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“Let us be reminded that before there is a final solution, there must be a first solution, a second one, even a third. The move toward a final solution is not a jump. It takes one step, then another, then another.”


—TONI MORRISON, 1995









To all the brave hearts and heroic souls impacted by border violence.


To those who should be in this book but whose paths I’ve yet to cross, may the stories herein lift yours up as well.
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The Subversive Act of Seeing


The mercury soared to 104 degrees Fahrenheit (40 degrees Celsius) in London in July 2022—a temperature not projected to hit the UK until 2050 under current climate-change models. Air conditioning really isn’t a thing here. So I spent a sweaty month in Zoom hearings with civil rights investigators representing the US Department of Homeland Security. From my desk, overlooking a patchwork of gardens enclosed by a city block of crooked, late-1800s Victorian homes, I had become the unlikely intermediary between African nationals who had sought asylum in the US and this team of lawyers operating deep inside the monumental post-9/11 creation of the “War on Terror.”


Until being given a rare glimpse inside, I was not aware that the national security behemoth included an accountability office charged with keeping a combined force of 80,000 law-enforcement agents mindful of individual liberty, fairness, and equality under the law. Then a chance discovery of a conscience-shocking wrong led to my becoming party to a legal action against the most infamous of the twenty-two Homeland Security tentacles: Immigration and Customs Enforcement, or ICE.


A former head of the Homeland Security civil rights office advised me that its attorneys would be grateful for access to those with lived experience under the agency funded by Congress to incarcerate tens of thousands of immigrants annually—a number that jumped beyond 52,000 in the Trump years—in over 200 US prisons, 70 percent of which are operated by for-profit companies. Complaints of human rights infractions against ICE and its contractors are so routine, my contact informed me, investigators struggle to keep up. What’s more, evidence is often whisked away via its sub-agency: ICE Enforcement and Removals Operations, aka ICE Air, “the deportation machine.”


With the support of my collaborators at the Texas A&M University School of Law Immigrant Rights Clinic and Cameroon Advocacy Network, I facilitated a series of hearings in the summer of 2022 that would have brought blood to boil even without the record heatwave. Through anger and incredulity, as well as tears shed on all sides, roughly two dozen teachers, lawyers, medical and hospitality professionals, students, technicians, and entrepreneurs from the West African nation of Cameroon recounted the details of their journeys from harm to harm.


They were among the several dozen individuals I tracked down and interviewed who had sought safety in the US at great personal risk and expense, after having been the targets of persecution at home. Rather than finding succor on arrival at the US-Mexico border, however, their human rights were systematically violated by the US Homeland Security apparatus. They were jailed by ICE for an average of seventeen months—and in odious conditions—though they had committed no crime.


Indeed, seeking asylum and a life free from cruel, inhumane, or degrading treatment is a fundamental human right, codified under US and international law. Yet, these folks had been denied their freedom and subjected to routine physical, emotional, and psychological abuse. They were kept locked up even when the coronavirus pandemic turned prisons into death traps. Then, in defiance of international treaty commitments and legal due process, ICE delivered these mothers, fathers, sisters, brothers, sons, and daughters back into the hands of their persecutors in the midst of a brutal civil war. The circumstances of their deportations were violent and egregious.


In meetings that spanned the hot summer and lasted two to three hours each, these courageous men and women gave voice to the myriad human-rights violations they suffered while captives of the US immigration detention-to-deportation pipeline. Their testimonies chronicled injustices unforetold. They represented only the tip of an iceberg—the only iceberg impervious to melting in the era of climate breakdown.
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I came face-to-face with the atrocities forced upon these people while researching this book. It was not a tale I intended to tell when I landed in the Rio Grande Valley of Texas in January 2020 to see for myself what politicians and the media refer to ad nauseam as “the crisis at the border.” At that point, my intention was to bear witness to the inhumanity Trump had wrought.


When his Homeland Security chain of command ordered Customs and Border Protection agents to tear children from the arms of their traumatized parents—and they did—the sound of grief reverberated around the globe. My shock joined that of millions. It didn’t end, however, with the June 20, 2018, executive order that supposedly ended Trump & Co’s policy of “family separation.”


As they continued to manufacture fear about “surges” and “tsunamis” of “illegal aliens” and “invading hordes of criminals and perverts,” I saw a different crisis: the hardening of the human heart; a world in which empathy had seemingly expired.


Since the Cold War ended and the Berlin Wall came down in 1989, another eighty or more walls have gone up behind it, including along the invisible line separating the US from Mexico. After then-German Chancellor Angela Merkel offered welcome to more than one million Syrian civilians displaced by war and thirty-nine thousand Eritreans escaped impunity across the Mediterranean into Italy, the European Union rolled out the razor wire and paid Libya to keep other would-be newcomers away. When, also at that time, children and families began to arrive in unprecedented numbers at the US southern border, fleeing unrelenting and escalating hemispheric violence and crippling poverty, leaders might have asked: Why are so many people on the run?


Instead, first the Bush-Cheney administration, then that of Obama-Biden, raised more walls, creating prisons to detain these safety seekers, before expelling them. Australia led the charge in “offshoring” asylum: sending folks in need of protection to island prisons, where they were left out of sight and out of mind. And the European Border and Coast Guard Agency, Frontex, became evermore emboldened to simply push people in need away, even if to their mortal peril.


The wealthiest and most privileged nations have been turning their backs on post-WWII human rights commitments in favor of a security-first paradigm. This betrayal of the refugee protection regime has been in motion for decades—well before the shattering events of September 11, 2001. Another forty-five countries are planning or building walls as I write. Some are terrorizing whole peoples in the name of fighting terrorism. Others have weaponized geography to do the work of walls for them—using the Sonoran and Sahara Deserts, for example, the Mediterranean and Caribbean Seas, or the English Channel to thwart human migration.
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I arrived at the easternmost port of the US-Mexico border on January 3, 2020, with the intention of crossing the line from Brownsville, Texas, to Tijuana, Mexico, and points in between. I had only a car reservation, three nights booked at a hotel, and a single contact: Susan Law, an ally to all whose work in social justice advocacy spanned decades. She had become one of the Angry Tías & Abuelas of the Rio Grande Valley when Trump & Co began their takedown of asylum in the US. Directing me to the humanitarian crisis that awaited just a twenty-minute drive away, Tía Susan was the first of myriad mentors and guides I would encounter in what was to become a journey of awakening.


She passed me into the hands of Angry Tía Cindy Candia, who accompanied me over Brownsville’s Gateway International Bridge into Matamoros, Mexico. There, living in tents, were roughly three thousand people in search of a safe and dignified life. They had been pushed back into a US State Department Level-4 “no go” zone by the leader of the free world. A good third of them were children.


Tía Cindy introduced me to five Texas school teachers who coalesced in 2018 as Team Brownsville, collectively called to see to the common good. There was much to do. And so few US citizens beyond the border knew, because in stopping safety seekers from crossing the line, Trump & Co had stopped their stories from traveling, too.


“Please, capture their tales and take them north with you,” Angry Tía Elizabeth “Lizee” Cavazos implored me upon learning I was a teacher, researcher, and writer. But it was her next comment that sent me from the on-ramp of my actual road trip to the superhighway of a metaphorical one.


“We can’t get our voices heard beyond the 100-mile checkpoint,” Lizee stated.


That’s when I first learned that the whole of my birth nation is encircled in a 100-mile law enforcement zone—not just a border, symbolized by a wall, demarcating a line. And that within the zone, the rights supposedly guaranteed to all of us by the US Constitution do not universally apply. That’s when I understood that we are all negatively impacted by the “broken” US immigration system, which is failing everyone, save the profiteers and demagogues who benefit from it. That’s when I committed to lifting up not just the voices of those identified by misleading labels and dangerous tropes, but also those of the ordinary people offering welcome: the folks who never stopped flying the tattered flag of US-American values in what history will remember as one of the country’s darkest times.


In their accounts can be found a handbook for a more humane world.
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Expanding my witness, Angry Tía Madeleine Sandefur ushered me inside the dark, dehumanizing underbelly of the immigration detention system. There, I met people from the other side of the globe seeking asylum in the United States: Pastor Steven from Uganda; Manny and Keith from Guinea; Valery and Carl, Godswill and Benedict, Confident, Faith, and so many others from Cameroon returned from harm to harm on ICE Air. Determined that everyone should know what goes on under ICE, they became my next mentors, guides, teachers, and collaborators.


As I struggled to comprehend how the US came to incarcerate people seeking safety, Angry Tía Jennifer Harbury sent me traveling back through time to the Banana and Dirty Wars eras, when the big-stick bludgeoning of Central America and the Caribbean established the same destabilizing forces that drive people northward today.


Guides Jenn Budd and Robert Vivar in Tijuana and San Diego, as well as mentors John Fife, Dora Rodriquez, and Alvaro Enciso in southern Arizona, opened my eyes to the human toll of the forty-year-old border management strategy called “prevention through deterrence.” Though it has never accomplished its creators’ stated purpose—to stop people from coming—it continues to be the bedrock of Washington policymaking.


Built on cruel and racialized foundations, “prevention through deterrence” birthed the detention-to-deportation pipeline that began, mentor Guerline Jozef schooled me, with the refusal of the Reagan-Bush administration to welcome Haitians seeking asylum in the early 1980s.
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Today, the Cold War-era Military Industrial Complex has sown the seeds of a Border Industrial Complex that encircles the globe like a second equator. Cleaving north and south asunder, its walls and surveillance systems, its visa requirements and passport controls, its dictates about who is welcomed and who isn’t, now separate rich from poor, white from Black and Brown, and relative safety from danger and violence in a global apartheid.


I have observed its encroachment with my own eyes for I, too, am a migrant, though by choice and privilege. To date, I have lived more years outside the land of my birth than in, having plied my trade as an educator—in classrooms; on campuses; even under the trees—on four continents, from Central America to China and Hong Kong to New York, Paris, and now London. I remember well the days before biometric passports, endless security lines, and dystopian face- and iris-scanning technology. When I first set out to work my way around the world, I had no trouble obtaining employment. But when France denied me a work visa in 2004, I abandoned my academic career—and a steady paycheck—for life as a freelance writer and sometime entrepreneur.


Still, I continue to cross borders with relative ease by virtue of my blue and gold embossed passport, professional qualifications, and skin tone. I am a white woman. Born and raised under the influence of the Civil Rights, Women’s Rights, Labor Rights, and Anti-War movements, my personal identity and values were formed and forged within the promise of these cries for social justice. I reside, and thrive, in an ephemeral borderlands—one that cannot be mapped—buffeted and buoyed by a diversity of languages, cultures, colors, landscapes, and creeds.
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“Your global and historical perspectives add a unique dimension, placing this border insanity into a context weary wanderers and helpers often lose sight of,” Angry Tía Joyce Hamilton told me, urging me on when the thought of wading into the political minefield of today’s divisive immigration debate threw my confidence into crisis. When the coronavirus pandemic forced me back home in March 2020, Tia Joyce kept my exploration on track. The ensuing three years of research, reading, and discursive learning began with her, the Angry Tías’ archivist and documentarian.


She and Susan became my earliest editors, helping me to craft a narrative dedicated to the dreamers and strivers directly impacted by the many-headed Hydra that is the worldwide Border Industrial Complex: from those caught under its knee to the welcoming first responders who show us, every day, that there is a better way. I have done so with their permission and their collaboration, to the extent possible, engaging all featured storytellers in fact-, quote-, and chronology-checking; or by verifying the accounts they shared with me through resources and statements already in the public record. But any remaining errors are mine alone.


Their tales of humanity became the warp supporting the weft of my growing understanding as to how we reached this wretched place.


Rainier Rodriguez, Helen Perry, Abraham Barberi, and so many others, became lifelines and translators as I endeavored to stay connected with asylum-seeking families and individuals trapped, indefinitely, in Mexico during the pandemic. My growing contacts in El Paso—from Border Network for Human Rights to Hope Border Institute to the University of Texas and Holocaust Museum to individuals too numerous to name here—stepped me through the over-one-hundred-year history of El Paso as border-control laboratory. But my voyage into the heart of darkness took flight when I joined the team called Witness at the Border.


Thanks to the methods they developed to enable the subversive act of seeing, even from afar, I participated in tracking in real time the expulsion of 80-90 Cameroonians with credible fears of persecution, even death, if returned to their native land. That is when I unexpectedly uncovered the routine misuse of a so-called “humane” human restraint device, called The WRAP, by agents of the US federal government to force the compliance of many through the torture of the few. And how I came to collaborate with Texas A&M University Law School Professor Fatma E. Marouf to expose this heinous practice.
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With Crossing the Line: Finding America in the Borderlands, I aim to humanize today’s immigration debate through the transformative power of storytelling. The work is a tapestry of original reporting, oral history-telling, historical discovery, and memoir of my own awakening to the impunity of the US Department of Homeland Security. It documents lived experiences of global migration in the 21st century as it connects historic dots that shed light on the rise of the extreme Right. It serves to show that the 21st-century shift to a security-first paradigm has obliterated the 20th-century promise of civil liberties as a human birthright.


In asking, How did we get here? I flesh out the root causes of forced displacement through stories I believe will resonate with readers in these deeply troubled times. The tales of humanity included in the book illustrate how the so-called land of immigrants, democracy, opportunity, and equality under the law has flouted its own commitments to protecting refugees and human rights, giving permission to other world powers to do the same. They reveal that US border cruelty is not a mere by-product of Trumpism but that it grew up all around us, hiding in plain sight, enabling him and his anti-immigrant acolytes to crank the cruelty to 11—a volume Biden-Harris never turned down.


It is the story of an “America” represented today by whip-snapping Border Patrol cowboys and elected officials so cynical they booby-trap river buoys with razor wire and circular saw blades; erect made-for-TV “walls” of shipping containers; traffic human beings with public funds; and orchestrate military maneuvers against unarmed “foes.” It is the story of an “America” that existed before the US border crossed it, pushed into it, claimed it, and subsumed it. It is also the story of an “America” many of us dream about and still aspire to, where everyone’s humanity is recognized and valued: the “Beacon of Hope for those striving to live free.” It is a call to action to safeguard that promise.
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I embarked on this odyssey with a single contact, Angry Tía Susan Law. Thanks to her invitation, when the snowbirds with whom I arrived in Texas on January 3, 2020, turned right out of the Brownsville-South Padre International Airport, toward the golf courses and beaches beyond, I turned left. Destination: the Tex-Mex border.














IN MEMORY OF








My father and first champion, Bill Towle, Thank you for the inspiration. I will miss you forever.


My mother, Stephanie Towle, Thank you for passing your passion for history and love of words to me.


And Susan Law, who the world lost too soon. May your commitment to social justice be our collective flashlight.


















PART I: DEPARTURE
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CHAPTER ONE [image: ]

Confronting Cruelty







One day deep into June 2018, Rio Grande Valley lawyer Jodi Goodwin received a curious phone call. It was from a deportation officer employed by the US agency of Immigration and Customs Enforcement, better known by its acronym: ICE. He was stationed at the Port Isabel Detention Center in Los Fresnos, Texas, where Jodi’s most recent clients had been imprisoned, though they were not outlaws.


Her clients were parents. They had pulled up stakes and fled brutal violence and food insecurity in their home countries in order to bring their children to safety in the United States.


They had survived the perilous journey northward along the migratory trail through Central America and Mexico only to land at the US southern border just as Trump & Co threw down the gauntlet called “zero tolerance.” Anyone crossing the US-Mexico line between international ports of entry, announced Trump’s first attorney general, Jefferson Beauregard Sessions III, that April, would henceforth be considered a criminal, even people seeking asylum though pursuing safe haven in the US is legal under both US and international law, no matter their means of arrival.


Agents of US Customs and Border Protection, which includes the Border Patrol, had been ordered to shackle and imprison all border crossers, even those who turned themselves in and requested asylum. Agents also had been ordered to take their kids away. Such harsh treatment was necessary, the administration maintained, to signal to other would-be border crossers: Do Not Come. Do Not Come. Family separation would deter further northward migration, Trump & Co maintained. They also believed in the rightness of their actions: parents making the dangerous journey with children were no better than traffickers, they argued, so criminalization was justified, they said, leaning on the harshest interpretation of laws dating back 100 years.


US Federal Judge Dana Sabraw did not agree. Ruling in favor of the American Civil Liberties Union in the matter of Ms. L v. ICE, he ordered immigration authorities to stop separating families, to halt the deportations of parents without their children, and to reunify all separated families within thirty days, by the end of July 2018. This proved problematic, however, for neither Customs and Border Protection nor ICE had kept track of who was taken from whom and where separated family members were sent.


Without these data, the US Department of Homeland Security had no clue how to comply with Judge Sabraw’s order.


“So irresponsible,” sighed Jodi. “They had absolutely no plan.”


Family members had been flung to the winds, in many cases incarcerated miles apart. Hundreds of mothers and fathers had been deported already, turning babies and toddlers too young to provide a parent’s name or country of origin into orphans and wards of the US government. They risked being lost to loved ones forever, trapped inside a mysterious bureaucratic black box until they turned eighteen, when they would likely be turned over to ICE to be incarcerated as adults, and eventually sent back themselves to places they now never knew. In some cases, families following legal procedure, applying for asylum at official border crossings, were also separated.
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“Standing 5’2” in boots and known to wear a white cowboy hat over her long blonde ponytail to protect her blue eyes and fair skin—when not dressed for court, that is—Jodi had been an integral part of the borderlands humanitarian network, fighting from the trenches on behalf of immigrants in the US and their families, for nearly twenty-five years. She landed in the Rio Grande Valley (RGV) in 1995, fresh out of law school and having just passed the Texas Bar. She had committed to a one-year clerkship with the US Department of Justice Executive Office for Immigration Review, though her goal was to practice public interest law on behalf of those unable to afford private attorneys.


“I thought I’d be in the borderlands for a year, then move back to San Antonio,” Jodi told me. But that’s when then-Speaker of the US House of Representatives Newt Gingrich pushed through Congress his infamous “Contract with America.” Representing the ultra-conservative agenda still alive in US politics today, it pushed taxes on the rich to a minimum, while gutting services for the elderly, very young, disabled, and poor.


Jodi didn’t need a weathervane to see which way the wind was blowing: the Gingrich “Contract”—what President Bill Clinton would liken to a hit job, calling it the “contract on America”—didn’t just harm disadvantaged communities; it placed undue burdens on new arrivals to the US, too. So she pivoted. Deciding to stay in the RGV, she hung up her own shingle.


Jodi has since represented thousands of people seeking asylum, immigrant workers, and permanent residents pursuing citizenship. She has also held a front-row seat to the ever-increasing militarization of the US border, which triggered a boom in the country’s for-profit immigration-enforcement complex.


“There was one detention center in the Valley at the start of the Obama era,” Jodi states. “By spring 2018, there were at least six.” And that number, she noted, didn’t include the government-funded kids “shelters”—aka, detention centers for migrant youth and children—sprouting up in strip mall office suites and abandoned big-box stores all over the country, though most of us never knew.


Jodi knew. She also knew that the only way to reunite separated families was to spring the parents from ICE prison first, while simultaneously tracking down their kids, so reunifications could happen as quickly as possible.


Though Jodi acknowledges that her caseload might have been more constant—and more lucrative—had she joined a firm or legal aid practice, she appreciated the freedom and nimbleness of being a solo practitioner. Never was this flexibility more important than in the spring of 2018. She was among the first to act—a good three months ahead of colleagues who needed the go-ahead of senior partners and/or funders before joining the effort to reunify families separated by Uncle Sam.


She also had a jump on ICE. And after Judge Sabraw’s ruling in June 2018, the agency was in desperate need for her help. “The officer asked if I’d be willing to share my list.”


By that, Jodi meant not the names of the imprisoned parents, but their “Alien” Registration Numbers (A#s). For under ICE the dehumanization of people seeking safety includes stripping them of their identity: replacing their names with a nine-digit number and a label that conjures another life-form and one to be feared.
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Jodi was in a rare position to see the writing on the wall before most others. Because she provided pro bono representation at the Brownsville public defender’s office, she was acquainted with most legal professionals in the Valley, and they her. When, toward the end of May 2018, a strange case shift arrived at the courthouse, she began to receive calls from colleagues, all asking the same question: Are we prosecuting asylum seekers now?


She went to court to see for herself. There, she discovered adults in need of protection shackled, though requesting asylum is not a crime. What’s more, they were desperately seeking information as to the whereabouts and welfare of their children. This led her and her colleagues also to ask: Are we taking their kids now, too?


On Friday of that week, while attending a colleague’s retirement party, she presciently suggested he wait a little longer to step down. “You gotta stay,” she told him. “We’re going to need you. Something bad has rolled into town.”


He said he knew. It had rolled into McAllen, Texas, too. Their friends at the Texas Civil Rights Project had sounded the alarm that week as well.


At the Brownsville Courthouse the following Monday, Jodi saw it with her own eyes: “Moms, dads, they were distraught, beside themselves. They couldn’t attend to the proceedings or respond effectively to the judges’ questions. They just wanted to know what happened to their kids.”


According to a second federal class-action lawsuit, Dora v. Sessions, “Every single parent described the moment that their children were taken from them as the single most vividly horrifying experience of their lives: ‘shattering,’ ‘unbearable,’ ‘a nightmare.’” Having fled their home countries, in large part to protect their children, they were emotionally and psychologically traumatized at losing them, most cruelly, to men in uniform.


The lead plaintiff, Dora, took off running with her seven-year-old son after years of extraordinary abuse at the hands of her husband. She arrived at the border and turned herself in to immigration agents, requesting asylum. When a Customs and Border Protection official took her boy, she begged and pleaded, explaining that after all he’d been through, he needed her. The officer told her “she deserved to lose her child and would not see him again until he was eighteen years old.”


“Alma” was taken to court the day after requesting asylum for her and her two children, aged seven and nine. When she returned to the Border Protection processing center, her kids were gone. She, too, was told she would never see them again, “that they would remain in the US and she would be deported.”


Likewise, “Esperanza,” whose husband “gifted” her to a Mara Salvatrucha, aka MS-13, gang leader as a sex slave—she ran to save her son, who witnessed her being raped too many times to count. A Border Protection officer told her, “He belongs to the US government now.”


A fluent Spanish speaker and mother of three, Jodi understood not only the tragic import of their stories but the forces they were up against. She obtained the A#s of seven women in court that first day. She followed them to Port Isabel Detention Center, thirty miles away from the Brownsville Courthouse. She told them, “I’m going to get your children back.”


She hoped she could.
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The right of asylum is an ancient juridical concept, under which any person facing persecution, or the threat thereof, may seek the protection of another sovereign authority. Before arbitrary lines were drawn on maps to create nations and states, that meant places of sanctuary, such as houses of worship and religious institutions, as well as “governable territories.” In modern times, the right to safety and protection is also the domain of the United Nations Refugee Agency (UNHCR), which was born of the 1951 Refugee Convention after the shame of nationstates turning Jewish refugees back to their deaths during the Nazi era.


The Refugee Convention codified today’s right of asylum, determined as having a credible fear of harm due to one’s race, religion, nationality, social group, or political opinion, a definition that has deep historical roots in pre-Christian Egyptian, Greek, and Hebrew traditions. The practice has survived the ages, changing little. It was folded into Islam, which teaches that a host society is duty-bound to provide protection to those fleeing persecution. The principle of asylum was adopted by the established Christian Church in medieval times and evolved into an accepted, unquestioned aspect of Western culture. It has been recognized under international law since the ratification of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948 and was written into US law with the 1980 Refugee Act.


Grounded in the belief that all members of the human family have a right to dignity, Article 14 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights states, “Everyone has the right to seek and to enjoy in other countries asylum from persecution.” In addition, the right to dignity and freedom from torture, as enshrined in the Declaration, have become foundational to fair treatment under the law in societies around the globe. Yet, even before the 2016 election, Trump & Co were determined to strip those rights away.


In 2015, then-candidate Trump claimed, without evidence or following questionable evidence from unreliable sources, that the US asylum system allowed “alien criminals and rapists” to “disappear” into the country and run roughshod over the nation’s laws, elections, and values. Intent on ending the right of asylum altogether in the US, he and his administration declared “zero tolerance” for anyone crossing the line between ports of entry. They criminalized everyone, including safety seekers, even as they cut off access to legal pathways, creating a Catch-22 for the world’s most vulnerable people. Then, as if denying them their right to dignity weren’t enough, Trump & Co tortured them by taking their kids.


Such cruelty for cruelty’s sake is part of the historic playbook of dehumanization, stretching as far back as time. Not simply a violation of the Declaration, it is a crime against humanity.


Regarding the US immigration system, Jodi states, “It has never been fair or humane, not under Clinton, either Bush, or Obama. But zero tolerance brought a new level of cruelty to US immigration that I had never witnessed before.” She continues, “A body politic that will separate families will stop at nothing.”


Especially when that body politic gives total power over the lives of others to bureaucratic agencies that know no accountability and fail to keep records.
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On arrival at the US southern border, adults and youths—including those rendered “unaccompanied” when taken from their loved ones—are funneled into two different government-run pipelines, each including its own alphabet soup of departments, offices, and agencies. Everyone’s first contact, whether presenting at a port of entry or between ports, is with Customs and Border Protection. Port officers wear blue, while agents operating between ports, the US Border Patrol, wear green.


Once in Border Protection custody—what the agency refers to as an “apprehension,” whether a person is caught crossing the border, has turned themselves in to Border Patrol, or has lawfully requested asylum at a port of entry—everyone is detained in a processing facility. These are secured prisons. They are kept so cold, ostensibly to kill bacteria, they are known as las hieleras, aka “iceboxes,” or “cold houses.” There, everyone is sorted by age and gender, and caged in las perreras, “dog pens,” where by US law they may remain for no longer than seventy-two hours. That’s when safety seekers should be released and allowed to pursue their asylum claims while living with family, friends, sponsors, or even on their own in the US. But most adults are transferred to a “detention center,” while children under eighteen and labeled unaccompanied are sent to a “shelter.” Both terms are euphemisms for jail, however, for in neither type of facility is one allowed to come and go.


Adults are shackled in five-point restraints—wrists and ankles bound in metal cuffs and tied into a heavy waist chain—as one would treat someone considered a danger to society. They are then handed off to ICE.


Children, however, are passed to the Department of Health and Human Services, which sends them, in turn, to the Office of Refugee Resettlement, if there is bed space available in its network of one-hundred-plus facilities licensed by state-based departments of child and welfare services. If the Resettlement Office is out of beds, Health and Human Services will place children in what are variously called Emergency or Temporary Influx Shelters. These are notoriously militaristic congregant settings run by contractors that typically have no background, qualifications, or training in the care of kids.


Whether in emergency congregant or licensed settings, freedom is denied these children; their fate is little discussed. These factors, compounded with the traumas that caused their flight, the horrors experienced while in flight, and the shock of being lost to parents and other loved ones, whether pulled apart or not, can intensify in the young brain to the point of toxic stress. In this state, a child’s mental and emotional, even physical, development simply shuts down.


To minimize the too-often irreversible ill effects of this phenomenon, guidelines laid out in a 1997 legal landmark, the Flores Settlement Agreement, demand that children be removed from custody, whether under Health and Human Services or the Resettlement Office, within twenty days of arrival and placed, ideally, with a parent; with another relative if a parent cannot be found; or in a home-like setting, if there is no parent or relative available to receive them—in that order.


With their parents locked up somewhere in the clandestine network of two-hundred-plus ICE prisons that make up the US immigrant-detention complex, many of the children taken from parents in the spring of 2018 had no one to go to and nowhere to go.


That’s why Jodi’s priority was to get the parents out of jail first, and as quickly as possible, too. Because once the Resettlement Office’s “system of care” kicks into gear, children have a tendency to disappear inside the “next best thing” to being with a parent or other relative: the US foster care system. There, they can get swallowed up and lost track of altogether, often for years. There, like their adult counterparts, they—even toddlers—are put into “removal proceedings” and expected to represent themselves to immigration judges, without lawyers.


And although the Departments of Homeland Security and Health and Human Services are both cabinet-level US agencies, they are not historically in the habit of talking with each other or sharing information. That might not matter in the case of individuals arriving alone. But when it comes to parents and children deliberately separated, it matters a great deal. As Jodi states, “Reunification is next to impossible if information is not routinely captured and shared.”


Trump & Co did not track who was taken from whom, whether and where they were jailed, or if they were summarily deported without due process, because reunifying the families they tore asunder was never a part of their master plan.
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At the Port Isabel Detention Center, following her May 2018 Brownsville courtroom epiphany, Jodi emptied her pockets and purse of car keys and cell phone, passed through the metal detectors, then spread-eagled her arms and legs for a wanded pat-down. She approached the clerk’s security window and pushed seven forms through the gap between glass and narrow laminate counter, each one filled out with the A#s of the seven mothers she’d come to see. Then she settled into a hard-backed, scoop-seated immovable metal chair in the cheerless, institutional, high-ceilinged waiting room where there was nothing to do but watch someone else’s choice of movie from a soundless TV screen.


Jodi met with all seven mothers that day. Each recounted her story—slowly, haltingly, wiping away tears that would not stop flowing—of her last moments with her child or children. Jodi carefully recorded what details they could remember, taking down their names as well as the names of their missing kids; their country and town of origin; the identities or characteristics of their Border Protection handlers, if remembered, if they even knew.


By the end of the day, Jodi held not just these seven horror stories. She also learned that inside the Port Isabel Detention Center there were at least four dorms of seventy women each, all of them robbed of at least one child.


That meant 280 women and many more children needed representation. And this was just one detention center!


She asked herself, “How am I going to be able to find all these kids?” Leaning always on the “child’s’ right to protection” argument, both Health and Human Services and its Resettlement Office shield their youthful “inmates” from view—and themselves from scrutiny. These are impenetrable bureaucracies, even denying attorneys the names and locations of their under-age and tender-age (younger than twelve) clients.


“I wanted to cry,” remembered Jodi. “But there was no time. There was too much work to do.” She knew she couldn’t manage that many cases. “Most lawyers handle only about twenty-five cases in a single year.”
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After that first day at Port Isabel Detention Center, Jodi gathered her networks. She called Kimi Jackson, then-director of the South Texas Pro Bono Asylum Representation Project (ProBAR), and asked for help with locating kids. She joined her list of names with those being collected by the Texas Civil Rights Project and the San Antonio–based Refugee and Immigration Center for Education and Legal Services (RAICES). In all, she organized 250 attorneys and legal advocates from all over the nation to provide pro bono support for the families broken apart by Trump & Co.


She took statements, wrote briefs, and completed asylum applications—called I-589s. She advocated on behalf of her clients with ICE, argued their cases, and mentored others to argue cases, too. Her mission was to make certain all parents separated from their children had a fighting chance at getting their kids back. She did all this while single-mothering two teenaged daughters and a young son, and without taking on a single paying client for nearly four months. Jodi grew so broke that when a water pipe burst in her house one long weekend when she and her kids were away, leaving it damaged down to the subflooring and in need of a total renovation, she had to move them into a rented two-bedroom in downtown Harlingen, Texas, a thirty-minute drive from home. Putting family reunifications before all else, it would be another two years before she could afford to restore her beloved ranchita to livable condition once more.


By the end of the summer of 2018, Jodi had single-handedly reunited thirty-four families—the number would eventually rise to thirty-seven—and played a significant role in bringing 450 families back together again. Even during her own family’s summer trip to France that August, planned and paid for before the house flood, she was working on reunifications.


Sadly, not everyone found each other again. Coerced into signing papers they did not understand, some parents were subjected to a tried-and-true US practice called “voluntary departure” and deported before their kids could be found. Emergency Influx Shelters erected in Tornillo, Texas, and on the Homestead Air Reserve Base in Florida, stood on federal lands where Trump & Co claimed exemption from Flores regulations. Kids were incarcerated there for months, many used as bait by ICE to hunt down relatives living undocumented in the US. When these people, too, got deported, many youth were left cut off and alone, without loved ones or advocates.


Some were sent to foster care; others languished in the custody of the Resettlement Office until their eighteenth birthdays. There were still an estimated one thousand children not yet reunited with their families five years later when, on October 16, 2023, the American Civil Liberties Union announced a settlement in Ms. L v. ICE. Those who might have gotten into scraps during their prolonged imprisonment accumulated criminal records while on the inside and were transferred to ICE custody upon “aging out” to remain incarcerated as adults. They may still be locked up today.


But the forced separation of families wasn’t the only dark tide to flow through South Texas that spring.













CHAPTER TWO [image: ]

Aunties and Grannies Get Angry







Jennifer Harbury had been keeping her eye on the Rio Grande Valley bridges. A longtime civil rights attorney and dedicated refugee advocate, she had lived in the Valley for four decades. She knew that any shift in border activity at California ports of entry meant something was on its way east. And by all accounts—increasing intimidation and abusive behavior by ICE and Border Protection agents; Trump & Co’s suspension of the Legal Orientation Program for new arrivals seeking asylum; and near-blanket denial of humanitarian release into the US of pregnant women—whatever was coming wasn’t good.


Sure enough, evil reached the Hidalgo International Bridge port of entry, just south of McAllen and the last stop before Brownsville, in the final days of May 2018. Jennifer messaged her colleague Kimi Jackson at ProBAR right away: Urgent help needed!


Forty people were stranded on the bridge. They had been there for five days. They had no food, no water; they were completely exposed to the elements. Some were barefoot, their shoes having fallen apart on their trek across Mexico. All were desperate.


Kimi lost no time. She contacted her trusted comrade in LGBTQIA+-rights activism, Cindy Candia, as well as her friend, a retired adult literacy educator and Presbyterian Elder, Joyce Hamilton. The three sprang into action, calling on others to help them form a caravan to deliver to the bridge as many sandwiches as they could make, as well as snacks, diapers, Pedialyte, whatever they could pull together in a heartbeat.


Cindy, an ex–correctional officer and the daughter of migrant farmworkers, emptied her cupboards into a large picnic cooler, “because my husband and I were between paychecks at the time.” On the hour-long drive from Harlingen, she and the others couldn’t stop asking: Why isn’t Customs and Border Protection letting them in?


What the three women found at the bridge that day, June 3, 2018, defied explanation and challenged the imagination: a scrum of men, women, babies, and children pressed up outside the commodious and air-conditioned Border Protection office at the bridge’s north end. Under the eyes of US federal agents, they’d been sleeping on bits of found cardboard, washing in a nearby water fountain, and taking turns using the bathroom at the duty-free shop in Mexico, known only by the acronym UETA.


“They were literally stuck there,” Joyce recounts.


The triple-digit Texas sun scorched the asphalt, burning their feet. There was nowhere to sit. Babies needed new diapers, women needed clean underwear. Everyone needed a change of clothes and a bath. Some needed medical attention. Then-McAllen resident and freelance writer Daniel Blue Tyx called it “a refugee camp on the bridge.”
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Back at home that night, Kimi tapped out a call to action on her Facebook page, describing what she’d seen and asking for volunteers and money to help support the needs of those trapped at the Hidalgo-Reynosa port of entry. She included a shopping list.


Nayelly Barrios was among the first Valley residents to receive Kimi’s message. A poet and immigrant from Mexico, the then-University of Texas-RGV professor lived close to the bridge, in Edinburg, Texas, and was on summer break. She dashed right over with supplies from Kimi’s list, but not without first sharing the call for help with her Facebook friends. She received $200 in donations overnight.


When Joyce and Cindy met Nayelly face-to-face for the first time four days later, the refugee camp on the bridge had grown in size from forty to seventy. Border Protection agents were still processing asylum claims then, but slowly—around ten per day—meaning more people were joining the bottleneck than leaving it. By day, they were forced up against the outer metal barrier of the walkway to allow the thousands of quotidian pedestrian border-crossers to pass on the left. Their long, single-file line extended from the empty customs office, which could have accommodated a hundred people, to the bronze plaque, marking the official US-Mexico boundary.


On June 11, Nayelly sent a frantic group message to Kimi, Cindy, Jennifer, and Joyce: she’d arrived at the bridge to see US officials pushing the entire line of asylum-seeking families and individuals back—all the way to the international midpoint, or “limit line.” There, no longer in US territory, they would not be able to exercise their legal right to request asylum in the land believed, by people and cultures the world over, to be the “Beacon of Hope.”


That day, Attorney General Sessions, the son of an avowed Alabama segregationist, announced that the Trump administration had rolled back asylum protections for victims of domestic and gang violence. The rule change would affect nearly every individual and family running from the Northern Triangle countries of Honduras, El Salvador, and Guatemala, where decades-long corruption and US-backed military training, along with a surfeit of weapons, had bred cultures of impunity.


Meanwhile, the hemispheric “fruit basket” suffers longer periods of drought or more frequent drenching rains every year, either burning up or carrying away crop yields that once sustained subsistence farming. Whole communities throughout Latin America are facing starvation even as they do the backbreaking work of harvesting the sugar, coffee, avocados, blueberries, bananas, and other produce that grace our tables.


Following Sessions’s announcement of zero tolerance for anyone crossing the line between ports of entry, the people on the bridge were determined to seek safe haven in the US the so-called “right way”: by presenting themselves and requesting asylum at a recognized port of entry. It was the only legal pathway left to them. Yet, they were made to add their names to a list, then wait in Mexico for their turn to request protection.


This practice, called “metering,” created a bureaucratic wall more impenetrable than the physical one. Only an audience with Customs and Border Protection officials would kick-start the asylum process—and you never knew when your name would come up. So there you had to remain, in danger and squalor, in towns the US State Department decreed were as dangerous as any war zone. Because just as Prohibition one hundred years earlier gave rise to a shadowy, criminal market for gangs (aka the mafia) to traffic in liquor and other then-illicit substances, the late-20th century phenomenon of hardening borders has opened up lucrative human trafficking rings the world over.


Trump & Co’s twin policies—of zero tolerance for those who crossed between ports; and metering for those who presented at the bridge-based Customs and Border Protection offices—proved a boon for organized crime. Stuck between the “rock” of persecution back home and the “hard place” of a hostile and unwelcoming nation, the waiting asylum seekers were rendered sitting ducks for drug cartels and transnational criminal organizations. They represented easy money—a means through which to extort family members in El Norte, anxiously awaiting the arrival of a loved one.


The most desperate chose the river, risking death or “apprehension” and arrest, which meant prolonged detention and the removal of their children. But for those wishing to cross “legally” and too afraid of losing their kids, staying put on the heavily patrolled international bridge, even without food and water or a change of clothes, was the safest place to be.
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McAllen was not just a borderlands flashpoint for Trump & Co’s family separation debacle in the spring of 2018. It was a place where the right to asylum was eroding as well. Waiting your turn on the bridge in the Rio Grande Valley heat could take days, or weeks—no one knew.


Cindy, Nayelly, and Joyce were angry. What they encountered on the Hidalgo International Bridge was injustice, plain and simple. Jennifer, an expert on torture, saw crimes against humanity. She was angry, too.


She asked Kimi to invite everyone to her house to brainstorm a coordinated response to the humanitarian crisis unfolding not only at the bridges, but at courthouses, ICE detention centers, Resettlement Office shelters, bus stations, and hieleras all across the Rio Grande Valley. But Kimi’s hands were full. She was already working around the clock, alongside Jodi Goodwin, to provide pro bono counsel to the women at Port Isabel Detention Center who’d been robbed of their kids. And more were being taken away every day.


Kimi passed the task of coordinating everyone’s schedules to Joyce, who set the date—June 13. Folks were invited from as far as San Antonio. Cindy thought it wise to have members of the press involved. She brought along a couple of activists from NETA-RGV, an independent bilingual media platform founded upon Trump’s election to support and amplify the voices of Rio Grande Valley residents. Their presence was critical: when Jennifer suggested they mount a fundraiser, the NETA crew agreed to take that on. They brought in $72,000 the first month. Donations only went up from there.


NETA-RGV had the organizational infrastructure. The angry women who’d gathered that evening had neither formal organization nor name. But that wouldn’t last long. At one point during the meeting, Jennifer remarked, “You all sound like a bunch of angry tías.” In fact, they were all aunties. The comment lightened the mood a bit. It made them all laugh. But it got them thinking, too.
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The next day, June 14, Joyce was at the Brownsville Courthouse with her birder friend, Swiss-born, US-naturalized Madeleine Sandefur, the wife of a US airman from Kentucky she’d met in Paris in the 1970s. In addition to both being Texas Master Naturalists, and on the front lines of a public protest to save South Padre Island habitats from the development of SpaceX and liquefied natural gas export terminals, the two had helped to organize the local gathering of the Women’s March, which brought an estimated seven million people into streets worldwide on Inauguration Day, 2017. Eighteen months later, the women brandished placards with a different message: they decried the separation of families at the US-Mexico border.


Madeleine was instrumental in getting the protest off the ground. And Joyce, alongside Cindy, had not stopped her continued round trips from Harlingen to the Hidalgo International Bridge, with massive shopping sprees in between. They had been so busy that when a reporter asked them, on mic, what they thought of Sessions using the Bible to defend family separations, they responded with mouths agape and blank stares.


“We were like deer in headlights,” Joyce said.


Pointing the mic back to himself, the reporter paraphrased what Sessions had said: “I would cite you to the Apostle Paul and his clear and wise command in Romans 13, to obey the laws of the government because God has ordained them for the purpose of order.”


A woman of faith, Joyce had a few choice spontaneous words to say about that! Though typically reserved, when the mic was thrust back in front of her, she railed at the travesty of invoking the same biblical passage that had been used to justify slavery to defend tearing children out of the arms of loving parents. How dare he! It was not Christian!


Jennifer, who stood next to Joyce on the courthouse steps, commented that she sounded more like a rampaging abuela (grandmother) than an angry tía. And the name of the group was born: the Angry Tías & Abuelas of the Rio Grande Valley.


Before the march was over that day, Madeleine, also an aunt and grandmother, had joined their ranks as well, “Because this was not what I signed on to when I became a US citizen.” A former executive assistant and office manager, Madeleine took on the responsibilities of financial liaison and administrative coordinator.


Another incensed auntie at the demonstration, Elisa Filippone, jumped into the fray, too, becoming the sixth Angry Tía. Elisa lived just a block from the Brownsville bus station and within walking distance of the city’s bridges. She volunteered to keep an eye out there.
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Days later, Lizee Cavazos, a mental health professional, waded into the effort. A naturalist, bird enthusiast, and friend of Tías Madeleine and Joyce, Lizee agreed, at first, to help orient refugees coming through the McAllen bus station one day each week. But on hearing the agonizing cries of children separated from their parents at McAllen’s hielera, the Ursula Processing Center, she was moved to full-time activism.


That famous recording now heard ’round the world had been leaked to a trusted member of the press, Ginger Thompson at ProPublica, by Tía Jennifer. She had obtained it from an unnamed whistleblower inside Ursula. It would sweep across a shocked nation, and globe, inspiring a popular movement under the banner Families Belong Together, which resulted in spontaneous protests in 750 cities worldwide—600 in the US alone—and, alongside Judge Sabraw’s ruling in Ms. L v. ICE, brought Trump & Co’s family separation policy to its knees.


“When I heard the cries of children in Border Patrol cages,” states Lizee, “I realized then, if I don’t act to stop Trump’s crimes against humanity, then I’m complicit in committing them.”


By July, families in search of safety were being released into the US once again. With the cork on the border backup popped like that of a champagne bottle, the lines of people blocked at the bridges began to advance northward once more, now in greater numbers. From Ursula, ICE agents bused safety seekers in five-point restraints to the McAllen bus station and dumped them there. They had no money, little, if any, English, and no idea how to get where they were going.


Anywhere from two hundred to one thousand seekers of asylum landed there every day between July 2018 and July 2019. Before she knew it, Lizee was working full-time at the station alongside Jennifer’s longtime friend and colleague Susan Law.


Retired human resources director of Texas RioGrande Legal Aid for 42 years, Susan was a beloved ally to all: wise, passionate, and supremely dedicated to social justice. “Her compassion for humanity and for alleviating human suffering was at the core of her character,” Tía Joyce recalls. She put in a lifetime, whether in the company of rebels, sinners, fools, or saints, trying to right the bent arc of justice, and she was always willing to push boundaries in that pursuit.


It was fitting, then, that on behalf of the Tías, Susan and Lizee joined forces with Sister Norma Pimentel, executive director of Catholic Charities of the Rio Grande Valley. Sister Norma’s McAllen-based Humanitarian Respite Center was already set up to assist refugees who were being left, stunned and resourceless, and expected to get out of Texas, stat.


Tías Susan and Lizee became an inseparable pair. They organized and trained a small army of volunteers, who met them at the McAllen bus station every day, seven days a week, for a year, helping folks prepare for bus trips that might go on for two or three days. With the funds raised by the Tías, Susan and Lizee provided the safety seekers with food; travel money; maps of the US marked with their individual itineraries; a list of key English phrases and practice in how to pronounce them; and—until bus station authorities stopped them—backpacks that had been stuffed with essentials, including diapers and small toys for children, by a fast-growing team, mostly from Harlingen, working out of the fellowship hall at Tía Joyce’s church, when it was available, or her house, when it was not.


“It was a HUGE operation,” she remembers. “We needed a lot of space.”













CHAPTER THREE [image: ]

Like Stones in David’s Sling







On another hot Texas evening in late June 2018, shortly before 11:00 p.m., Tía Elisa’s phone rang, waking her up. She had been monitoring the Brownsville bus station, stopping by several times a day. But so far things were business as usual. At one point, she’d scratched out her phone number on a Post-it, leaving it at the Greyhound ticket counter.


Elisa roused and reached through the dark for her phone. Though the call was from an “Unknown Number,” something told her to pick it up. On the other end of the line was a Greyhound ticketing agent named Mario. He said a woman, newly released from ICE detention, had been dropped off at the bus station. It would be closing in ten minutes.


Could Elisa help her out, so she wouldn’t have to sleep on the street?


Elisa pulled on the same jeans and T-shirt she’d taken off just hours before. She holstered her gun, “this being Texas,” and hurried to the station just a block from her house. With Tía Madeleine’s blessing, she checked thirty-year-old “Jessica,” a mother from Honduras, into a hotel. Elisa was back first thing the next morning to help set Jessica on her way to South Carolina where she was hoping to be reunited with her young daughter.


Mother and child had crossed the Rio Grande with a trafficker and turned themselves in to Border Patrol when zero tolerance was roiling. Like Jodi’s clients, they were taken to the Ursula hielera, wet and cold, with nothing but a shiny silver mylar blanket and each other for warmth. Jessica had to sleep sitting up, her back against the bars of the crowded “dog cage” into which the two were thrust. Her daughter slept in her arms as she shifted, cold and uncomfortable, throughout the long night. The next morning, a Border Protection agent “kindly” offered to take the little girl to “get cleaned up” so Jessica could “get some rest.” He assured the exhausted mother that they’d be back in thirty minutes.


Jessica had not seen or heard from her daughter since.


Many more distraught mothers and fathers as well as aunts, uncles, older siblings, and cousins would follow in Jessica’s footsteps—from the Ursula hielera to ICE detention centers to street corners and bus stations, where they were left resourceless, if they weren’t deported without their kids first. After Jessica, Elisa found a group of four or five women at risk of being forced to sleep on the Brownsville streets. Then it was eight or nine; then a dozen. So, Elisa brought to Brownsville the strategy of welcome piloted in McAllen by the Angry Tías & Abuelas.


Michael Seifert, a former Roman Catholic priest turned border advocacy strategist for the American Civil Liberties Union of Texas, described to me how Elisa would introduce herself to the individuals stranded by ICE: “She’d earn their trust, then tell them, ‘I can sit with you here all night or we can find a place for you to sleep safely.’” Their confidence won, she’d send them to homes of welcome with trustworthy local families, where they could rest and take a warm shower, before resuming their epic journeys.


Mornings, Elisa was back at the station, handing out pre-stuffed backpacks delivered to her house by Joyce as well as gift cards so folks had a bit of emergency cash. She helped them purchase tickets and she got them on their way. And because she lived so close to the bridges, her house became a way station for donations of clothing, hygiene supplies, and water, which she carted over to those stuck on the other side.


For three weeks, Tía Elisa worked around the clock and largely alone, eventually recruiting a group of neighborhood youth, who dubbed themselves Los Primos (the cousins). Then, just when the numbers were becoming too much for her and Los Primos to handle, five Texas teachers stepped into the effort, too.


They would become like the five stones in David’s sling when the crises spawned by zero tolerance stomped like a clumsy Goliath into their Tex-Mex backyard.
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That summer, Juan David Liendo-Lucio, his wife, Dr. Melba Salazar-Lucio, and their friends and colleagues from the Brownsville Independent School District, Sergio Cordova, Mike Benavides, and Andrea Rudnik, went from merely protesting family separations to supporting the needs of individuals and families forced to endure unspeakable conditions both north and south of the line.


Why did they do it?


“Because we are blessed when we help others,” states Juan David.


“It started like a call from God,” he continues. There was a “call.” But it came from Michael Seifert.


“The multiple crises rolled into the valley like a glacier, imperceptibly at first, then suddenly taking over,” states Michael, adding that no one was prepared. “A lot happened in a hurry. We had no idea how bad it would get, or how long it would last. And the needs were so great.”


Not everyone was willing to help, however. They aren’t really our people, was a common refrain, even within communities of Mexican origin. “But Melba and David are different,” says Michael. “It’s never about them. No matter how busy they are, they always show up and with smiles on their faces. They make the hard work fun.”


He emailed David and Melba, requesting urgent help at the McAllen bus station. This is how they recall the origin story of what would become Team Brownsville:






DAVID: Michael Seifert said ICE was just dumping asylum seekers in McAllen, right out of detention, dazed and confused, and without resources. I told Melba. Then I called Sergio. He and Mike Benavides drove.


SERGIO: We walked into chaos. There were hundreds of people. They had nothing but what they’d been wearing when they crossed. Many were victims of family separation and had no idea what had happened to their children. They were terrified.


MELBA: Another volunteer, Cindy Candia, of the then-forming Angry Tías & Abuelas of the RGV—although we didn’t know that at the time—ran over to us. “Thank God you’re here!” she said.


DAVID: As soon as we saw what was happening, we asked, “What do you need?” Cindy told us, “Get backpacks, toilet paper, water, snacks, diapers, whatever!” Mike and I left Melba and Sergio at the station. We went to the Dollar Store and emptied the shelves. Everything we bought was gone by the end of the day.


MIKE: We stayed there all night. The second time we went to McAllen to help, Cindy suggested we check the bridges and bus station in Brownsville. Sure enough, the same issues had come to us. We resolved to stay and help right there at home.


Whether they knew it or not, Mike, Sergio, Melba, and David were following in the footsteps of decades of Rio Grande Valley humanitarians before them.


[image: ]


The US southern borderlands has always been a place of interchange, where languages and cultures met, mingled, and created something dynamic and unique. Not too long ago, families crossed the international bridges regularly, and easily, living binational, bicultural lives. It was the era of “natural migration,” with people coming and going between work and home, crossing from one country to the other to go to school, attend a wedding, or receive specialized medical care. Border officials, many from the borderlands themselves, ushered familiar folks through the international boundary without checking passports. They opened ports of entry when US farms needed laborers. They waved the workers southward again, laden with goods purchased in US stores, when the seasonal harvest was over. Having grown up there, Mike, Sergio, Melba, and David remember those days well.


In the late 1970s and ’80s, however, a new population began to arrive at the US frontier, not as part of their daily lives, but to start new ones. This was the era of the Dirty Wars, when civilians throughout Central America were too often caught in the crosshairs of the violence sweeping their native lands. Nearly one million Central Americans arrived at the US border between 1981 and 1990, but the same president who exalted the US as “the exemplar of freedom and a beacon of hope”—Ronald Reagan—slammed US doors shut on them. Most were “apprehended,” detained, and deported right back to where they came from, without access to due process under international asylum treaties and US laws.


The religious faithful of the US borderlands found it impossible to reconcile the actions of their government, which refused protection to the very victims it created. Springing out of the Arizona desert and quickly spreading east and west along the nearly two-thousand-mile US-Mexico frontier, and many points north, a 20th-century underground railroad was born. Based on the perennial principles of welcoming the stranger, healing the sick, and giving water and nourishment to the thirsty and hungry, participating congregations offered food and shelter to the traumatized and destitute refugees pouring into their backyards. They shielded folks in search of safety in open defiance of an immigration “system” they felt betrayed both religious beliefs and national values.


At the movement’s height, 580 houses of worship of all religious denominations provided sanctuary to refugees. One such refuge was the Casa Romero, established in 1982 in San Benito, Texas, just west of Brownsville, in honor of the Salvadoran Catholic Archbishop Oscar Romero who was felled by an assassin’s bullet in 1980, while saying Mass. The modest shelter initially cared for about 150 souls each month. But Sister Norma Pimentel, who worked at Casa Romero as a young novitiate of the Missionaries of Jesus, remembers that within two years a similar number sought shelter there each day.
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While the reasons for their displacement have changed over the years, Central Americans have never stopped traveling north in search of safety. In 2004, tending to the needs of two hundred refugees would have been considered a busy day for Rio Grande Valley humanitarians, like Sister Norma. Fast-forward ten years to 2014, and the borderlands saw those numbers double when roughly seventy thousand families and an equal number of children traveling alone arrived at the border in a single year.


In 2018, the numbers of southern border crossers surpassed anything witnessed before, even during the Dirty Wars era, for it wasn’t just Central Americans asking for protection in the US anymore. These 21st-century refugees included cultures, colors, and creeds from across the globe, according to Brownsville native son James Pace, author of Mother of Exiles: Interviews of Asylum Seekers at the Good Neighbor Settlement House, Brownsville, Texas.


“But one thing remained constant,” James told me before his death in 2022: they were all running for their lives.


As in the Reagan ’80s, however, instead of asking, Why are they coming? and addressing the root causes of forced displacement and migration, US federal and state governments continued to cling to a singular border management strategy: “prevention through deterrence”—known officially in the US legal code as a “consequence delivery system.” The theory behind it goes like this: if we make accessing the US as difficult and painful as possible, safety seekers will be scared off from coming.


The manifestation of that theory is that instead of providing financial support to borderlands humanitarians already doing the work of welcome, which politicians maintain will “pull” people to the border, more and more money is earmarked year-upon-year for building walls, hiring more law enforcement agents, constructing more prisons, and extending the border into Mexico, and beyond, with training and weapons for other national and sometimes local police forces. It’s also made manifest in how US Border Protection and ICE agents and officials are indoctrinated to treat their fellow humankind, even children. Cruelty for cruelty’s sake, so the theory goes, will repel people; it will keep them away.


But it hasn’t.


Sister Norma was one of very few people outside the US Department of Homeland Security ever to be allowed a peek inside the now-infamous Ursula hielera in McAllen. “That experience has marked me forever,” she told the National Catholic Reporter.


She describes seeing close to one hundred children packed into cage-like cells, with no showers, few mats to sleep on, and no room to sit or lie down, in frigid temperatures, all crying and pulling on her dress, saying, Please get me out of here. The memory remains for her “like a dagger in my heart.”


As in the ’80s, scores of people seeking asylum forcibly returned to their respective countries by the US, particularly to El Salvador, faced death or serious abuse, according to a February 2020 Human Rights Watch report. And deliberately rubbing coarse salt into the psychological wounds of those who did earn release, ICE stopped delivering them directly to area shelters and respite centers per agency practice to that point. From 2018, agents simply loaded them into unmarked white buses with blackened windows and dropped them off, penniless, hungry, filthy, and confused, sometimes in the middle of nowhere, often in the middle of the night.


It was humanitarian crisis upon humanitarian crisis.
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After responding to the chaos in McAllen, David, Melba, Sergio, and Mike began working with Tía Elisa to replicate in Brownsville what the Angry Tías were doing at the bus station. They handed out backpacks stuffed with clean socks, travel snacks, bottled water, soap, a toothbrush, and toothpaste. They sent folks in need of asylum to their final destinations with food and maps marked up to explain their itineraries, noting where they would need to change buses. They coached the non-English-speaking travelers in handy phrases and taught many how to use ATMs and vending machines.


Simultaneously, the nationwide movement united around the cries of “kids in cages” demanded that Trump & Co stop separating families just as Judge Sabraw ordered. Stating, “Lots of people are going to be happy about this,” Trump rolled his eyes, pulled out a black Sharpie, and grudgingly signed an executive order ending the practice on June 20, 2018. But as his government had made no provision for reuniting stolen children with their aggrieved parents (as Jodi Goodwin was now learning), no one knew how many families had been torn apart, nor how they would be put back together again. The administration’s only real response was to pivot toward jailing whole families together, indefinitely, or slow their ability to cross the line through metering.


The call for a whole-scale mobilization attracted the support of over 250 national and local organizations, celebrities, politicians, and other public figures, coalescing as Families Belong Together. Capping off months of building global outrage, more than one thousand people gathered in Brownsville on Thursday, June 28, 2018. They met in Linear Park, across from the federal courthouse where parents who’d fallen victim to zero tolerance had been prosecuted while terror stricken and shackled in five-point restraints.


For Andrea Rudnik, the national mobilization was the catalyst that moved her from outrage to action:




ANDREA: We all marched together under this banner that Mike made of baby onesies strung on a clothesline. It read: R-E-U-N-I-T-E. People came from all over the state. Speakers from Rio Grande Equal Voice Network and Los Union del Entero, even child speakers of undocumented parents, really opened my mind to the plight of immigrants in our own community. Even after living in the Valley for over three decades, I had no idea.





But while family separation brought Trump’s immigration agenda to their eyes, the horrors of metering brought it to their doorstep.
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Driven to ports of entry by the threat of criminalization under zero tolerance, determined to enter the US through the only legal pathway available to them, people were suddenly being told: There’s no more room. The president says the US is full.


Border Protection agents added safety seekers’ names to a handwritten list and told them, simply, You’ll have to wait. They were not told for how long. They were afraid to remain in Mexico. As in McAllen, the Brownsville bridges became “refugee camps,” too.


Andrea, an Episcopal Seminarian, could no longer look away.




ANDREA: If the Church has any message at all, it is to take care of our neighbors. I wanted to do something but I didn’t know what. Sergio suggested we gather water and snacks and go together to meet the people stuck on the bridge.


SERGIO: She said, “Yes, I can do that.” Then she couldn’t stop. None of us could.


MELBA: So, in addition to helping orient people at the bus station, we started trudging across the bridges, carrying water to the asylum seekers, bags of clothes, shoes . . .


MIKE: We rigged tarps over the walkways of the bridges to shield the asylum seekers stranded there from the sun. We brought mats for them to sit and stand on to keep their feet from burning on the scorching hot asphalt.


SERGIO: I remember a colleague donating all these trial-sized toiletries. I posted a picture on Facebook. I wrote, “Look what my friend gave me!” After that, people kept showing up with supplies for me to take over.


MIKE: Then we got the idea to bring dinner. It was just boxes of pizzas at first, when it was just twenty to thirty people.


DAVID: Yes, crossing over to feed people was Team Brownsville’s idea.


MIKE: People like to say that we were the love child of the Angry Tías, and it’s true—our action was born out of theirs. We might even have become part of their group: The Angry Tías y Tíos.


ANDREA: But the Tías are spread across the Valley, as is their work. We’re here, focused on our community. Our identity has always been tied to Brownsville.


SERGIO: And we were already a team. We’ve been colleagues and friends forever.





These five Texas teachers worked together all that summer, uniting as Team Brownsville. A nationwide force for welcome formed around them.




SERGIO: I started making these little videos, which I posted to Facebook. They got shared and shared.


MIKE: People sent money along with donations.


SERGIO: They really wanted to help. There was one day—I posted that I would be at Sam’s Club all day, accepting donations. I parked my seven-passenger Honda Pilot in a visible place and opened up the hatch. People showed up with stuff from their houses or stuff they’d just bought at Sam’s. By the end of the day, I couldn’t fit another thing in the car.


MELBA: I remember this woman—her name was Susan. She was from Austin, and she came up to me at the bus station. She was wearing a hot pink embroidered Mexican dress. And she just handed me $1,000 in $10 bills to give to the folks seeking asylum so they’d have money for their bus journey. It was like that.


ANDREA: We wanted the asylum seekers to know: We see you. We hear you. We recognize your pain, and we will do for you what we would do for a neighbor.


SERGIO: Because they are our neighbors! My mother immigrated from Mexico. She met and married my father here, so I was born here—a first-generation US citizen. I kept thinking: if my mom had stayed in Mexico, that could be me there on the bridge with my kids. Just because she crossed when she did, I have what I have.
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