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The bajo sexto and the accordion are brothers.


The accordion comes from Texas via the Germans.


The bajo sexto comes from Mexico.


That’s why they call it Tex-Mex music.
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FOREWORD


Max “Donny” Baca is an American original. The music he makes is indistinguishable from the life he has lived, and it could never have happened anywhere else in the world. From the Albuquerque hometown of his youth to the San Antonio hometown of his mature musical years, Max absorbed the music, the culture, and its signature personalities, giving his music its special flavor—just the way New Mexico’s Hatch chiles get their own trademark flavor from the nutrients in the soil where they grow. In short, Max doesn’t just typify tradition: he is tradition.


He was born into an expansive time for the Texas–Mexican conjunto tradition he personifies. Radio, recordings, television, and migrant agricultural workers took the Rio Grande Valley–born sound far beyond Texan political borders, making it an animating part of life throughout the Northwest, Southwest, Midwest, Florida, and places in between. He was raised at the side of his accordionist namesake father from his earliest years, immersed in a family life filled with good music, food, and spirit, and tempered by the discipline required of the lively, gritty, and demanding nightlife of professional conjunto musicians. Through this intensive and extensive apprenticeship, he learned the fundamentals of the lifestyle, the music, and all four conjunto instruments—accordion, bajo sexto, bass, and drums. He eventually made the weighty, twelve-stringed bajo sexto—what he calls the “grizzly bear of guitars”—his life partner.


As his music-drenched life progressed, Max attached himself to the best mentors the tradition offered. The incomparable accordionist Leonardo “Flaco” Jiménez took Max under his wing. Max idolized Flaco’s bajo sexto player, Óscar Téllez, who epitomized the instrument’s gold standard of excellence of the time. For recordings from the past, he turned to quintessential bajo sexto pioneer Santiago Almeida, who, together with accordionist Narciso Martínez, set the music’s seminal sound. And then he went further afield, accompanying Flaco in the popular country-rock-conjunto fusion group Los Texas Tornados in the 1990s.


The Tornados marked a milestone for Max as he launched a fresh vision for his own music. He grew the traditional conjunto sound, both through his extraordinary musicianship and by adding new ingredients from rock, blues, and country. He enshrined the dual inward- and outward-looking spirit of his creative vision in his new group’s name—Los Texmaniacs. With a Grammy Award and additional Grammy nominations to its credit, the group came to be seen as a beacon of fresh, fun-loving, fearlessly creative conjunto music, firmly planted deep in the heart of Texas-Mexican tradition. Half the story of Los Texmaniacs is Max himself; when you mention his name to musicians, they tend to smile and nod knowingly, their memories lovingly filled with the foibles of “Max stories.” He has all the traits of an extraordinary artist—a dreamer and a respected musician’s musician, deeply engrossed in his music and running on “Max time” rather than that dictated by the everyday demands that shape most people’s lives. Max is uncommonly special and much beloved. I am proud to call him my friend.


This book’s story, captured by its author, Craig Harris, is more than a story of Max Baca: it’s a deeply personal window into a vital slice of American culture. As Americans, it’s our story, too, and it’s a great read. Welcome to Max’s world—our world.


Daniel Sheehy, PhD


CURATOR EMERITUS,
SMITHSONIAN FOLKWAYS RECORDINGS










INTRODUCTION


(Craig Harris)


This book is the product of hours of interviewing and research. The recollections of Max Baca, pace-setting bajo sexto player, leader of the Grammy-winning Los Texmaniacs, and longtime Flaco Jiménez accompanist, are fleshed out by observations from his mother (Gloria Lucero Baca), brother and former bandmate Jimmy, son Carlos, musical compatriots Flaco Jiménez, Augie Meyers, Peter Rowan, and Rick Trevino, members of Los Texmaniacs past (David Farías) and present (Josh Baca, Noel Hernandez, and Lorenzo Martínez), producers Daniel Sheehy, Joe Treviño, and Steve Berlin (Los Lobos), and others.


Max Baca—or Donny, as family and friends call him—has expanded Tex-Mex, conjunto (small band), and Tejano music with the imaginative flourishes of his twelve-string bajo sexto. Descended from seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Spanish stringed instruments including the bandolón, guitarra séptima, and jarana jarocha, the bajo sexto’s steel strings are tuned an octave below those of a standard guitar. The last two are tuned up a half step—E, A, D, G, C, F, low to high. The first three pairs are tuned in octaves and the last three in unison. “The bajo sexto is the grizzly bear of guitars,” Max explains. “Its strings roar when you play it. It handles the bass and the rhythm, like a bass and a guitar at the same time. It’s a percussion instrument too. The strike of the pick sounds like a snare drum. You do it all on one instrument—a bajo sexto. But a bajo sexto isn’t a guitar. You can only bend a bajo sexto string so much. You have to slur the strings to get them to sound the way that you want them. Other bajo sexto players don’t try for a screaming guitar-like sound. They stick to basic riffs, keeping it simple. But I asked myself, ‘Why can’t I play that B. B. King, Eric Clapton, or Jimi Hendrix riff on bajo sexto?’ Even though I have a traditional instrument and play conjunto, Norteño, and Tex-Mex music, why couldn’t I also play the blues and rock & roll I was listening to?”
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Max Baca y Los Texmaniacs collage
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Hard Rock Café, Albuquerque, New Mexico





“The bajo sexto is meant for rhythm,” legendary San Antonio–born accordionist Flaco Jiménez (b. 1939) points out, “but Donnie does solos. He knows progressions. He can go from straight polka and conjunto music all the way to rock & roll. He does it by heart, not mechanically. He feels what he plays. Like Carlos Santana, he lets it all out.”


“I’ve always enjoyed Max’s sound,” says Noel Hernandez, bass player, harmony singer, and arranger for Los Texmaniacs since 2014. “He could plug into the crappiest amp and still have his particular tone. It exemplifies what the bajo sexto is about. He’s very dynamic. He could be heavy on it, where it sounds like thunder, and then, when it comes to the traditional stuff, he’s the cream of the crop.”


The Tejano Music Awards named Max Baca the year’s “Best Bajo Sexto Player” nine years in a row. They presented Los Texmaniacs with a couple of “Best Conjunto” awards. Max, however, finds the label “Tejano” misleading. He says, “I don’t like to say that we play Tejano music. That’s way too big a genre of music. It could be anything played by a Mexican American in Texas, whether it’s blues, swing, or rock & roll, or electronica.”


According to Eduardo Díaz, director of the Smithsonian Latino Center, “Los Texmaniacs preserve the traditional Tex-Mex sounds, but they’re adventurous, not stuck in tradition.” Juan Tejeda agrees. He is the accordionist and singer of Conjunto Aztlan and cofounder of the annual Tejano Conjunto Festival. “Los Texmaniacs has it all. They’re very much in the tradition of Flaco Jiménez, but they push it over into rock, blues, rhythm & blues, and country music. They throw in Latino rhythms. It’s all part of the process. They’re always moving forward and learning new things—experimenting. They’re the only ones touring and putting conjunto music on the national and even international circuit. They’re an exciting band.”


Max recalls that when Los Texmaniacs once played in Europe, an emcee announced, “From the United States, here’s Los Texmaniacs playing authentic Mexican music, eating tacos, and drinking tequila.” “No! No! No! No!” Max responded. “Our ancestors may have been Mexican, Spaniard, or different crossbreeds, but we’re Americans, born in the United States.”


Being from New Mexico, Max and his nephew, Los Texmaniacs’ accordion player Joshua “Josh” Baca (b. 1991) approach music differently than do Tejano musicians. “We’re not from Texas,” Josh reports, “but representing Texas music and expressing that culture to the world is awesome. Sometimes I’ll hear Max playing around the beat—New Mexican/Native American chicken scratch style—then, he’ll lay back and play hardcore San Antonio down-South conjunto style.” Noel Hernandez adds, “It’s a different flavor than what we have in South Texas. I never imagined that a kid in New Mexico would be listening to the same music that I did. It came to me that our music is connected by the Rio Grande River. It starts in New Mexico, where Max and Josh are from, and goes to where I’m from in the Rio Grande Valley. Dan Martínez, our drummer, is originally from Laredo, up the river from me.”


As Los Hermanos Baca (the Baca Brothers), Max and his older brother Jimmy (Baltazar James Baca, b. 1962) won awards from the Hispanic Music Association in 1985, one for “Conjunto of the Year” and the other for “Vocal Duo of the Year.” The brothers would go their own ways, but Max would continue making Tex-Mex history. After winning a “Best Tejano Recording” Grammy for Los Texmaniacs’ first Smithsonian Folkways album, Borders y Bailes (2010), Max donated an electric bajo sexto to the Hard Rock Casino in Albuquerque. They kept it in a glass case with lights. There was a plaque that read, “Max Baca, the first New Mexican to win a Grammy.” “That was an honor,” he said. “The state was proud.”


Los Texmaniacs’ second Smithsonian Folkways album (and sixth overall), Texas Towns & Tex-Mex Sounds, received a Latin Grammy nomination in 2012. Their next album, Cruzando Borders, was nominated for a Grammy in the “Best Regional Mexican Album” category in 2019.


Rick Trevino, Lyle Lovett, Joe Ely, Rick Fuentes, Alejandro Escoveda, Kevin Fowler, Bobby Flores, Ray Benson (Asleep at the Wheel), and Los Lobos’ David Hidalgo, Cesar Rosas, and Rick Berlin have appeared on Los Texmaniacs’ albums. The current lineup includes Noel Hernandez on bass, Josh Baca on accordion, and Dan Martínez on drums. “Max is the bandleader,” points out Peter Rowan, who toured with the band in 2019 and 2020, “and he’s fluent in the ideas the band is expressing. We’ve talked about being bandleaders and agreed that when you could just relax and let the band do its thing, that’s the best. Then you’re not the bandleader but part of the music. You can let the whole thing carry you and everybody else. Max is a beacon for the oneness of the band.”


Max met Flaco Jiménez, a musician twenty-eight years his senior, when he was just seven years old, and has played alongside him for years. The pair joined Doug Sahm, Augie Meyers, and Freddy Fender in the Tex-Mex supergroup the Texas Tornados, and they played with Freddy, Joe Ely, Ruben Ramos, Rick Trevino, and Los Lobos’ Cesar Rosas and David Hidalgo on Los Super Seven’s Grammy-winning album in 1998. Flaco and Max also played on a song (“Sweethearts Together”) on the Rolling Stones’ double-platinum 1994 album Voodoo Lounge. Besides the two albums Flaco recorded for Arista, Flaco Jiménez (1993) and Buena Suerte, Señorita (1996), Max played on Said and Done (1998), Sleepytown (2000), and Squeeze Box King (2003). Flaco Jiménez and Said and Done won Grammy Awards. In 2014, Smithsonian Folkways released Flaco and Max—Legends and Legacies, featuring songs the accordionist and bajo sexto player played with their fathers. They’ve done another ten albums that Flaco released on his own.


“Max is so deferential to Flaco,” observes Daniel Sheehy, the retired Smithsonian Folkways director/producer who signed Los Texmaniacs in 2008. “He loves him so much. He sees him as a second father. As a musician, he’s totally engaged with whatever Flaco’s doing—right there, glued to him. You feel this sense of warmth. Flaco feels the same way towards Donny. That’s what he calls Max.”


Max has played on hundreds, if not thousands, of recording sessions at Blue Cat Studio in San Antonio. Owner Joe Treviño reports that “Max is arguably the most recorded bajo sexto player on the planet: rock, blues, and zydeco to conjunto, Tejano, and everything in between. He covers so much ground. He’s played on all the important Tejano records, from Ruben Ramos to Little Joe [Hernández] and Dwayne Verhyden. He’s on twenty-five Tejano Conjunto Festival records, not only with Los Texmaniacs but also with Flaco, Mingo Saldivar, and so many I can’t remember them all.”


The following chapters combine Max Baca’s own recollections, notes on the instruments and central figures of Tex-Mex music, and observations by Max’s bandmates and family. The story is not always a pretty one, but it gives a glimpse into the life of one of the most talented performers of this rhythmic, mesmerizing, thoroughly American music.
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ONE


COMENZANDO


(Beginnings)


I was born on the twenty-first day of October 1967. There’s a photograph of me at four and a half or five. I’m onstage with my dad, sitting on a chair, holding an accordion. We were at the Calderon Ballroom in Phoenix. My dad was an accordion player and the leader of Max Baca y Su Conjunto Norteño. They wore black pants, black boots, white shirts, brown suede vests, cowboy hats, and gun holsters.


A conjunto is a small group or ensemble. Since the 1940s and ’50s, the bass, drums, and bajo sexto have driven the groove while the accordion plays the lead. Eduardo Díaz, director of the Smithsonian Latino Center, explains, “The accordion was a foreign instrument in Mexico. It came from the Chinese sheng, the ancient mouth organ. Somehow, it evolved in the eastern part of Germany around the mid-1800s.”


“Music in the conjunto repertoire isn’t Mexican,” adds Gilbert Reyes, project developer for the Hohner Instruments Company. “Polkas, redovas, and schottisches came from Europe.”


Hohner, the premier accordion manufacturer, “has been around since 1857 making harmonicas,” says Reyes, “but they didn’t start making accordions until 1903, a year after its founder, former clockmaker Matthias Hohner, passed away. His five sons had wanted to get into the accordion business, but he didn’t.”


Frederick Veerkamp played a strong role in spreading the instrument’s popularity. Reyes says that he came to New York in 1903 “to work in the first office Hohner opened outside of Germany. It opened two years before to distribute harmonicas. Frederick Veerkamp’s duty was to sell Hohner products including accordions. He started in New York and traveled through the states, went through Louisiana and Texas, and ended up in Mexico City in 1904. Four years later, he opened the first Hohner distributorship in Mexico City. From 1903 to 1908, there was a flow of product from harmonicas to accordions going from the United States into Mexico and then through the ports of Mexico once they established distribution.


“The harmonica was simple to play and easy to transport. You didn’t need amplification. You could pick it up and start playing. The accordion was the same thing. It could handle the bass and treble notes. You didn’t need accompaniment to make music. ‘Let’s have a party!’ Take out the accordion and start playing music for dancing. It didn’t take much. That’s why it became popular.”


Reyes says that “a one-row diatonic accordion is like a harmonica. Push or pull, you get a different note. Playing a two-or-three-row piano accordion is like having two or three harmonicas. Mexicans started using three-row accordions and came up with a scale. Instead of going in and out, like with a harmonica, they could just go on the draw or the pull of the bellows and play fast.”


Piano accordions were popular until the mid-1950s. According to Reyes, two hundred and fifty thousand of the instruments were made annually for US distribution. “They were that popular. Then what happened? Rock & roll came into the picture—Elvis Presley, the Beatles, and so on. The piano accordion became uncool. Baby boomers were the first to dismiss it. They didn’t like their parents’ accordion music, but, at the same time, the diatonic accordion was growing in the Latino communities, especially in the US. There were fifty-nine million Latinos in the States as of 2017. They’ve kept their music alive. Young Latinos listen to their parents’ and grandparents’ music.”


The father of Tex-Mex conjunto music, Narciso Martínez (1911–1992), was born in Reynosa, Tamaulipas, Mexico. He spent most of his life on the other side of the border in La Paloma, Texas, near San Benito. Inspired by the music he heard played by German, Polish, and Czech immigrants, he developed a repertoire of instrumental jigs, polkas, mazurkas, and schottisches that he played on accordion. “The rich people, the high class, liked orchestras with saxophones,” Flaco Jiménez explains, “but Narciso Martínez started it all—Tex-Mex and conjunto.”


Early Tex-Mex accordionists played under a tree or beside a campfire. Their squeezebox melodies got people to dance, but some kind of accompaniment was needed for musical depth. Conventional guitars had too thin a sound. Martínez tried having a harp do the bass notes, but the harp player struggled to be heard over the accordion.


Meeting Santiago Almeida (1911–1999) in early 1934, Martínez found what he had been seeking. Almeida, a native of Skidmore, Texas, a small town between San Antonio and Corpus Christi, grew up playing with his seven brothers in a family band, La Orquestra Almeida. The group, comprising clarinet, flute, bajo sexto, and string bass, played an extremely wide range of dance music. Almeida had first taken up bajo sexto at the age of fifteen. Martínez found him a monster talent. He took the whole load with his bass picking and strumming, allowing Martínez to abandon the old Germanic two-hand style of accordion playing and focus on the left-hand melody buttons. That meant he could play faster, with more attitude.


Before bands added standup basses, bajo sextos played the low notes. When I got my first Macias bajo sexto, I followed the lead of most modern players who take the top two strings off and just use ten strings, sometimes only eight. Flaco told me that young players use only two strings. When I started playing with him, he asked me, “Donnie, where are your top strings? They’re there for a reason.” He showed me how to use the bass and treble notes at the same time. It made a difference in the fullness of the sound—the lower register.


Listening to early conjunto records—the 78s—I can hear that the bajo sexto player has such depth, yet he’s also got the melody, the rhythm, and the strike. That clank sounds like a hi-hat. When you’re playing bajo sexto, you’re the bass player, the rhythm guitarist, and the snare drummer. When it’s sounding great, that’s what intrigues me. Eloy Bernal of El Conjunto Bernal played like that; it brought out the richness of the instrument.


Released in 1935, Narciso Martínez and Santiago Almeida’s first single—the polka “La Chicharronera,” backed with the schottische “El Tronconal”—on the Bluebird label, became a hit. They continued to lay the foundations of the music until the 1950s, when Almeida moved to Washington state.


Martínez and Almeida stuck to instrumentals, but Clarksdale, Mississippi–born, Kenedy, Texas–raised accordion player/singer Valerio Longoria (1924–2000) sang mariachi songs and poems by Mexican poets. His first canción ranchera, “El Rosalito,” released in 1947, became a much-covered classic. The following year, he introduced the modern drum set to conjunto music. Juan Tejeda calls Longoria’s hallmarks “a smooth accordion style with long extended runs.”
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Max Don Baca





The first time I came on stage, my father’s band was taking a break. “All of a sudden, we heard the accordion playing,” my mom remembers. “I looked up and there’s Donny with his dad’s accordion, playing and playing and playing.”


My dad’s bass player came onstage first. Then, as my mom recalls, “Donny’s dad came on stage and strapped the accordion to his shoulders.”


I started a song and stopped in the middle. My dad looked at me. I asked him, “Do you want me to play the second half?” “Play the whole thing!” The rest of the band jumped in and backed me up.


People started running up to the stage, throwing pennies, nickels, quarters, and dollars. I thought to myself, “I’m rich!” I was in heaven, thinking about all the Bazooka bubble gum and candy I was going to buy.


I was named after my dad, Max Don (Macedonio) Baca. He was born on April 19, 1924 and spent most of his life in Albuquerque. A veteran of World War II, he had been an infantryman stationed on the front line in Germany and Belgium, one of those guys who ran off the rafts shooting. He never liked talking about it, but he told my brother and me stories. We’d go deer hunting and sit under a tree. A plane would fly over and he’d say, “I remember when I was in the war . . .”


He told us that he could tell the difference between American tanks and German tanks just by hearing them. German tanks sounded brutal and very loud. When they came over the horizon, the ground shook. He remembered the men being given shovels and digging holes, as quickly as you could imagine, to get out of harm’s way.


After he got home, he had nightmares. My brother Jimmy, sister Maxine, and I would wake in the middle of the night and hear him screaming. He had been a prisoner of war and was missing for the longest time, about three years. They had him working at a concentration camp as a cook. Toward the end of the war, friends of his were being punished and they weren’t given anything to eat. When it came time to go back to his quarters, after work, he put rice in his boots to share with his friends.


My dad grew up poor. As a child, he worked in the fields with his dad, my grandfather, Baltazar Baca. He was Apache. I never met him. We have land—twenty acres—that he passed down to us. It’s in a mountainous area. He died the year I was born. He received a purple heart in World War I. I have his medal.


My dad was a youngster when he went away to war. When he came home, he brought an accordion. It was more like an Irish accordion, the kind used for playing jigs and reels. My grandfather had an old button accordion and my dad, from time to time, would pick it up and play. He was self-taught. He was so attracted to Narciso Martínez’s kind of music that he’d go to Juárez, Mexico, about four and a half hours from Albuquerque, to hear Norteño bands. They played Mexican and Spanish music with the drive of military brass bands. He liked the sound of an accordion and saxophone and learned to play in that style.


When I was born, my dad owned a nightclub, the Bondman’s Lounge, in downtown Albuquerque. He worked as an accountant and bail bondsman, but he played music almost every night—Monday through Saturday. He’d pack them in; there was always a full house. “There would be as many people on a Monday night as there were on Saturday,” my brother Jimmy remembers. “My dad’s band was actually a quintet. They had two accordion players.” On Sundays, my dad hired a local group, Manny and the Casanovas, to play. Uncle Toño played drums. Jimmy remembers them as “an orchestra with brass, saxophones, and trumpets.”
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Max Don Baca was a prisoner of war for three years





My dad made sure there was popcorn or peanuts on all the tables—something salty—so people would drink. He was a smart businessman. Before the war, he’d go up into the mountains with a chainsaw, chop down trees, and sell a truckload of firewood. Jimmy says, “After selling wood all day, he’d go out and play a gig at his nightclub, a house party, or a hall someone rented for a wedding.” My mother remembers, “My husband always had a business, but he loved to play accordion. He didn’t make a living playing music, but it helped.”


A year or two after I was born, my dad sold the nightclub—it’s now the Bank of New Mexico—and started investing in property. He quit the bondsman position because it got to be too dangerous. He had to pick up guys who skipped bail and hadn’t paid him. He became an accountant and opened Max Baca’s Income Tax Service, but he also started taking music more seriously and recorded his first album, Vamos Albuquerque! (Let’s Go Albuquerque). He composed the title polka. The LP’s liner notes, written by Senator Pete Domenici, talked about how Albuquerque was growing.


My dad played a role in introducing chicken scratch music, or waila, to the Natives in Tucson, Phoenix, and Winslow, Arizona, and western New Mexico. Waila is Norteño music without the singing. Many Yaquis, Aztecs, Mayans, and Tohono O’odham spoke Spanish, but they were embarrassed to sing. It was all instrumental music.


When she was young, my mom worked at an A & W restaurant. That’s where my dad met her. He already had children, three daughters from a previous marriage. Then we came along—my brother, younger sister Maxine, and me.


My dad’s daughters—my stepsisters Renee, Arlene, and Sharlene—lived with us. Their mother passed away at an early age and my mom raised them. Sharlene is a flight attendant for United Airlines, the head attendant on overseas flights.


Renee told me she knew I loved music because, when she was pregnant with her first child, she’d pick me up, put me on top of her belly, and dance. When she stopped, I’d kick my feet and say, “C’mon, giddy up.” She danced to put me to sleep; I was so full of energy. The last thing I wanted to do was go to bed.


A native of Albuquerque, my mother was the oldest of four daughters. She had three sisters and two brothers. My grandmother, Millie Lucero, raised them. My grandfather left her with all the kids and moved on. He remarried and started another family. My grandmother never did. She’s ninety-six years old. We’re blessed to still have her. We talk from time to time. Her mind is still as sharp as a tack; she’s a strong woman.


My mother’s father, Patricio or “Pat,” passed on a while back. I remember him visiting when I was young. He’d come in my room, close the door, and say, “Let me see your guitar, boy.” He never played music professionally, but he was a big Ernest Tubb fan. He’d grab the guitar and start singing “Waltz Across Texas.” Then he’d take me to get ice cream or to a movie.
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Gloria and Max Don Baca Sr. (Max’s parents)





I got to see him right before he passed away. He had cancer, but he was home. I drove from Texas, where I was living, to Albuquerque to see him. He sat up when I got there, looked at Uncle Carl, and said, “That boy can play that guitar.” I visited with him and told him that I loved him. He said, “Don’t worry, I’ll be fine. We’ll play music together.” That was the last time I saw him.


My mom grew up with her mother, brothers, and sisters in an old house without a bathroom. They used an outhouse. She was very appreciative of everything she had. When she was a kid, she and her siblings got a new pair of shoes once a year. We’d get a new pair when we needed them. My mom would complain that our feet were smelly and take us to buy new shoes.


My dad was extremely strict. It was always “Yes, sir” and “No, sir.” If you sat down at the dinner table wearing your ballcap, he’d knock it right off your head. He demanded respect, but he was a provider. He did whatever it took so we wouldn’t suffer. We always had a roof over our heads. We didn’t live a hard life. We never starved. My dad would come home and ask if we’d eaten.


My mom’s cooking was always the best. Oh my, was it good. She cooked every day, making beans, handmade tortillas, or sopapilla (fry bread) with so much love. It was as though she was thinking of each of us while she cooked. She put tender love and care into food.


Of course, we had flame-roasted Hatch green chiles. They’re only grown in Hatch, New Mexico. They’re different than a jalapeño or habanero pepper, really tasty. If you go to a McDonald’s in New Mexico, you can order a quarter-pounder with green chile; they’re so good.


After harvesting the crop in October, the workers would rotate the chiles on a wire-mesh cylinder over a fire. My mom would bring home a gunnysack full. They smelled so good. The whole family would get together to peel the chiles, getting the stems and the seeds out. We’d put the chiles into a food processor and chop them up and have green chile (chile verde) with hamburgers or in soup. Beans, squash, corn, and chile, there was always some kind of heat. You’d burn your mouth. It’s part of the culture.


Whenever the Texas Tornados and I played in New Mexico, we’d stop at my mom’s and she’d cook for us. Sometimes Doug Sahm followed in his car; he loved to drive. We once played in Santa Fe and had a show in Albuquerque the following night. We went to eat at my mom’s. Freddy Fender was diabetic and he couldn’t eat a lot of things. The first time he visited, he told my mother, “I came, Mrs. Baca, because I’ve heard so much about your enchiladas.” Before we ate, Freddy asked, “Mrs. Baca, is that your blue Riviera car outside?” My mom said, “Yeah, but it’s broke.” It had been parked there for more than three months. She had changed the battery and the alternator, but couldn’t get it to start. Freddy said, “Let me take a look at it.”


While everybody else was eating, Freddy disappeared. It was getting time to leave for the gig, and no one had seen him for a while. Where’s Freddy? Lo and behold, he was on his back, underneath my mom’s car. He had tools and was doing something. You could see his boots. He was wearing his outfit for the gig, but he was on the floor like a mechanic. When he crawled out, dirt covered his entire back. We dusted him off. Then he said, “Okay, Mrs. Baca, try to start it.” Sure enough, the car started. I don’t know what he did, but it worked.


Even when he wasn’t touring with the Texas Tornados, Doug would stop at my mom’s whenever he drove through New Mexico. He’d call a day before. She’d make green chile chicken enchiladas. He called her enchiladas the “key to the West.” My mother remembers: “Doug would call and say, ‘Mrs. Baca, I’m just checking to see if you’re going to be home. I’d like to stop and say hello.’ I’d say, ‘Sure Doug, I’ll be here.’ I’d run to the store and get all the ingredients.”1


One time, Doug called, and my mom made a green chile casserole. For some reason, Doug didn’t show until two days later. He started knocking on the door. My mom answered and said, “You were supposed to come yesterday.” He explained that something had happened and apologized for not getting there sooner. She said, “Come on in. Everyone came last night and ate the casserole, but I have a little left.” She warmed it for him and said, “Here you go—a little is better than nada.” Doug stopped what he was doing and said, “Wait a minute, Mrs. Baca, give me a pencil or a pen and a napkin, there’s a song here.”


Sure enough, he wrote a freaking song right there in my mom’s kitchen—“a little is better than nada / sometimes you want the whole enchilada.” It became a hit. They used it in the movie Tin Cup with Kevin Costner and Rene Russo. We performed it during the Hollywood premiere. We played at a private VIP party for the actors, director, and crew of the movie on the roof of a hotel.


Growing up, we’d sit down for dinner as a family. We weren’t allowed to take our plates and run off to our rooms to watch television. We had to eat with everyone. That was important to my mom and dad.


Music was also important. My mom had a collection of hardcore conjunto albums. I remember this big stereo that looked like a big wooden dresser. You lifted the top and there was the turntable. It had cabinets underneath it, where she kept albums. It wasn’t very loud, but it had a clear sound. We’d listen to it while eating dinner. Sometimes, when she was cooking, my mom would listen to it and dance in the kitchen. She’d have her apron on, waving a spatula. She loved music; she just didn’t want to see her kids struggle.


When my dad listened to the radio, it was always Spanish or Mexican music, conjunto music. On our own time, we’d go into our room and listen to whatever we wanted. Both of my mother’s brothers were drummers. The younger of the two, Anthony, played drums for a short time for my dad. He was a good drummer. I learned a lot from him. We call him “Toño.” He helped my dad at the bar.


I love both uncles, but Uncle Carl is something else. When I was growing up, he’d say, “Someday, I’m going to be your personal manager.” He played drums for my brother and me for a while, but he was a heavy drinker. He was a veteran of the Vietnam War. After he got home, he started drinking—a lot. By the time we’d start a gig, he would have already downed a half pint of whiskey. The first drummer that walked into the club he’d give his sticks and say, “Sit in.” Then he’d go to the bar and drink some more.


Thank God, he’s sober, for more than thirty years. He still visits me for two weeks every other month. He has a room in my house. He calls me, or I call him, and he gives me advice. He’s never judged me. He tells it like it is and he speaks nothing but the truth. He doesn’t sugarcoat anything. He’s straight up. When it comes to music, he says, “There are musicians and there are instrument owners. I have a credit card. I can buy a saxophone or a drum set, but can I play them? No!”


My dad was my grandparents’ only son, but he had five sisters. When he played the accordion, they’d dance. He mostly played polkas, but he had a unique way of playing them, sort of a mix of German and Native American. He recorded seven albums, lots of 45s, and some 78s. He even recorded some eight-track tapes.


My brother and I picked up my dad’s accordion before we knew what we were doing with it. Jimmy started playing when he was twelve. I followed quickly. After we got home from school, we had to each practice the accordion for thirty minutes. There was only one accordion for Jimmy and me, so we’d run home to be the first to practice. Jimmy was more interested in the accordion; he usually beat me home.


“As soon as we’d get home,” Jimmy remembers, “we’d jump out of the car and haul butt to get to the accordion first. We had to be the first to give it a slap. If I got it first, I could practice as long as I wanted, sometimes until dark. That accordion, we put it through some hard times. We played the hell out of it.”


“I remember them pleading to let them play first,” recalls my mother. “‘It’s my turn.’ I’d say, ‘Okay, you play for X amount of time and then give it to him.’ It seemed like Donnie always won.”


I remember practicing the accordion, looking out the window, and seeing my friends playing or riding their bikes.


The first two songs I learned—“The Monterrey Polka” and “In the Mood”—were taught to me by my dad. The first had been the B side of a single by Fannin County, Texas’ Bill Boyd & His Cowboy Ramblers in 1948, and the second had been a big-band hit for Glenn Miller in 1939.


My dad took me to a pawn shop when I was eight or nine and asked, “Do you like this bass guitar?” I didn’t know anything about the bass, but he said, “I’m going to buy it. You have one week to learn it. We have three gigs next weekend and we need a bass player.” I had no choice. In a week, I learned to play the bass. Nobody taught me. I watched my dad’s bass player and saw how he held his bass. I had been playing accordion, knew a little about the guitar, and was familiar with the songs. It came relatively easily. I put an album on the record player, listened to it, and thought, “Okay, it sounds like this.”




[image: Image]


Childhood memories





“Early conjuntos would get just about anybody to play bass,” Noel Hernandez explains. “Tuning was an issue, but the energy was there. The bass plays in unison with the bajo sexto on the downbeat of a polka. It creates space for the accordion and bajo sexto. Sustaining a note creates harmonic texture. Sometimes, it comes naturally. You don’t have to think about it; it just happens.”


I wouldn’t say that my first day went perfectly but I got through it. I remember going with my dad and brother to American Indian reservations and playing. There were periods when I wanted to quit but we were playing music to survive. It was our way of bringing food to the table. We played at weddings and quinceañeras celebrating a girl’s fifteenth birthday. On Fridays and Saturdays, we played in nightclubs in Albuquerque.


My mom was proud of us. She’d watch us play with tears of joy, but the last thing she wanted was for her sons to be musicians. She gave my dad a hard time, telling him that we needed to go to school, but he couldn’t see paying musicians when he had two sons. He’d say, “We need the money. We’ve got bills to pay, groceries to buy.” Money was important, but passion was important too. My mom says, “Music was in his blood. It was a gift from God.”


We were driven to get good, but we were rewarded. If people appreciate your talent, they’ll pay for it. By the time I got into middle school, I was well-off. It wasn’t that I was rich—my brother and I shared a room—but I had everything I wanted, especially new clothes and Converse sneakers. As far as we were concerned, there was no other shoe. Your only choice was a no-name brand or Converse. If you wore Converse, you were in style and hip.


Whatever I got paid, I didn’t see. That was for us—the family. I didn’t know about making money. I played because I had to play with my father. He wouldn’t say, “Here’s your paycheck, son.” I had to play four or five hours. That’s how it was.


“Donny always gave me his money to save. He had quite a bank account by the time that he got to be eighteen or nineteen—more than nine thousand dollars,” my mom remembers. “They’d play for forty or fifty bucks a night. My husband always gave them an equal amount. Jimmy wanted to spend his money. He had a girlfriend. Donny wanted to see how much he could build up.”


My dad was always one step ahead. He taught my brother and me that when you play a show, people were paying to see you play. He’d work the room before he even got on stage. He’d walk around, shaking people’s hands, and telling them, “Thank you for coming to see us.” That made people comfortable. I do that today. It’s good karma. It shows humility.
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