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To Jorge Francisco Castillo and the intrepid organizers of the Fandango Fronterizo festival
















“I thought of the wilderness we had left behind us, open to sea and sky, joyous in its plenitude and simplicity, perfect yet vulnerable, unaware of what is coming, defended by nothing, guarded by no one.”


—EDWARD ABBEY, American novelist
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“I do not think there was ever a more wicked war than that waged by the United States on Mexico. I thought so at the time, when I was a youngster, only I had not moral courage enough to resign.”


—ULYSSES S. GRANT, 18th President of the United States and general
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“I paint flowers so they will not die.”


—FRIDA KAHLO, Mexican artist
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FORMATS



This is a multimedia project that comes in multiple formats:


Fandango at the Wall—Book with CD




• Format: Hardcover book with CD. Also available in e-reader versions.


• About: The book is written by Kabir Sehgal. The CD includes four son jarocho songs; one piece by Rahim AlHaj Trio; one piece by Sahba Motallebi; and two pieces performed by Arturo O’Farrill and the Afro Latin Jazz Orchestra.


• Availability: all major book retailers


• Publisher: Hachette Audio and Grand Central Publishing




Fandango at the Wall—Complete Music




• Format: Available as a digital download or streaming. Also comes in a two-CD set.


• About: Nearly 30 songs led by Arturo O’Farrill and the Afro Latin Jazz Orchestra. These songs include son jarocho pieces that feature the likes of Patricio Hidalgo, Ramón Gutiérrez, Tacho Utrera, Fernando Guadarrama, Wendy Cao, Martha Vega Hernandez, Zenen Zeferino, and Jorge Castillo, among others. The rest of the music features O’Farrill, his band, and special guests such as Regina Carter, Antonio Sanchez, Akua Dixon, Villalobos Brothers, Ana Tijoux, Rahim AlHaj Trio, Mandy Gonzalez, and Jose “Gurri” Gurria-Cardenas, among others. We recorded the music at the San Diego–Tijuana border and also at the Power Station studio in New York City.


• Availability: all major music retailers and streaming services


• Music is a Kabir Sehgal Production.


• Record label: Resilience Music Alliance




Fandango at the Wall—Audio Book




• Format: Digital download


• About: Douglas Brinkley reads the foreword, Kabir Sehgal reads his book and the afterword, which was written by Ambassador Andrew Young. Arturo O’Farrill underscores portions of the reading with a solo piano performance.


• Publisher: Hachette Audio


• Availability: all major book retailers




Fandango at the Wall—Documentary




• Format: film


• This is a work in progress.


• Please get in touch if you want to help at www.kabir.cc.

















SONG LIST



The CD that accompanies this book begins with four son jarocho songs listed below. These songs feature Patricio Hidalgo, Ramón Gutiérrez, Tacho Utrera, Fernando Guadarrama, Wendy Cao, Martha Vega Hernandez, among others. “Chant” is a song performed by Rahim AlHaj Trio, and “Birth” is a solo piece by Sahba Motallebi. “El Maquech” and “Up Against the Wall” are performed by Arturo O’Farrill and the Afro Latin Jazz Orchestra with special guests.




• El Siquisiri


• El Cascabel


• El Cupido


• La Bamba


• Chant


• Birth


• El Maquech


• Up Against the Wall




The complete music of nearly 30 songs is sold and available separately.
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Performing a fandango in Tijuana and looking through the border wall
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Son jarocho musicians Patricio Hidalgo, Ramón Gutiérrez, Tacho Utrera (all standing) performing with Arturo O’Farrill and the Afro Latin Jazz Orchestra





















FOREWORD



I


When my musician friends Arturo O’Farrill and Kabir Sehgal asked me to co-produce the album Fandango at the Wall and write a preface to the book version of the multimedia project, I seized the opportunity. Ever since Donald Trump issued deeply racist and bullying taunts about building an aesthetically ugly 722-mile-long wall along the US-Mexico border, I’ve hungered to protest. When Ronald Reagan was president in 1986 during the Cold War, he thundered “Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall” while in divided Berlin; the world cheered for the triumph of freedom over totalitarianism. Trump, by contrast, wants to build a huge border wall, permanently destroying desert ecosystems in California, Arizona, New Mexico, and Texas just to keep Mexicans out of the US. Building a border wall against Mexico has become the stark symbol of Trump’s anti-immigration stance and Yankee arrogance toward its neighbors in the Western Hemisphere. History won’t treat Trump kindly for this grotesque, misguided, xenophobic, and warped fantasy of a Fortress America.


As Sehgal explains in this book, Trump’s wall between the US and Mexico is embedded in the politics of trade. If the Mexican government would develop a prosperous economy, undocumented Mexicans wouldn’t voluntarily cross the border hungry for work. Instead of promoting the border wall, Trump would be better served by pressing the Mexican government to stomp out systemic corruption. Mexicans are proud of their cultural identity, and if they could, they would prefer to stay in the ancient land of the Aztec. Binational relations between our two countries have been moving backward ever since Trump encouraged his supporters to chant “Build that wall!” at rallies. “Oh, we’re going to build that wall,” Trump reassured them. “Believe me, we’re going to build that wall.”


Before Trump other US presidents had erected miles of concrete barriers and corrugated steel walls along the border, but euphemistically called it “fencing.” Even though boundary stone and GPS data can effectively keep track of border crossings, many Americans have unfortunately clamored for chain link fences and levee walls with bollards. These hyper security measures have engendered human rights protests. One of the very best anti–border wall songs, in fact, was written in 2006 against George W. Bush’s retrograde “fence” along the border: It’s a finger-pointing ballad by Tom Russell titled “Who’s Gonna Build Your Wall?” The song took on fresh relevancy when Trump won the 2016 US presidential election:




There’s one thing that I most fear


It’s a white man in a golf shirt


With a cell phone in his ear


Who’s gonna build your wall boys?


Who’s gonna mow your lawn?


Who’s gonna cook your Mexican food


When your Mexican maid is gone?


Who’s gonna wax the floors tonight


Down at the local mall?


Who’s gonna wash your baby’s face?


Who’s gonna build your wall?





The lyrics to “Who’s Gonna Build Your Wall?” are modeled after a real-life San Diego developer who used undocumented Mexican immigrants to build the border wall to keep them from entering California. For Russell there is something perverse about US taxpayers building a border wall instead of rebuilding America’s deteriorating infrastructure. “It’s a true story,” Russell explained. “It’s sort of a tongue-in-cheek song, of course. I did it on the David Letterman Show years ago. The CBS staff didn’t want me to do it, but I told them to ask Dave. Unconcerned about fallout or sponsor’s complaints, he told them to let me sing it… and I did.”


What Russell understands is that music and satire are powerful weapons in the anti-wall movement. Likewise, this book reminded me anew that shared music between the US and Mexico can be a change agent. Just as rock ’n’ roll and jazz helped bring down the Berlin Wall, the power of the fandango might derail Trump’s boondoggle. This was the altruistic thinking of Sehgal and O’Farrill as they helped organize one of the most innovative musical events in recent US-Mexican history, a multimedia project inspired by Fandango Fronterizo, a festival held Memorial Day weekend in Playas de Tijuana in 2018.


Besides being a brilliant jazz composer, Arturo O’Farrill, a Mexican native and musical prodigy, is one of the top musicologists alive. As the director of the Afro Latin Jazz Orchestra, based in New York City, he eagerly embraces the musical traditions of myriad cultures. Often dressed in loose-fitting guayabera shirts with bright-colored Converse sneakers, O’Farrill has the owlish look of a Mexican musicology professor weaned on the music of Dizzy Gillespie. He is a one-person global jukebox and connoisseur of the son jarocho musical traditions from Veracruz, Mexico, which is the heart and soul of this Fandango project. The Mexican jarocho music O’Farrill taught me about is rhythm-infused, one big jam session for whoever can strum two chords in tune. Much like New Orleans jazz, Veracruz jarocho mixes elements of Spanish classical forms with African rhythms brought to Mexico long ago. The jarocho style swings and pulsates with high-octane exuberance. The word jarocho actually means “brusque” or “out of order” in Spanish. When applied to Veracruz it means dance music that often includes such instruments as arpa veracruzana (Veracruz harp), jarana (a type of folk guitar), and even virtuoso violin.


As a professor of US presidential history, I will forever associate Veracruz with Woodrow Wilson’s unnecessary military intervention in 1913, triggering a seven-year war with Mexico. Even a century later the grim memory of US troops marching through the streets of Veracruz triggers residual anger in Mexico. Warren Zevon, in his album Excitable Boy, co-wrote the song “Veracruz” with Jorge Calderón about the tragic US military incursion into the beautiful Gulf of Mexico coastal city from the perspective of a defiant blood-in-his-eyes Veracruz resident. The song begins with this resolute eyewitness proclaiming his hometown love of Veracruz’s cultural and spiritual wellsprings.




I heard Woodrow Wilson’s guns


I heard Maria crying


Late last night I heard the news


That was dying


Veracruz was dying





What didn’t get squelched by Woodrow Wilson’s brazen intervention of Veracruz was the indigenous music and poetry. In this book Kabir Sehgal, an accomplished jazzologist and composer, recounts the surreal political misunderstandings that occur between these two great democracies with the shared border. His 2008 book Jazzocracy had focused on the inter-connectedness between jazz and democracy. Our Grammy Award–winning Presidential Suite collaboration brought that philosophy to life with a large ensemble jazz band. For one of the jazz compositions of Presidential Suite, I read Reagan’s “Tear Down the Wall” speech. In Jazzocracy Sehgal proclaims that rhythm is a “Bill of Rights that must be respected,” and that the power of jazz grooves are “vested in four equal beats, jazz as a democracy vests power among constituent people.” Echoing Plato’s Republic, there is a wonderful riff in Jazzocracy about how music can topple governments and stoke social change.


Sehgal applies his jazz philosophy to the human condition between the US and Mexico in this book. Veracruz, he knows, survived the 1913 US intervention by embracing the Gulf city’s time-honored son jarocho traditions. Music served as a curative for the cultural rebirth of Veracruz once US forces evacuated. Furthermore, the Veracruz sound deeply influenced the Chicano power movement of the 1970s in East Los Angeles, San Diego–Tijuana, and El Paso–Juarez. In Mexico there have been masters of the style—like José Aguirre Vera, José Aguirre “Cha Cha,” and Cirilo Promotor. But my only true appreciation of son jarocho, before working with O’Farrill and Sehgal on Fandango at the Wall, was through the dance-driven music of Los Lobos, particularly in their adaptation of the traditional “El Canelo.”


Throughout the 1970s Los Lobos and other Chicano performers in East Los Angeles brought “folkloric jarocho genres” into their fast-paced repertoire. Just as the African American freedom struggle drew inspiration from gospel, blues, and R&B, the combination of corridos (narrative folk songs native to the American Southwest and northern Mexican) and jarocho energized the Brown Power movement led by heroes of mine like Cesar Chavez, Oscar Acosta, and Dolores Huerta. Back in 1970 Los Angeles Times correspondent Ruben Salazar was killed by a police tear gas projectile when he covered the Latino anti–Vietnam War marches. Corridos were written to honor Salazar, and Hunter S. Thompson wrote a long eulogistic essay in tribute to his courage. Salazar was a great lover of son jarocho.


In Mexican American music clubs throughout the US Southwest during the 1960s, rock ’n’ roll bands often inspired by the Sir Douglas Quintet, who had a hit with “She’s About a Mover,” were emulated. A kind of Tex-Mex music became popular. But due to the Chicano power movement, dance halls started booking acts with such folkloric instruments as guitarrón, vihuela, jarana, and charango. Just as the Rolling Stones swooned about Delta bluesmen like Robert Johnson and John Lee Hooker, Chicano leaders embraced Mexican ranchero singers like Lola Beltrán and Amalia Mendoza. When Los Lobos released La Pistola y el Corazón in 1989, winning a Grammy Award, son jarocho regional Mexican music found an audience in North America.


Accordionist David Hidalgo, a member of Los Lobos, explained how his band helped popularize the redemptive power of son jarocho for Chicanos. “The thing was… after we broke the ice and people decided that they could accept what we were doing, everybody was longing for what we were doing,” Hidalgo recalled. “Everybody had that need in them that hadn’t been fulfilled or something. But we were playing this music that people said, ‘Oh yeah, that’s what I grew up with,’ and so it started to click. Like the first gig we played in Florence, California, at the American Legion, it was a tamalada and we only knew about five songs, and we kept playing them over and over again. That was the first time that we played somewhere where there was old folks, there was kids dancing, there was teenagers, everybody was partying together. But we got all these folks up and everybody was dancing. It was like ‘What is this?’ I never had that feeling before.”


II


Before collaborating with O’Farrill and Sehgal on this project, I knew little about the intense communal feeling that fandangos produce in Mexico. The style of dancing found at these events was foreign to me. But I was involved with US-Mexico immigration issues. Recently, I delivered the commencement address at St. Edward’s University, a Catholic liberal arts school in Austin, Texas. Since 1972 the university has been the national leader in migrant education. Their College Assistance Migrant Program (CAMP) has offered access and opportunity for over 2,800 sons and daughters of migrant and seasonal farm workers. They are earning college diplomas courtesy of CAMP generosity. There is palpable pride at St. Edward’s that Cesar Chavez had stayed on campus in 1966 to petition the Texas State legislature on better working conditions for farm workers in the Rio Grande Valley. “If the Department of Education ever pulled its money [from CAMP] we’d find ways to keep it going,” George E. Martin, the president of St. Edward’s, claims. “One of the great benefits we get out of this is it brings people together from all different backgrounds to educate each other about the subcultures and cultures that make up our community. You cannot truly educate someone without creating that cultural sensitivity.”


One of the St. Edward’s students who recently graduated was senior Jaqueline Olvera, whose passion is to help poor people through a combination of psychology and music. “Music has been a big part of my life,” Jacqueline said. “I would like to become a counselor for individuals who could benefit from music therapy. Music has provided me with therapeutic benefits and I would like to share this with others.”


For my commencement address I told the backstory of itinerant folksinger Woody Guthrie’s song “Deportee.” Guthrie was from rural Oklahoma but spent much of the Great Depression living in the Texas Panhandle, trying to survive the ecological destruction of the Dust Bowl. Today he is best known for writing the popular 1940 anthem “This Land is Your Land.” But Woody, a prolific songwriter, also wrote “Deportee,” a poignant protest ballad, about American arrogance and disregard toward Mexicans. In the age of Donald Trump’s deriding Mexicans as “rapists,” while simultaneously asking Congress to appropriate $21.6 billion (a conservative Department of Homeland Security estimate) to construct an imposing eighteen-foot-high border wall, Guthrie’s seventy-year-old “Deportee” lament resonates mightily. “For millions of immigrants, both legal and undocumented, the virtual wall looms over their lives as the Berlin Wall did for East Germans,” Hector Tobar recently wrote in the New York Times. “It’s the work of an arbitrary and cruel political system that accepts the products of their labor while keeping them trapped in legal limbo.”


Guthrie, an oracle for the down-and-out, was in New York City on January 29, 1948, when he read a tragic newspaper story about a US Immigration Services airplane crashing in Los Gatos, California. Thirty-two people died (four Americans and twenty-eight “braceros” farm workers). Even though he was a long three thousand miles away from the smoking debris near Coalinga, California, he privately mourned the lives wasted. And his humanitarian ire was raised because the four white Americans killed in the Los Gatos crash—pilot Francis Atkinson, flight attendant Bobbie Atkinson, copilot Marion Ewing, and immigration guard Frank Chaffin—were mentioned in the New York Times story, while the Mexican immigrants killed, by contrast, were lumped together as merely nameless “deportees.” To the media of the early Cold War era, they were just throwaway agricultural fruit-pickers not deemed worthy of memorialization. Guthrie responded to this unconscionable reportorial omission by writing the lyrics to “Deportee,” attaching symbolic names to the Mexican dead of the crash:




Goodbye to my Juan, goodbye, Rosalita,


Adios mis amigos, Jesus y Maria;


You won’t have a name when you ride the big airplane,


All they will call you will be “deportees”…


Some of us are illegal, and some are not wanted,


Our work contracts out and we have to move on;


Six hundred miles to that Mexican border,


They chase us like outlaws, like rustlers, like thieves…


The sky plane caught on fire over Los Gatos Canyon,


A fireball of lightning, and shook all our hills,


Who are these friends, all scattered like leaves?


The radio says, “They are just deportees”





During the 1980s, as a graduate student in US history at Georgetown University, I sang Guthrie’s “Deportee” on guitar at blue-smoke coffeehouses and European street corners; it was a mainstay of my pass-the-basket repertoire. Guthrie’s elegy about the deaths of Mexican migrant workers had a powerful and lasting effect on me. With imaginative hubris I even wrote my own last verse to Guthrie’s song centered on how the Holy Cross brothers buried the nameless “deportees” in a Fresno, California, cemetery (mass grave).




Shovels were lifted, to dig a mass grave


No rosary was counted


No eulogy gave


Callin’ familia would have cost ’em a fee


And all those burned bodies were just deportees.





My infatuation with all things Guthrie eventually led me to study the US-Mexican border ballads collected in the 1930s and 1940s by John and Ruby Lomax (and sometimes John’s son, Alan). To earn a PhD at Georgetown you had to be conversant in two languages—Spanish became my strongest suit. Learning to sing the Latino corridos while playing my Gibson guitar helped me both lurch toward proficiency in Spanish and ponder the rich intercultural relations between the US and Mexico.


The US-Mexico border region extends from the Pacific Ocean (west) to the Gulf of Mexico (east). Novelist William S. Burroughs considered it an “interzone,” where the sweaty atmosphere is jagged with history, betrayal, conflict, strife, redemption, and aspiration. Only Latin American magical realists like Gabriel García Márquez or Carlos Fuentes have ever adequately captured in prose the mind-bending surrealism of this interzone land of exchanges. On some afternoons the entire US-Mexican border feels like a giant waiting tank, a sort of purgatory between heaven and hell. The American side has the benefits of better engineering, sanitation, and public safety. Yet on the Mexican side joy and music and mysticism hold sway.


At present there are nearly fifty US-Mexico border crossing areas and over 300 binational ports of entry. Most of the security spots run with relative ease. Unfortunately, the media focuses attention on the drugs, cartels, and gangs along the border. What gets overlooked is the wonderful fact that citizens of border towns (both sides) are often bilingual, a great heads-up in the multicultural twenty-first century. And the musical styles and traditions of both the US and Mexico seamlessly blend together in an ethereal way along the borderlands. It’s almost impossible to differentiate the ancient mores of, say, Brownsville or Matamoros. They are, in some cultural way, wired to the same vibrations. On any given afternoon in either city you can boogie to rock en español (Spanish twist to rock ’n’ roll), sonidero (deejay mixing myriad musical genres), tejano (Tex-Mex style), and technobanda (based on village brass bands). However, it’s the border corridos, the musical crossroads where history meets mythmaking, that speaks most authoritatively to the struggles of past decades.


Border corridos were first popularized circa 1848, after the US won the Mexican-American War. According to the Texas State Historical Society, most corridos following “Mr. Polk’s War” were eight-syllable ballads, with four-line stanzas in major keys sung to celebrate Mexican history. They were traditionally performed in quick-paced waltz time. Today musicologists compare them to having an almost polka pulse. In some parts of Mexico, corridos are sung by balladeers at festivals and in public spaces, often lamenting lost love. The despedidas (farewell) that close these corridos are heartbreaking. Spanish-written lines like Ya con esta me despido (“With this I take my leave”) or Vuela, vuela, palomita (“Fly, fly, little dove”) eventually lured most listeners into a melancholic state.


One particularly sorrowful romantic corrido that has currency in modern times, even recorded by Bob Dylan in 1974, is “Spanish Is the Loving Tongue.” Back in 1915, coinciding with World War I, the Western American poet Charles Badger Clark wrote this corrido under the title “A Border Affair.” It’s the saga of a love-crossed relationship between a sweet Mexican woman and a rough-and-tumble American cowboy. The premise of Clark’s song is that border authorities banned this particular in-love cowboy from returning to Mexico because of an unpaid gambling debt. Every line is fraught with emotional weight, ending with “Never seen her since that night, I can’t cross the Line, you know.”


It’s the protest-infused type of corrido, however, that came to musical fruition in late nineteenth-century US-Mexico border towns that resonates in our current Age of Trump. Border corridos, the fulminating against oppression in song, often portrayed Mexican day-laborers living along the Rio Grande River as earnest revolutionaries and freedom fighters rallying against overt US military power and racial oppression. Perhaps the most historically significant of these was “El Corrido de Gregorio Cortez.” I first learned about this Mexican outlaw from reading Professor Americo Paredes’s fine book With His Pistol in His Hand (1958), long ago, while in graduate school at Georgetown. The saga of Gregorio Cortez seemed to me, then, as now, like a Billy the Kid outlaw tall tale, only with the outcast being of Mexican ancestry.


The drama for this popular corrido begins on June 12, 1901, at the Thulemeyer Ranch in Karnes County, Texas. Day laborer Gregorio Cortez and his brother Romaldo worked as cow-hands for this prosperous Anglo Texas family. From sunup to sundown they toiled on the ranch. But, that June afternoon, Sheriff W. T. Morris and his deputies John Trimmell and Boone Choate arrived unannounced on the Thulmeyer property, waving badges, pronouncing that they were tracking down a Mexican horse thief. Choate began interrogating the Cortez brothers, who spoke only broken English. This created a linguistic gulf, which soon proved fatal. When Choate asked Gregorio if he had traded a horse, he said, “No.” The deputy didn’t comprehend that, in Mexican culture, there is a vast difference between a horse (caballo) and a mare (yeguna). So Cortez had answered truthfully—a mare had been swapped, not a horse.


On the spot the sheriff accused Gregorio Cortez of being a congenital liar. He deemed him guilty of the high crime of horse thievery. When the deputies tried to arrest the brothers Gregorio balked, defiantly telling the Texas authorities, “No me puede arrestar por nada” (you cannot arrest me for anything). Boone Choate, who was serving as interpreter, asserted that Gregorio had proclaimed “No white man can arrest me.” A skirmish ensued. Falsely assuming that the Cortez brothers were unarmed, Sheriff Morris drew his pistol. Romaldo, seeking to protect his brother, tried to knock the weapon away from the sheriff. Instead he was shot (not fatal). Then the sheriff fired at Gregorio, missing his head by a whisker. Cortez pulled out a pistol from under his shirt and killed Morris with perfect bull’s-eye aim. Recognizing his life was in the balance, Gregorio darted off, lickety-split, disappearing into the thick scrub brush and mesquite thickets. Like from a scene in a Wild West movie, the deputies chased Gregorio, suddenly a desperado, while the sheriff alerted the Texas Rangers stationed in San Antonio to join the manhunt. Gregorio, however, evaded his pursuers, disappearing into the desert wilderness and somehow evading the bloodhounds.


An all-points bulletin was issued by the Texas police for the apprehension of Gregorio Cortez. Bounties were posted for his arrest across south Texas. A posse of three hundred men, including a contingent of Texas Rangers, went on a “ Wanted: Dead or Alive” chase. Avoiding apprehension by the rinches (Mexican name for rangers) for days, full of survivalist cunning, the legend of Gregorio Cortez was born in Hispanic Texas and Mexican border towns. Eluding capture, Cortez traversed over a hundred miles and horse-backed around four hundred miles across the desolate plains. Eventually, however, Jesús “El Teco” González, who would get portrayed in the corrido as a Judas-like figure, squealed to the Texas Rangers about Gregorio’s whereabouts. He was holed up at Absánde la Garza’s sheep shack in Cotulla. Surrounded by the heavily armed posse, Cortez blasted away in a blaze of bullets, killing another sheriff. Eventually, Cortez, terribly outnumbered, surrendered. He was jailed in San Antonio and awaited trial.


The Hispanic community of south Texas, especially along the border and in San Antonio, embraced Cortez as a symbolic underdog hero. By standing tall against systemic racism and police brutality he became a martyr. Fear was widespread that Gregorio would be lynched. Mexican border community Catholic churches said prayers for him. A few wealthy Mexican Americans living in Texas even established a legal defense fund for Cortez. Eventually he made it to trial and was found guilty of murder and sentenced to life in prison at the Texas State Penitentiary at Huntsville. Improvisational poems were sung by guitarreros all over Old Mexico praising his bravery.


In a strange twist of fate, Cortez procured an early release from the Huntsville prison when he was proven innocent of horse theft. His martyrdom skyrocketed even more. His release coincided with the ongoing Mexican Revolution, started three years prior, in 1910. He was now embraced as a Mexican American cultural hero, and new verses of the “El corrido de Gregorio Cortez” were added by folk musicians all along the US-Mexican border.


I thought of Gregorio Cortez recently when I toured the Alamo in San Antonio, considered the “shrine to Texas freedom,” to offer historical commentary for a documentary film on the Texas Revolution of 1836. Because the public history presentation at the Alamo is one-sided, essentially portraying only the heroism of the US citizens like Davy Crockett of Tennessee, William Travis of South Carolina, and James Bowie of Kentucky, I also thought about Guthrie’s “Deportee.” A significant segment of the three million annual tourists that travel to the fabled Alamo complain that the weathered limestone structures are smaller and less impressive than expected. A common refrain heard on the Spanish-style plaza in front is “That’s it?”


This initial first reaction to the Alamo is unfortunate. For, in my opinion, the old Spanish mission and frontier covenant are the ideal place to contemplate the long, fraught relationship between the US and Mexico. The problem isn’t in the smallness of the edifices but in the lopsided way the history is spun. The hundreds of Mexicans who died in the San Antonio battle aren’t given proper historical due at the Alamo Museum. The dead Mexican soldiers are lumped together without their gallant stories of heroism properly revealed. And the brave Tejanos who died defending the Alamo alongside Crockett, Travis, and Bowie—men with Mexican names like Juan Abamillo, Carlos Espalier, Juan A. Badillo, Gregorio Esparza, Antonio Fuentes, and Adrés Nava—are given short shrift.


As Kabir Sehgal points out in this book, when the Texas Revolution of 1836 began, Anglo Americans held a 5 to 1 ratio over Mexicans. Hoping to reverse the trend, Mexican President General Antonio López de Santa Anna—nicknamed the Napoleon of the West—ordered the eviction of “illegal settlers” in Texas. The situation soon turned combustible and strains US and Mexico relations to this very day. Stephen Austin, famously defiant, wrote a letter urging Anglo Texans to disregard all orders from Santa Anna. The Mexican Congress then voted that the Mexican government could legally kill any male insurrectionists. Sam Houston and other Texas leaders sought the Lone Star Republic, breaking away from Mexico. This led to the clash at the Alamo—a thirteen-day siege from February 23 to March 6, 1836, which Santa Anna actually won. But forty-six days later, at the Battle of San Jacinto, near modern-day Houston, the Texans defeated the Mexican army of Santa Anna.


Once Texas won its independence in 1836, the Hispanic population was immediately disenfranchised. Before long political representation vanished entirely, for decades. Only slowly, in the twentieth century due to the 1960s Chicano rights movement, did Hispanics regain some of the political power in the Texas, California, Arizona, and New Mexico state legislatures.


Wandering around the Alamo’s compound, I was reminded about how quarrelsome US-Mexican relations have been for so long. Part of the problem is purposeful history amnesia and distortion of facts. Things had deteriorated mightily in recent decades. The demonization of Spanish-speaking people in America has reared boondoggles of the most dehumanizing kind like the George W. Bush administration’s erecting a border barrier. President Trump now is determined to make the border wall even bigger and longer. It’s so sad that the US-Mexico border—so rich in culture and biodiversity—is stuck in a toxic climate of violence and mistrust. The idea of Trump’s border wall is just the latest insult to Mexican identity: a variation on the New York Times omission of Mexicans of the Los Gatos crash of 1948 and the discounting of Mexican and Tejano heroes of the 1836 Battle of the Alamo.


III


I think of this multimedia project—book, album, and film documentary—as correctives to one-sided history, educational in nature, the balancing of the scale against an onslaught of Trumpian screeds and distortions. Folklórico groups (dance troupes) and Afro Latin jazz musicians pouring their hearts out performing “El Cascabel” is far more soulful than the president of the US deriding Haiti as a “shithole” country. Who doesn’t agree that fandango ensembles are preferable to rogue US politicians spewing hate?


So O’Farrill and Sehgal swung into rhythmic and harmonic action after meeting Jorge Castillo, founder of Fandango Fronterizo. Born in El Paso, Texas, but currently living in Tijuana, Castillo is a retired librarian who teaches son jarocho workshops to children and adults. Since 2008, on every last Saturday in May, the fifty-eight-year-old Castillo organizes a jam session consisting of the arpa, jarana, and requinto jarocho to play at the border wall in Tijuana. “I learned to play guitar when I was a kid. Later in life, I fell in love with fandangos. To me they were an eye-opening event. It was love at first sight.” Together Castillo, O’Farrill, and Sehgal decided to record an album right after the Fandango Fronterizo festival on May 26, 2018, in Playas de Tijuana with the wall that divided Tijuana and San Diego as the backdrop. Their vision was to mix an ensemble of son jarochos musicians with traditional folk singers, improvisational poets, fandango dancers, modern jazz artists, and passersby yelling “Otra! Otra!” Young people learning about Mexican folkloric traditions treated the afternoons like educational seminars. They realize there is more to Mexican music than “La Bamba,” and that walls can’t stop the free flow of sound. “Art is ahead of its time,” Sehgal says. “Just as there is a Monroe Doctrine, there is also a Fandango Doctrine, which states that music and art transcend politics in the Western Hemisphere.”


Rehearsal for Fandango at the Wall took place at the Casa de la Cultura patio in Playas de Tijuana. I was amazed at how well the Tijuana Youth Chorus (aged nine to seventeen) were able to learn O’Farrill’s quite complicated jazz compositions. If there is such a thing as free-form Afro-Caribbean-Mexican jazz, then this orchestra was the all-star musical exemplar. The convergence of mixing three-hundred-year-old Iberian music with modern-day post–free jazz rhythms was phenomenal.


Fandango Fronterizo was a glorious occasion for both San Diego and Playas de Tijuana. With the blue Pacific Ocean shared by both nations, only an artificial steel-pillar wall separates the twin cities. Because the wall is not concrete, light shines through the bars. There was an abiding sense that Memorial Day weekend that the ocean and air were borderless in beauty. On the Mexican side, where I stood, there was a marble memorial commemorating the ending of the Mexican-American War (established by a joint commission). Right next to it a tarima (wood block) served as stage for the days of dancing. Playas de Tijuana fandango began with the zapateado dancing and musicians strumming melodies on a sea of guitars. Players appeared from all points to hold a musical ritual at the wall. Nearby food vendors sold everything from churros to shrimp tacos to tamales. Bright flowers in communal gardens abounded. Many of the Veracruz musicians present had made their own instruments, which they played with subtlety and all manner of excellence. The power of strings and violins resonated through the wall from both sides. Dogs barked. Seagulls scoured for bread crumbs. Cheers of “Epa!” were shouted. Children laughed at the grand cacophony of sound, the blending of styles and cultures, the sway of the crowd. The entire afternoon glowed of ritual music transported from the Atlantic Seaboard of Veracruz to the sandy Pacific beach of our dreams.


The irresistible Villalobos Brothers, especially, stole my heart away in the powerful bright sunshine. Two of the brothers—Luis and Alberto—played accomplished violin on the Mexican side of the wall. The third brother, Ernesto, masterfully played his violin on the US side. The message was obvious: Music knows no walls.


As part of O’Farrill’s no-walls philosophy, his orchestra included musicians from all parts of the world. Oudist Rahim AlHaj of Iraq and tarist Sahba Motallebi of Iran were included in the musical revue. The great violinist Regina Carter—MacArthur Genius Grant recipient—was there to bring a timeless soul into the public dance. Drum virtuoso Antonio Sanchez of Mexico City gave the performance a hypnotic edge that provoked attention and admiration. Friends, family, and community gathered on both sides of the border wall to play with each other and interact across the wall. Then, on June 4 and 5 in New York, at the Power Station studio, the album was finished with even more guest artists lending their talents such as Mandy Gonzalez, who has Mexican heritage and stars in the Broadway hit Hamilton. O’Farrill and Sehgal’s idea to give son jarocho music its day in the sun was influenced by the success of guitarist Ry Cooder and Cuban bandleader Juan de Marcos Gonzáles’s The Buena Vista Social Club. Back in 1996 Cooder and Gonzales conceived of The Buena Vista Social Club as a long-overdue celebration of Cuban music. Hoping to let jazz music bring the Cuban and American people together, their effort earned them the rank of number 260 on Rolling Stone magazine’s list of 500 greatest albums ever. The recording sessions grew in stature because German filmmaker Wim Wenders did a tremendous job on the documentary that accompanied the project. Opening with “Chan Chan,” the group’s signature song, the fourteen-track album, which won a Grammy Award for Best Traditional Tropical Latin Album in 1990, featured such amazing Cuban musicians as bassist Orlando Cachaito López and guitarist Eliades Ochoa. Most of the songs on the album, recorded in Havana, comprised standards of the nueva trova and filin repertoire. The song “Candela,” with lyrics sizzling with lovemaking, is considered a classic son jarocho composition.


Fandango at the Wall casts these son jarocho musicians as the veritable stars: Patricio Hidalgo, Ramón Gutiérrez, Tacho Utrera, Fernando Guadarrama, Wendy Cao, Martha Vega Hernandez, Zenen Zeferino, and Jorge Castillo, among others. These are tried-and-true practitioners of the craft. There are many contenders for the “Chan Chan” of this production, from “El Siquisiri,” which starts every fandango, to Hidalgo’s “Conga Patria,” which seems to make everyone dance.


Yet there are clear differences between the approaches of Fandango at the Wall and Buena Vista Social Club. While O’Farrill and Sehgal were most concerned with the human tragedy of the US-Mexico border wall, their ecological consciousness is also part of the Fandango project. What concerns them most is a chain of US Fish and Wildlife (FW) refuges in the lower Rio Grande Valley in Texas. This area, home to numerous endangered species like the ocelot (beautiful wildcats with spotted leopard-like coats of fur) would be ecologically devastated if a man-made barrier is erected. Anti-wall activists have protested that a barrier dividing the two countries would disrupt the small wild cat’s migration routes. Biologists are trying to protect and restore wildlife corridors for the ocelots along the US-Mexican border, but Trump’s wall would destroy the habitat necessary for the mammal, one of the most exquisite creatures on the planet, to survive. The border would cause “serious, and likely irreparable wildlife and habitat loss and damage,” as one US Fish and Wildlife leader put it, unraveling decades of conservation initiatives to rehabilitate the Lower Rio Grande Valley National Wildlife areas. Wildlife corridors between the US and Mexico are needed instead of a wall that would cause extinction of flora and fauna. And in the US, over two-thirds of the border is owned by various banks, ranchers, tribes, state governments, and private parties. In order for Trump’s huge wall to truly happen, a blizzard of legal tangles would have to be overcome.


History will show Trump’s border wall as a desperate last-gasp effort to keep America Caucasian while Fandango Fronterizo points to the multicultural future. The president’s refusal to denounce neo-Nazis in Charlottesville, Virginia, in August 2017 will go down as a low-ebb moment in the annals of US presidential history. “My grandmother used to say—‘Digame con quien caminas, y te dire quien eres’—Tell me who you walk with, and I’ll tell you who you are,” said Rep. Adriano Espaillat (D-New York), who represents most of Harlem and is an immigrant from the Dominican Republic. “If he’s walking around with white supremacists and supporting them, this kind of talk doesn’t surprise me.”


When campaigning to become president of Mexico in the spring of 2018, Andrés Manuel López Obrador—from a podium just across the Rio Grande from El Paso—ably expressed the wrath of millions of Mexicans who feel belittled by Trump’s cruel taunts. “No threat, no wall, no bullying attitude from some foreign government,” he said, “is going to keep us from being better and happy in our own country.”


O’Farrill and Sehgal and the rest of the Fandango team planted a flag of peace and friendship between Mexico and the US with the joyous festival, live concert, album, and this book. The resistance to Trump’s monstrous wall, in the end, won’t succeed. Activists like Sehgal and O’Farrill are opening hearts, one at a time, with the uplift of unrestrained melodies. As Plato knew, art and music can revolutionize the world one beat at a time.


One evening in Playas de Tijuana, I walked along the border wall that runs straight into the Pacific Ocean with O’Farrill and Sehgal. The sun was setting and the lull of the surf was meditative. Sayings like “Love Trumps Wall” and “Earth Was Not Meant to Have Walls” were painted on the fence pilings. A verse from Woody Guthrie’s “This Land Is Your Land,” the timeless populist ballad that unites the disenfranchised and downtrodden, danced in my head. It stands, in a sense, as the enduring inspiration for the entire Fandango at the Wall project:




As I went walking I saw a sign there.


And on the sign it said “No trespassing.”


But on the other side, it didn’t say nothing.


That side was made for you and me.





Or as Arturo O’Farrill and Kabir Sehgal say, “No more walls.”


Douglas Brinkley


Playas de Tijuana, Mexico, and San Diego, California, USA


May 24–27, 2018
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Arturo O’Farrill and Jorge Castillo hug after performing at the border wall in May 2018
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Arturo O’Farrill and Rahim AlHaj shaking hands
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