from 301,660 to 204,462.29


In DeWitt County, cotton farmers reduced their production by half between 1934 and 1939. Wharton County farmers, on the other hand, increased the amount of cotton they produced, thereby increasing their need for farmworkers. Uncle Nicholas, who had grown up on a sharecropping farm in DeWitt, remained a sharecropper when he came to Wharton. His family lived on a wide-open prairie surrounded by cotton fields.30
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